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Chapter 1


Reborn


 


 


 


“Wait for me!” Kara jogged
along Saint Paul Street. She pressed her cell phone against her ear with a sweaty
hand. “I’ll be there in two minutes!” 


With
her heart thumping against her chest, her black ballet flats tapped the
cobblestones as she avoided oncoming traffic. Her portfolio swung at her side.
She jumped onto the sidewalk and ran through the crowd. 


“I
can’t believe you’re not here yet,” said the voice on the line. “You had to
pick today of all days to be late.”


“Okay,
okay. I’m already freaking out about the presentation. You’re not exactly
helping, Mat.”


A
laugh came through the speaker. “I’m just saying …this is supposed to be the
most important day of your life. And you, Mademoiselle Nightingale, are
late.”


“Yeah,
I heard you the first time…Mother. It’s not my fault. My stupid alarm
didn’t go off!” Kara dashed along the busy street, her long brown hair bouncing
against her back. The smell of grease and beer from the pubs reached her nose
and her heart hammered in her chest like a jackhammer. She knew if she missed
the presentation, her hopes of landing a scholarship were over. She didn’t have
any money for college, so this was her only shot.


Over
the heads of the crowd, Kara could just make out the sign, Une Galerie.
Stenciled elegantly in bold black letters, the name hovered above the art
gallery’s majestic glass doors. She could see shadows of people gathered
inside. Her chest tightened. She was only a block away now.


“You
know, the presentation won’t wait for you—”


“Yes,
yes, I know, it’s not like I planned this. Now I’m going to do my
presentation out of breath and disgustingly sweaty. Not exactly the kind of
first impression I wanted to make,” Kara growled into the phone, trying to
catch her breath.


For
a horrible moment she thought she wasn’t going to make it on time and
considered getting off the sidewalk to run along the edge of the street instead.
She looked back to see how bad the traffic was.


Then
her heart skipped a beat.


Less
than half a block behind, a man stood motionless and indifferent to the wave of
humanity that flowed around him. He was staring at her. His white hair stood
out against his dark gray tailored suit. Kara frowned. 


His eyes are black, she realized. 


A
chill rolled up her spine. The man melted into the crowd and vanished, as
though he were a mere trick of the light. The hair on the back of Kara’s neck
prickled as a sense of foreboding and the urge to scream filled her. Who was
this man? And why was he looking at her?


“I
think I’m being followed,” Kara spoke into her cell phone after a few seconds.
Her mouth was dry as a feeling of dread welled up inside her.


“You
always think you’re being followed.”


“No.
I’m serious. I swear…this guy is following me—some psycho with white hair. I…I
think I’ve seen him before. Or at least my mother has…” 


“We
all know your mother is a little nutty sometimes. No offense, I love
your mom, but she’s been seeing and talking to invisible people since we were
five. I think it’s rubbing off on you.”


“Listen.
I was with my mom yesterday on Saint Catherine Street, and she said we were
being followed by someone. What if this is the same guy? Maybe she’s not
as crazy as everyone thinks.” Kara wondered if there was a little truth in her
mother’s visions. She loved her mother very much, and she hated herself at
times for thinking her mom belonged in a loony bin. 


Mat
laughed. “Are you serious? It’s bad enough that your mom sees spirits and
demons. If you start believing in all that, they’ll lock you up.” 


“Thanks
for the vote of confidence. Remind me why you’re my best friend again?” Kara
decided to drop the subject. After all, the strange man was gone and her fear
of him was melting away with every step, replaced by nerves and restlessness
for her presentation. She focused on the gallery sign as she ran. “Okay…I can
see you now.”


Mat
was leaning against the gallery’s brick exterior. His head was turned toward
the glass doors. He pulled his cigarette from his lips and blew smoke into his
phone’s receiver. “I think it’s starting. Hurry up!”


Kara
felt her cheeks burn. Her heart pounded in her ears and muffled the sounds
around her. She took a deep breath, hoping it would calm the fluttering in her
stomach, and she sprinted onto Saint Laurence Boulevard. Her cell phone slipped
out of her hand and hit the pavement.


“Crap!”
Kara crouched down to grab her phone. “Stupid phone—”


A
flicker of movement appeared in the corner of her eye.


“WATCH
OUT!” Someone shouted. She stood up and turned around.


A
city bus hurtled towards her. She stared, transfixed. The bus kept coming.


An
arm reached out to her. She saw a split-second image of two monstrous
headlights. 


And
then it hit.


Thirteen
tons of cold metal crushed her body. She didn’t feel any pain. She didn’t feel
anything at all. 


Everything
around her went black.


 


A
moment later, Kara was standing in an elevator. 


At
first, streaks of white light obscured her vision. She blinked and rubbed her
eyes. The elevator was elegant…three sides appeared to be made of handcrafted
cherry panels decorated with golden-wing crests. The smell of mothballs
lingered in the air, like her grandma’s dusty old closet. When her eyesight
improved, she realized that she wasn’t alone. 


On
a wooden chair facing the elevator’s control panel, covered in black fur, and
wearing a pair of green Bermuda shorts from which protruded two hand-like
callused feet, sat a monkey.


It
spun on its seat, wrapped its feet around the backrest of the chair, opened its
coconut-shaped mouth and said in a very business-like manner, “Hello, Miss.”


Kara’s
jaw dropped, and she swallowed the urge to cry out. She stared at the beast,
terror rising up inside her. The creature’s words rang against her ears,
foreign and impossible. The elevator seemed to spin about her. There was
nowhere to run; she was trapped in a wooden box.


His
hairless face crinkled into a grin so that he looked like an oversized walnut.
His square head sat directly on powerful shoulders. He raised his chin and
looked down upon Kara. His yellow eyes mesmerized her; and although she tried,
she couldn’t look away.


A
cascade of emotions ran through her: fear, revulsion, and anger. Confused, she
couldn’t make sense of it all. The monkey had in fact spoken to her like it was
the most natural thing in the world, and now it was watching her as though she
was the one that was unnatural. 


Kara’s
nails dug into the soft flesh of her palms, and after a minute she was able to
force some words out of her mouth. 


“I’m
dreaming. Yes, that’s it. I’m having a strange, mind-blowing dream of a talking
monkey.” She shook her head and rubbed her temples. “And it’s definitely the
wildest dream I’ve ever had.” Her throat was dry like she hadn’t had a sip of
water in weeks. She tried to swallow, but all she could do was contract her
throat muscles. 


The
monkey frowned, a low growl rolled from his throat. “I’m not a monkey,
Miss. I’m a chimpanzee. You mortals are all the same. Monkey-this, monkey-that.
No respect, always getting above yourselves. You forget what you are now. You
are not as important as you think.”


Just
then Kara realized her hands were shaking and didn’t know whether it was from
fear or from anger at the way the chimpanzee was addressing her. She clamped
her fingers into fists and kept a straight face. “I meant no offense, Mr.
Chimpanzee. I’m just having a very strange dream that I probably won’t
remember at all when I wake up.” She shrugged. “This is probably some past experience
I had as a child at the zoo that’s resurfacing somehow. I wonder what it
means…”


The
chimp glared at Kara with a mixture of disdain and indignation. “You’re most
definitely not at the zoo or any such wildlife park. And you may address
me as Chimp Number 5M51, if you please.” He raised his chin importantly.
“You’ll be arriving at your destination momentarily.” And with that, he turned
his attention back to the control panel.


Gradually,
Kara began to feel more awake, as though she had woken from a long, deep sleep.
Reality slowly crawled back in along with the fear that perhaps this wasn’t
a dream. She bit her lower lip as she told herself to think.


 “Um,
what destination? What are you talking about? Where are we going?” she asked,
her eyes focused on the talking chimpanzee. Panic soared as she tried
desperately to squelch the screaming in her head, but it wouldn’t go away. This
was a dream…wasn’t it?


Chimp
5M51 turned his head and smiled, exposing rows of crooked yellow teeth. His
eyes locked onto hers. “To Orientation, of course. Level One.”


“Orientation?”


“Yes.
All mortals who have passed must go through Orientation. That’s where you’re
going.” Chimp 5M51 clamped his feet around the edges of the chair and extended
an abnormally long arm in the direction of the elevator’s control pane. He
pointed to the brass buttons. 


Kara
leaned over for a better view. The panel read:


 


1. Orientation


2. Operations


3. Miracles Divisions


4. Hall of Souls


5. Department of Defense


6. Council of Ministers


7. The Chief


 


A
feeling of dread slowly rose up inside her. She stared at the panel, dizzy, her
knees weak like she was about to collapse. “This…this doesn’t make sense. I…I’m
dreaming. This is a dream!” 


Kara
shut her eyes and pressed her back against the elevator wall, trembling. “It can’t
be happening. It just can’t. I need to wake up now. Kara, you need to wake
up!” 


“You’re
dead, Miss.”


Kara
opened her eyes. The word dead echoed in her ears like some sick joke.
The weight of his words started to pull her under. She was drowning. She fought
against the overwhelming feeling of panic, like a need for air. 


“I’m
not dead!” she hissed, and gave a shudder of dismay. “I’m right here, you
stupid baboon!” 


The
chimp was unconcerned. “Think what you must,” he said, as he lifted his chin.
“But think about this. Can you remember the events before this elevator?” 


Kara
floundered, trying desperately to remember. Bits and pieces flashed inside her
brain: a white light …metal … darkness …


The bus.


Kara
dropped to her knees. The city bus had hit her…pulverized her core and crushed
her like a tomato. But then she remembered something else, something that
didn’t make any sense. It was coming back to her now, like a faded memory
sharpening into a clear picture. It flashed before her eyes…she saw an arm
reach out and touch her during the bus crash. Someone had tried to save her…


“See?
You’re dead,” said the chimp matter-of-factly, and Kara detected a hint of
amusement in his voice, as though he enjoyed watching her struggle in misery
and confusion.


As
she pulled herself together, she pressed her hand against the left side of her
chest, she couldn’t feel a heartbeat. She pressed down on her rib cage.
Nothing. She clasped her wrist. No pulse. No beating. No movement at all.


“See.
No beating. No heart…like I said, you’re dead,” declared the chimp again. Kara
felt herself wanting to punch him.


But
before she could make sense of what was happening, she was thrown off balance
as the elevator stopped abruptly. 


“Level
One. Orientation!” the chimp announced.


“Wait!”
Kara pushed herself away from the elevator wall and wobbled up to the chimp. “I
don’t understand. What’s Orientation?” 


With
his finger still on the button, he turned his head. “Orientation is where all
the new GAs are categorized.”


Kara
stared stupidly into chimp 5M51’s yellow eyes. “What are GAs?”


“Guardian
Angels.”


“Huh?”


Kara
heard the swish of doors opening. A hint of a smile reached the chimp’s lips.
He raised his arm and pressed his hand on her back. Then she flew out the
elevator. 


 











Chapter 2


Orientation


 


 


 


Kara belly-flopped onto a
cold stony surface. Face glued to the floor, she raised an eyebrow. The floor
vibrated against her cheek. She winced as chaotic noises hit her ears, as
though thousands of voices were speaking at the same time. 


Carefully,
she lifted her head off the ground and looked around. Her jaw dropped. 


She
was surrounded by people. As she jumped to her feet, she saw they were gathered
inside an assembly hall the size of ten football fields. Lines of people of
every shape, size, and ethnicity twisted through a maze of offices and
corridors. The air was humid, and it smelled remarkably like the ocean. 


Kara
turned just in time to see the elevator with chimp 5M51 disappear back into the
ground. “Well, there goes one monkey I’m not going to miss,” she muttered to
herself.


The
commotion was louder than a rock concert. Kara pressed her hands to her ears.
There were thousands of them, and they were all dead…just like her. They pushed
and shoved one another, itching to get to the front of the line. This wasn’t
exactly how she had pictured the afterlife, especially not with self-satisfied
apes. But then again, she had never really given much thought to the spirit
world, or death for that matter. She was only sixteen and she had felt
invincible. 


Kara
was alone, lost, and dead. She knew she should be feeling something like
happiness. After all, she’d just discovered that life after death existed. But
she couldn’t. Beside her, an oversized middle-aged man chatted happily with an
old bald man. They looked pretty excited. Most of the walking dead
around her seemed overjoyed, except for a few people who looked like she
felt—nauseated and horrified. 


Not
knowing what else to do, Kara joined the line nearest her. She stared at her
feet. She wasn’t up for a chat, especially with some stout dead old guy who was
prancing around as though he’d just won the lottery.


But
she wasn’t ready to die just yet …she wasn’t finished. All her
hopes and dreams—vanished into thin air. The soundless empty hole where her
heart once lived was cold. She knew her life was over.


“Ahem.”
Someone cleared his throat. 


Kara
kept staring at her feet.


“Excuse
me, Miss. Are you feeling okay?” the man persisted.


Was
there any hope that she could avoid sharing? Couldn’t she just
disappear?


Unfortunately
for Kara, it appeared that he wanted to share. “You know, it’s really not that
bad,” continued the voice. 


Kara
stole a look and saw that the voice belonged to the fat old man. His face was
plastered with a lopsided grin. He licked his pink lips in anticipation. “We’re
in Horizon! Alive! Can you believe it! Well, sort of alive. We’re dead, but
alive. Isn’t this great?”


Kara
lifted her head. She tried to fake a smile, but the corners of her mouth were
sewed in place. “Yeah. It’s really great.” 


The
man beat the air with his arms. “This is so exciting!” And, with great
effort, he leaped into the air and twirled. His tiny legs kicked underneath his
gigantic undulating belly. He hovered for half a second and then landed with an
echoing boom. “Who would have thought that Horizon actually existed?
Life after death…it’s real!” If he wasn’t already dead, Kara was sure
his heart would burst out of his chest like red, chunky sauce and hit his
neighbor smack in the face.


She
studied the man for a moment. “What’s Horizon?” 


He
stopped twirling to give her an answer. “Utopia. Shangri-la. Zion. Elysium. Horizon is the
afterlife. It’s real, and we’re here. Isn’t this wonderful?”


Kara
scowled as the man spread his enthusiasm to his next victim in another row of
the dearly departed. She felt a presence behind her and turned to see that at
least a hundred newly expired folk were bringing up the rear. The noise level
increased, if that was actually possible. Kara hung her head and tried to cry,
but no tears would come. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared into
space. 


Time
seemed to have no effect at Orientation. Before she knew it, she was next in
line to enter one of the score of office buildings that surrounded the acres of
happy dead. She wrinkled her face and stared at the building. From the outside
it looked like a regular office—beige painted walls draped with beige colored
paintings, beige industrial carpeting and glass windows with beige horizontal
blinds.


Creative.


The
door was the only thing that looked out of place. It was ancient, with a
mammoth sized wooden frame, and it was decorated with a brightly lit neon sign
which read: Oracle Division # 998-4321, Orientation.


Kara
frowned. She wasn’t sure whether or not she should knock. Sooner or later she
knew she would have to make up her mind, for thousands of impatient dead people
were anxiously pushing her against the door. 


She
sighed. “Okay, here goes nothing.” 


Making
a fist with her right hand, Kara raised it to the door. As her hand lingered in
the air, the door swung open with a screech. The office was jam-packed. She
sneaked in and stopped. A salty gust of ocean fragrance embraced her. Hundreds
of scattered papers covered the ground and littered the desks. Filing cabinets filled
the office, stacked on top of each other, twisting all the way to the
ceiling—and then there were the giant crystals balls.


It
was like a crazy bowling alley. Huge glass balls rolled across the office
flattening everything in their path. Tiny old men ran balanced on top of the
spheres like circus acrobats, their silver gowns flowing behind them. Using
their bare feet, they maneuvered the balls effortlessly in all directions. Like
single entities, man and ball moved as one.


The
crystal balls bumped into cabinets, and the men rummaged through the contents.
They tossed their long white beards over their shoulders, flipped through
papers, and caused an avalanche of white parchment. Kara’s eyes darted to a
drifting sheet of paper that was making its way down towards her. She jumped
up, caught it, and read: 


 


Guardian Angel: Peter Jones


Class order # 4321


Rank: Rookie 2nd year, W-1 Guard squad,
(lowest rank)


Assignment: Elizabeth Grand. 5585 Sherbrooke Street,
front entrance.


11:42 am. Crushed skull by slipping down 2 flights of
stairs.


Status: Pass. Saved charge. Soul untouched.


 


Kara
shook her head. She bent down, picked up another paper from the floor and read
it. It was similar, except this time it was Tina Henderson who had saved
Affonso Spinelli from choking to death on a meatball at Luciano’s Porte Vino
Restaurant.


Were
all these papers about guardian angel assignments? She let the paper slip from
her hand. She snooped around the filing cabinets. Papers rustled under her feet
as she moved around the office. Along the way, she discovered several smaller
rooms from which more men emerged treading above their glass spheres like
oversized unicycles. They all appeared very much engaged at the moment…


“KARA
NIGHTINGALE!” 


Kara
nearly jumped out of her own skin. Her legs wobbled as she made her way through
the towers of filing cabinets and followed the voice. Around the corner to her
left, she spotted another office. The door stood ajar. There, above a large
crystal ball, sat another one of those men, surrounded by piles of paper. He
jumped down to a great semi-circular wooden desk. He wore a frown on his brow
and gestured impatiently.


“Come
in. Come in. No time to waste. Lives to save!” he said in a strange,
high-pitched voice.


Kara
dragged herself inside the cramped office. More cabinets were stacked on top of
each other and spread across the walls. A five-foot round pool was mounted in
the back corner. The aroma of salt water was strong in the little office. A low
tick tock distracted her. Following the sound, Kara spotted a huge
grandfather clock leaning against the wall to her left, its long pendulum
swinging from left to right. 


She
walked over to the desk and stood with her hands at her sides, biting her lips.
She opened her mouth to speak…but shut it again. Alive, when she’d get nervous,
her heart would pound so hard against her chest that it would sometimes hurt.
But not this time. No hammering or pounding, only nervousness with a silent
core. It didn’t feel normal.


She
forced the words out of her mouth. “How…how did you know my name?”


The
old man finally stopped ransacking his desk and grabbed a file. His eyebrows
shot up on his forehead. “Ah, yes, yes. Here it is. Kara Nightingale …age
sixteen …hit by a bus …pretty nasty way of dying …so sorry about that …soul was
already chosen to be a guardian …” He stroked his beard and was silent for a
moment. 


Kara
cleared her throat. “Um…excuse me, sir? Um…what am I doing here?” 


The
man’s head snapped up. “Doing here? Why…you’ve been chosen, that’s what! And
now we need to get you started on your new job. Okay. Let’s see here…what’s the
assignment again…? Oh dear. I think I’ve forgotten.” His face cracked into a
grin. “It’s not as easy as it seems…to see into the future. You tend to get the
present and the future mixed up. Now, where is that piece of paper?”


Kara
frowned deeply. “I don’t understand…what new job? I have a job?”


The
file slipped from the man’s hands. He fell forward to collect the papers. “Oh!
Right!” His face lit up. “Well, you’re dead, obviously. And you’ve been
preselected to become a guardian angel. To work at saving lives. Isn’t that
wonderful?” He crumpled the papers in his excitement. “And today is your first
day on the job.” He scratched his bald head. “Or is this your second day? Oh
dear.”


Kara
stared at him in frank disbelief. “Me, a guardian angel?” She remembered movies
she’d seen with guardian angels protecting men and women from evil. She
wondered if she would get a pair of wings.


“Well,
let’s see here…right. As a rookie you’ll be stationed in the W-1 Guard Squad of
the Guardian Angel Legion, lowest rank. Your duties today will be to observe.
Your combat training will commence after the orientation period is
over…after your first trip.” His kind eyes glistened as he looked upon Kara.


She
watched him warily, his words ringing in her ears. The realization chilled her.
She tried to speak, but her lips were glued together. A shiver rolled through
her and she wasn’t sure if it was because of the excitement of the situation or
pure fear.


“Your
Petty Officer will enlighten you with the details.” He closed the file, slammed
it down against the desk with a bang, clapped his hands, and bellowed,
“David!”


Kara
glanced sideways and turned her head. A handsome teenager, a year or two older
than her, popped into the doorway. His broad shoulders were covered by a brown
leather jacket which hung closely around his muscular build. He strutted his
way towards them. Two golden stars marked his forehead, just above his brow.


“Yes,
oracle? You called, Your Holiness?” Smiling widely, he combed the top of
his blond hair with his fingers. He stopped beside Kara and gave her a wink.
His laughing eyes were the color of the sky. Normally Kara would have blushed,
but seeing as she was without blood flow, she felt a strange tingling instead
from the tip of her head all the way down to her toes, as if her body were
under attack by hundreds of prickling needles.


The
oracle jumped up and extended his arms. “Clara, meet David McDonald. David,
meet Clara Nightingale.” His eyes darted from Kara to David. “She is to
be your new rookie.”


“Uh…it’s
Kara, not Clara.” 


The
oracle stared at her as if she had said the strangest thing. “Oh, right!
Forgive me, Kara.”


David
laughed. “They usually get it right after about a hundred times.”


Kara
studied David’s face. His lips parted and twisted into a sly smile. He clasped
her hand in his and shook it. She felt an electric current flow from her
fingers to her toes. His hand wasn’t the blood-warm touch she remembered
feeling when shaking a mortal hand, but it wasn’t cold either. It was perfectly
cool.


“Hi.
It’s nice to meet you, Kara,” he said, as he flashed a row of dazzlingly white
teeth. “And it’s McGowan. Not McDonald.” He let go of her hand and
lifted the collar of his leather jacket, but his eyes stayed on her. 


“Um,
hi …it’s just …let me get this straight,” stammered Kara. “I’m getting a new
job as a guardian angel, and you’re going to be like my boss? Is that what’s
happening here?” 


David’s
eyes sparkled warmly as he watched her face. “More or less. Yeah.” He marched
up and grabbed her dossier from the oracle.


“I
think I’m losing my mind.”


“No…you’re
just dead.” 


Dead, Kara thought. She wanted to dissolve on the spot.
She might be dead, but her core could still feel pain. She didn’t want to be dead.
She wanted to be alive…


“Come
closer, Clara,” said the oracle. He steered his crystal ball away from the desk
with his feet and came towards her. “It is time for you to take the oath! Or
did you take it already? Oh dear. Here I go again, mixing everything up! Have
we been here before?” 


Kara
shook her head. “Uh…no. What oath? I never took an oath.”


“Oh
good,” sighed the Oracle. “It is the oath all guardian angels must swear to. A
sealed oath, which can only be broken if the soul dies.” A sudden glow emanated
from the crystal ball, bathing the oracle’s feet in a soft white light. The
brightness subsided. A cloud-like mist formed from inside the globe. It swirled
around, changing its form with every twist. The oracle pressed his wrinkled
hands together in front of his chest, his eyes still fixed on Kara’s. To her
great surprise, they started to change color, morphing from blue to brilliant
golden. 


Kara’s
eyes widened as she backed away. “Wait. What if I don’t want to become a
guardian angel? Can’t I just go back home?” This was all happening so fast that
she wasn’t sure she wanted to be part of it.


The
oracle shook his head. “I’m afraid not. This is how it has to be…there is no
other way. Your life as you knew it is over. Today you’re starting your new life
and your new job.”


Kara
blinked, her mind working overtime. It had to be better than doing nothing,
being really dead. And then there were the broad shoulders of Petty
Officer David…


“Come
closer,” said the oracle sternly.


Fighting
the urge to run away from David and the oracle, Kara stepped forward. “Wait a
minute…I think you’re making a mistake. I don’t think I’m the right person for
this job…” 


The
oracle put a finger to his lips and nodded imperiously. “The Chief has chosen you,
Clara, to join his army, to become one of his guardian angels—a true
and sacred honor.” His golden stare hypnotized Kara. “Now, you must repeat
after me.”


Kara
nodded.


The
oracle continued. “I,
Clara Nightingale…”


“It’s
Kara.”


“Oh
no! Did I get it wrong again? My memory is not what it used to be.” The oracle
smiled and wiped his brow. 


“Let’s
start this again.” He cleared his throat. “I, Kara Nightingale, declare
myself servant of the Legion of Angels. I will perform my duties as a guardian
angel wholeheartedly. May the witnesses of my oath hold me to it.”


Kara
felt foolish but repeated everything word for word anyway.


“We
will hold you to it,” declared the oracle and David together.


And
then something strange happened. First, the oracle’s skin started to blaze a
soft golden color, and then he leaned forward and pressed his thumb on Kara’s
forehead. His touch burned a spot between her eyebrows and sent a sizzle of
electricity from her head to her fingertips. She felt heavier somehow, as
though the simple touch had weighed her down. After a moment, the oracle leaned
back and Kara watched his eyes slowly return to their natural blue color. The
crystal ball shimmered and then lost all of its brilliance.


She
reached up and touched her forehead, running her fingers along the spot where
she had felt it burn. Her brows drew together. She could feel the outlines of a
star…just like David’s. The oracle had branded one on her as well.


“I
have a star on my forehead?” said Kara, which was more of a statement
than a question, as she rubbed her brow. A tiny smile reached her lips and she
felt herself relax.


“It
is the symbol of the Legion of Angels. You are a guardian angel now…you swore
the oath.” The oracle steered his crystal ball back to the other side of his
desk and sat back down. He glanced at the clock. “And now you have a job
to do. Time is of the essence! Daniel!”


David
flipped a black duffel bag over his shoulder and strutted over to the pool.
“That’s me. Come on. The faster we get this over with the better. We only have
a half hour to get to Mrs. Wilkins before she dies.” He climbed up the little
ladder hanging over the edge of the pool and stepped onto the ledge. 


Kara
frowned. “Hold on. You mean to tell me that to reach Mrs. what’s-her-name, we
have to jump into the pool?”


“That’s
exactly right,” answered David as he lowered his bag and jammed the file into
it.


It
was too weird. But then again, she was dead—walking, talking, with a
golden star burned into her forehead. 


Kara
took a few tentative steps towards the pool. “Wait a minute…how come I
wasn’t saved? Where’s my guardian angel?” Images of her life flickered
inside her head…her family, her friends, her paintings. “Why wasn’t there
anyone to save me?”


David
zipped up the bag and threw it over his shoulder. He flicked his eyes down at
Kara and grinned widely. “You were saved. Well, your soul was,
that is.” 


Kara
rubbed her temples in a desperate attempt to calm herself. “This is not making
any sense. I can barely grasp the notion that I’m dead and standing here having
this conversation with you. And now you’re telling me that my soul was saved,
just not my body?”


His
eyes were thoughtful as they rested on her. “That’s right. Your soul was
chosen. You were destined to become a GA. It was just a matter of time before
you died and were shipped up to Horizon like the rest of us. We’re running low
on guardian angels, you see, and you were next on the list.” He winked.


“I
was chosen?”


“Yup.
By The Chief himself. Thinks you’ve got what it takes to do the job. And,
speaking of the job, we have to go…” David threw out his hand and beckoned her
to join him.


Kara
clamped her hands around the metal pool’s cool railing. “You said you knew that
woman was going to die. How is that possible?”


“You
forget where you are. Oracles can see into the future. It is their gift. They
know days before that someone is about to die. So they assign a guardian angel
to save that person’s soul. It’s your job to save them, no matter what, before
the demons devour it.”


“Demons?”
Kara’s eyes widened as she felt her body tense up. It took a few seconds to
gather herself. “Are you kidding me?” An image of her mother flashed in her
mind’s eye. She turned her attention to the oracle, who was ignoring their
conversation completely. His eyes were gold again. He stared into space, still
as a statue. Kara wondered if the little man was scrying into the future at
this very moment.


“The
oracle’s busy now. He’s doing his job; now it’s our turn.” David grabbed
hold of Kara’s arm and pulled her up the little staircase, settling her next to
him. His gaze narrowed. “Now listen carefully. Are you listening?”


“I’m
all ears.” But Kara couldn’t shake off the feeling of dread. Demons were her
mother’s favorite subjects—a crazed woman’s imaginary foes…right? “No…no one
said anything about demons.” She tried to put on a brave face for David, but
she knew it wasn’t working.


“Don’t
worry,” his expression softened. “Nothing’s gonna happen. It’s a real easy
assignment, trust me. The legion wouldn’t assign something that was too risky
to a rookie on their first day. We’ll be back before you know it.” 


He
smiled and studied her face, and for a moment Kara was lost in his handsome
features. His blue eyes glistened. “Up here, water is important. Remember that.
It’s the gateway between Horizon and Earth…it’s how we travel.” He flashed
another smile, his teeth exposing their radiance. “So we have to jump in. You
ready?” He grabbed Kara by the elbow, edging her forward.


Kara
stared at the pool’s reflections, imagining demons in the deep water, waiting
for her, waiting to devour her soul.


“All
right then,” said David, “on the count of three…”


“What?
Wait! I’m not sure I want to do this…”


“One
…” 


Kara
jerked her arm around, desperately trying to rid it of David’s iron grip.


“Two
…”


“No
wait!” squealed Kara. “I can’t swim!”


“Three!”
David pushed himself off the ledge and jumped, dragging Kara down with him.


She
splashed into the water and sank to the bottom. The water didn’t feel
like water at all, more like fog, or a heavy mist, like when you’ve stayed too
long in the shower. Kara could breathe easily, somehow, probably because she
had no lungs. She turned her head and tried to look for David, but she began to
spin fast—horizontally—with ear-piercing shrieks as whitish bubbles seemed to
consume her. White light exploded all around her. Shielding her eyes, Kara
managed to look down. The light was coming from her. Her entire body was
illuminated by fluorescent white light. She felt a sudden pull and watched her
body disintegrate into millions of brilliant particles. Then she started to
float away. 


With
a last flash of light, everything around her disappeared.


 











Chapter 3


The M Suit


 


 


 


Kara forced her lids open
and looked around. She frowned. 


The
shadows of the world around her were a hazy blur, as though she had opened her
eyes under water. She felt dizzy, almost like the time she stole a bottle of
wine from her parents’ wine cellar and drank half the bottle. But this was
different. She was trapped in a strange body. She searched inside this body and
found herself. She willed the body to move…she moved her fingers, then her
arms. This new body felt like she was wearing it on top of her other self—a
skin-tight suit. 


As
the dizziness lessened, her nerves calmed. She concentrated on her hearing. She
could hear the distant sounds of traffic and the soft murmurs of people
talking. She blinked. Shapes became focused. It was as though she were watching
the world through someone else’s eyes. She looked down at her new body and
pressed her hands against her chest. Nothing. No beating of the heart, no lungs
compressing. Empty. 


Her
eyes slowly adjusted to the shadows around her. She was in a humid alleyway
that stank of last week’s garbage. She followed the smell and spotted cats
eating from the metal dumpsters. Tall brick buildings masked the light. Shapes
moved within the shadows. Kara recoiled as two grubby looking men eyed her from
a dark doorway, whispering at each other. 


Then
something touched her shoulder.


Kara
jumped backwards and nearly fell. 


“Relax,
Kara, it’s me.” David reappeared. He wore the black duffel bag on his back. His
cheeky Colgate smile made his face a little too handsome. And when she realized
she was staring at his lips, she turned away so he wouldn’t see the flush she
felt staining her cheeks. Then she remembered. She couldn’t blush. She had no
blood.


“How
are you feeling?” he asked, as he clasped her shoulder. “Dizzy?”


Kara
grimaced. “Like my sixteenth birthday hangover.” 


David
stared into space, a silly grin on his face. “Yeah …those were fun times.” 


Kara
lifted her head. The world around her was in focus now, but the ground still
wavered slightly. She felt excited to be back, even if it was only for a short
while. At that moment she realized how she’d taken life in general for granted
when she was alive. How easily life could be taken away, how fragile life truly
was. Had she known she’d be dead that morning of her presentation, she would
have done things differently. She would have been kinder to her mother…


David
sighed and turned back to Kara. “But that’s normal. It’ll go away in a few
minutes.”


He
let go of her shoulder and dropped the duffel bag on the pavement. He bent
down, rummaged through the bag, and pulled out a map. After studying it for a
moment, he stuffed it back and pulled out a brown leather wristwatch. “Good,
we’re only a few blocks away.” He leaped to his feet and strapped the watch
around his wrist. 


A
breeze masked the dumpster smell for a moment as it brought in exhaust fumes
and the scent of hot pavement from the busy street. Kara brushed a strand of
hair behind her ear. She brought her hand up to her face and studied it,
wiggling her fingers, focusing on the fact that she was in a body that didn’t
belong to her. 


Back
in Horizon, before taking the big plunge, she remembered feeling like her old
self, just without the internal organs…but like herself. But now back on Earth,
after her death, this body felt alien. She wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to
this.


“The
M suits take some time to get used to the first time. Believe me, I know.”
David clapped his hands together. “Man, I remember my first time…I went totally
mad for a while. I even lost my Petty Officer. No, wait, he lost me.” He
laughed, his eyes sparkling. 


Kara
smiled. His laugh, the sound of his voice was intoxicating. He reminded her of
the college boys she’d seen around the city: young, beautiful, and full of
themselves. They oozed an eau d’arrogance. Most of the high school girls
drooled over these boys. She had labeled them “The Untouchables.” David was one
of them. He was very handsome, with a strong athletic build. She felt
uncomfortable being so close to him, but at the same time, she felt a thrill at
their closeness. Their eyes met for only a second, and Kara was sure he had
just read her mind. He smiled.


“But
you know, after a few suits, you’ll hardly feel them anymore…they kinda become
part of you, like skin.” David straightened out his jacket and flipped the
collar up. “Yeah…that’s more like it.”


Kara
frowned. “What do you mean by M suits?” 


“Mortals.
Humans. Earth dwellers. If you’re not part of the Legion, you’re a mortal.”


“So
you’re saying I’m wearing a human suit?”


“Yup.”


Kara
made a face. “That’s totally disgusting.” She shook her head. “I still can’t
figure it out. How did we get here?” Her brown eyes searched his face.


“You
see,” explained David as he studied her, “when we jumped into the pool back in
Horizon—remember? Right, well, we were transported to Earth.” He lifted
his arms and pointed to his chest. “In these babies.”


“Right…in
these body bags,” said Kara, and she looked down at herself. She studied her
arm. She pulled back her sleeve and passed her hand over her skin.
“Feels…different?” she said and looked up into his eyes. “Like I’m not totally
connected to it yet.”


David
nodded as he smiled at her. “I know. It’s the same for everyone. You’ll get
used to it.”


“So
these bodies just magically appeared?”


He
laughed. “You’re funny. But…ah…no. See, when we travel between Horizon
and Earth, we need to submerge ourselves in water…the pools, remember? Water
serves as a gateway between the two worlds. It also allows us to create our M
suits and then shed them later. Don’t ask me how, it just does. And we call the
process ‘Vega.’”


Kara
blinked. “I’m a puppet without the strings.” Her mind wavered inside her
mortal body, anticipating movement. She shifted her weight from one leg to the
other…a thought was all it took now. The body responded. Like water sucked into
a sponge, her spirit was absorbed entirely; body and soul moved as one. She
didn’t need to will her body to move anymore. It was quickly becoming second
nature to her. She rested her hands on her hips. Perhaps it wouldn’t be as
difficult as she first thought. “I think I’m getting the hang of this.”


David
watched her and grinned. “In Horizon we don’t need flesh and blood bodies, our
bodies are immortal. You’re still the same person you were, just not in the
same mortal body. You think and feel exactly the same. It’s like you never left
your old body. But our mortal bodies are gone…and as a GA, you have to submerge
yourself in M suits to walk on Earth…your soul would die without them. Think of
them as another version of your old body. But I have to admit, I love wearing
suits…they make me feel invincible.”


Kara
felt her mind ease with every passing moment. It wasn’t so bad after all, this
new life that was starting to emerge. 


“Okay,
wow …so where do we go from here?” asked Kara, as she practiced moving her
limbs. She took a few steps, staring at her feet, grinning. She had to admit,
it did feel pretty awesome once you got used to it.


“We
have less than fifteen minutes to get to Mrs. Wilkins before she slips
and takes a nasty fall over her dishwasher’s open door. That’s how she’s
supposed to die and it’s our job to stop that from happening. You ready?” David
cocked an eyebrow.


She
looked up into his grinning face and shrugged. “Not really, but what choice do
I have?”


David
laughed. “None. But don’t worry, I’m here with you.” And then he added smugly.
“I happen to be one of the best guardians, so you could say that you’re in
luck.”


Kara
shook her head, a smile played on her lips. “Really? So why would the Legion
stick one of their best with a rookie like me?”


“Because
it’s all part of the job,” said David, his eyes flashed mischievously. “I’m the
hottest thing in Horizon, baby.” He threw the black bag over his shoulder,
straightened out his jacket, and strode off. “Let’s go,” he yelled back.


“Sure
thing, hot stuff,” laughed Kara. 


She
ran to keep up, trying not to trip on her new legs. Soon the alleyway
disappeared, and they found themselves in sunlight, facing a busy street. Tall
palm trees decorated the length of the street on either side, like enormous
lampposts. Their leaves ruffled in a light breeze, bringing forth the smell of
the ocean. Instantly, Kara knew she wasn’t in her hometown anymore. She spotted
a metal street sign at the corner. “Northeast 5th Street” was
stenciled in white at the top on a green platform. She had never been here
before.


“Where
are we?” asked Kara after a moment. She stared at a giant aloe plant.


“Fort
Lauderdale, Florida,” answered David. He strutted up the street with ease, and
Kara assumed this wasn’t David’s first trip to Fort Lauderdale.


They
walked along 5th Street, zigzagging through crowds of shoppers. The
smells of onion, garlic, fish, and spices surrounded them. She imagined a juicy
cheeseburger.


“Can
we eat? I mean do we need to eat? Like…can we taste food?” 


“No.
These are mortal suits, not real mortal bodies. We don’t eat. We don’t need
to.”


“That
sucks…I was hoping to try a slice of pizza or something.”


“You
could try…but it’ll be like eating paper.”


“I
think I’ll pass. Thanks.” 


Kara
followed David closely. She still felt uneasy about wandering the streets in a
new body. She looked passersby in the face and wondered if these people noticed
something different about her. “Do you have a mirror on you?”


“Why
do you want a mirror?” David stopped walking and met Kara’s eyes.


“To
see myself. I’d like to see what I look like.” Kara wondered if there’d be
traces of her accident still visible on her.


“Oh…of
course. You want to make sure you are still you. Come over here.”
David walked up to a parked car. He made sure no one was looking. “You can
check yourself out with this.” He pointed to the side mirror.


With
her nerves prickling at the idea of being disfigured, or looking like someone
else, Kara leaned in and took a peek, immediately feeling a sense of relief. “I
look exactly the same? Same eyes, nose, hair? I can’t see any traces of my—”
She decided not to bring up how she died, at least not yet. She wasn’t entirely
sure how she felt about revealing something so intimate to a stranger. She met
David’s eyes. “I look the same. How’s that possible?”


“Because
you’re you.”


“But
what happens if someone I know sees me?” Kara pictured her mother’s frightened
face. She figured she’d probably die of a heart attack, seeing her dead
daughter wandering the streets like a zombie.


David
grabbed Kara by the elbow and steered her away from the car. “They won’t
because you don’t look exactly the same to them. You’ll appear a little
different. You’ll have the same brown eyes and brown hair, but you’ll look like
a cousin or something.”


“I
don’t have any cousins.”


They
walked along another block until they reached North Andrews Avenue and turned
south. Couples with children passed them by, and Kara thought of her own
family. At that moment she felt miserable. She missed her mother. Even though
she was a little mad, she was the only mother Kara ever knew. She imagined her
mother’s grief-stricken face and wished she could tell her somehow that she was
okay.


“Do
you miss your family?” 


David
was silent for a second. “Sure I do. I miss them all the time, but I wouldn’t
trade my life in Horizon for anything. I love my job. We’re part of an elite
group…chosen to keep the mortals safe. The rush I feel on a mission…you can’t
get that same feeling doing anything else. It’s dangerous, and I love pushing
the limits. I’m good at it. It’s like …this is what I’m supposed to be doing.”
His face lit up, and she felt herself drawn to those piercing blue eyes.


Kara
wondered if David had had many girlfriends back when he was alive. She knew the
answer to her own question and realized she was being silly. But another
question burned in the back of her mind. “Can…can I ask you something?”


“Sure.
What do you want to know?”


Kara
avoided his eyes, and before she could stop herself she asked, “How…how did you
die?”


“Oh,
that,” laughed David. “Well, it wasn’t anything spectacular. I drowned.”


“You
drowned! Oh my God. That’s a horrible way to die.”


“Well,
actually, I drove my parents’ car off a bridge. So it was a little more bad-ass
but stupid in the end.”


Kara
imagined the scenario in her head. “What was it like? I mean…to drown? Did you
suffer? It must have been terrible.”


“The
last thing I remember was a feeling of flying—which was really cool, by the
way,” said David. “Then the car hit the water, and I hit my head on the
steering wheel. I blacked out. And then I woke up with a monkey breathing down
my neck.”


“Right,
the chimp in the elevator.” Kara shuddered. “Not sure I’ll ever get used to
that.”


David
adjusted the bag on his shoulder. He paused for a second before continuing, his
expression thoughtful. “What about you? What do you remember about your death?”


The
concern in his voice made her nervous, and she scratched the back of her neck.
“I didn’t feel anything when I died—I mean, I didn’t feel any pain. I remember
the bus coming at me. I remember thinking it was too late to run out of the
way…then it hit. The next thing I remember, I was in an elevator.” She shook
her head. “I thought I was dreaming.”


“I
think we all go through that.” David pointed. “There it is, 187 North Andrews
Avenue, apartment number three.” He glanced at his watch. “We don’t have much
time. Quickly.” He jogged to the front of the gray stone building and ran up
the metal staircase, three floors to apartment number three. 


Kara
stared up at him from the bottom of the stairs, feeling both excited and
terrified. But she ran up the stairs, her body completely in tune with her.
This was her new life now, she better start getting used to it.


“The
key to a successful assignment is to do the job quickly and discreetly.
Save the mortal…and get out. No need for any demons if you save the mortal.”


“Um,
these demons,” said Kara, “what do they look like?” She couldn’t help but
cringe while she waited for the answer. If demons existed, there was a slight
chance her mother saw them too.


“Depends.
There’re lots of different kinds of demons. Some can look like monsters from
your worst nightmares, and others can look just like you and me—mortal.”


“With
black eyes?”


David
narrowed his eyes. “Yeah…how did you know?”


Kara’s
head spun. She tried to gather her thoughts. “My mother saw them I think. She
called them demons. She said they were after us. I mean, we all thought she was
nuts. I never saw anyone or any demons. I wanted to believe her. I tried so
hard. She made it sound so real…but I couldn’t. I spent most of my life
hiding her away from everyone so they wouldn’t put me in foster care. See, my
father died when I was five so it’s just…it was just the two of us.”


“Well,
she wasn’t crazy.” David cocked his head to the side. “Some mortals can see
spirits and demons. They’re called Sensitives. They formed a secret mortal
society and have been dealing with the Legion for hundreds of years. Your mom
is probably one of them.”


“Sensitives,”
repeated Kara. “I guess you’re right.” Her guilt weighed her down. Her mother
wasn’t crazy. She remembered her mother screaming and pointing to invisible foes,
and now Kara was filled with regret. Her mother had been telling the truth all
these years. It only made Kara feel worse.


David
watched her, concern in his eyes. “Kara? I need you to focus.”


She
looked up at him. “I am.”


“Good.
Now, watch and learn.” David rang the doorbell.


After
a moment there was a screeching noise as the intercom went on.


“Yes…?”
answered a woman’s coarse voice.


David
cleared his throat and gave Kara a wink. “Hi, Mrs. Wilkins? My name is John
Mathews. I’m here with my friend Karen. We’re from Saint Thomas’ high school,
and we’re collecting donations for the swimming team. We’re sure to win this
year…”


There
was a loud scrch from the intercom. “Oh! Yes, yes. Of course. Come on
up!” 


The
door buzzed and vibrated as David pushed it open. “Her son used to be on the
same swimming team. Let me do all the talking,” he whispered, “your job for now
is to observe. Just follow my lead and everything will be fine.” 


“Right.”
Kara followed him into the building. The air was thick and had a faint stench
of lingering mold. She wrinkled her nose. Dirty brown stains painted the light
gray walls, and leftover gum was smeared into the cruddy, carpeted stairs. Dead
cockroaches the size of mice lay on the floor next to the walls, and live ones
disappeared into tight crevices. Voices from the neighboring apartment’s
television seeped through the walls. 


When
David reached the top of the stairs, he turned around. “And another thing,” he
said. “Mortal suits are temporary. They only last a few hours. Staying on Earth
too long will give the demons our location. The longer we stay here, the easier
it is for them to find us. They can sense us. That’s why we have to hurry. But
don’t worry, demons don’t just show up. We still have lots of time to do our
job. But if ever you do see one, don’t panic.” He studied Kara’s face.
“The worst thing you can do is go ballistic and scare the mortal. She’s not
supposed to know anything about demons—or about us. We have strict rules about
these things. Besides, I’m here to protect you. Do you understand?”


Kara
nodded, biting her lip, although she wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t
flip out if she saw a demon coming her way. “Okay. Um, the demons, can they
hurt us? I know we’re dead but…” Her mind travelled back to when she was a child.
“When I was little I used to have horrible nightmares about monsters. I used to
see dark shapes following me all the time. My mom would say that they were
demons, and that they wanted to eat my soul. Is that true? Jeez, listen to
me…I’m such a spaz.”


“You’re
not a spaz,” said David, his eyes suddenly kind. “You’re a guardian angel…and
not a bad looking one either.”


Kara
rolled her eyes, pretending that she didn’t enjoy that comment. “But seriously,
can they hurt me now…or are we, like, invincible? Do we have special
angel abilities?”


David
faced a door covered in peeling white paint. “Demons are the only ones who can
take a guardian angel’s soul. If a demon takes your soul then you stop
existing, and there’s no coming back. But with training, you’ll develop your
abilities. Look, for now, just leave the demon to me…if there is
one. Today it’s watch and learn.” 


Kara
struggled to stay calm. She didn’t want David to think she was a wimp,
especially not on her very first day on the job. “But what do I do if I see
one?”


David
knocked on the door. “You won’t. At least not today.”


Kara
sighed as she concentrated on David’s relaxed demeanor to ease her mind. She
realized she had no idea what she would do if she saw one and hoped David was
right.


The
door creaked open to reveal a plump lady in her sixties. “Hello, dears…come in,
come in,” she said, as she waved them in. “So, you’re both on the swimming
team?”


“Yes,”
said David and Kara in unison, as they entered a small entranceway. Kara could
see parts of a kitchen from where she stood, partially hidden behind walls that
opened up to the left to reveal a dining and living area. The small apartment
reeked of dingy carpets, potpourri, and a smidgen of cat pee. How she missed
her grandma.


Mrs.
Wilkins surveyed the young couple. “Hmm. Well, you’re a nice-looking pair,
aren’t you?” Smiling, she wiggled her oversized body excitedly, sending waves
rippling all the way down to her feet. “My Stanley always came home from
practice dying for some juice. I’ll fix you some.” She turned slowly and
teetered towards the kitchen.


David
glared at Kara. Shaking his head, he showed her his watch and mouthed, No!


Kara
peeked into the tiny kitchen and spotted the dishwasher’s open door, and on
display, a row of sharp knives flickering in the kitchen light, sticking out
from the plastic cutlery basket in the dishwasher—the murderer.


“Um,
that won’t be necessary, ma’am,” said Kara. “We …we just had some coffee not
too long ago,” she lied, putting on her best fake smile. “We’re not thirsty, really.”


Mrs.
Wilkins halted and turned around, looking mildly disappointed. “Oh. I see.
You young people are always in a hurry.”


Kara
scratched the back of her neck. “Um, yes…but thank you very much.” Grinning,
she stretched the corners of her lips as far as they would go, hoping it was
enough to convince the woman.


Mrs.
Wilkins frowned and studied Kara once more. She pinched her lips together.
“Well, then. I’ll go get my wallet.” She wobbled down the wallpapered hallway
and disappeared behind a door.


“That
was close,” breathed David. He glanced at his watch and grinned. “Well, Kara,
today is your lucky day. One minute left, the charge is safe, and there are no
signs of demons.” He stood close to her, his arm brushed up against hers. “This
was an excellent first assignment. Man, I’d kill for a beer right now.” 


Something
moved in Kara’s peripheral vision. She turned her head. In a dark corner of the
hallway, down past the door where Mrs. Wilkins had disappeared, Kara saw a
shadowy shimmer. At first she wasn’t sure she saw anything at all…maybe her
eyes were playing tricks on her. But as her sight adjusted to the darkness, the
shadow appeared again. It was little more than a shifting fog that flashed and
disappeared. As it glistened in the dim light and flickered in and out of
sight, it took solid form long enough to expose fragments of a corrupted and
twisted body. The shifting shadow glided towards them. 


Exactly
like her nightmares.











Chapter 4


Down the Toilet


 


 


 


David dropped his bag. He
shoved both hands into it, pulled out a long silver dagger with his right hand
and grasped a brilliant white orb in the other. “Kara, move!” 


But
she couldn’t. Glued to the spot, Kara’s body suddenly turned ice cold, as
though the temperature in the room had dropped by twenty degrees. Weakened by
the evil the creature oozed, Kara felt icy hands tighten around her neck,
suffocating the life out of her. “What’s happening?” She brought her hands to
her throat and felt the weight of the demon pull her down. Darkness lurked
inside her, threatening to consume her mind. 


But
Kara wasn’t about to let this ugly demon kill her. She was stronger than that.
With her inner strength, she strained and fought against its evil. After a
moment, the cold released itself and dissipated. 


“Quick…behind
me!” David pushed Kara hard to the ground. He ran past her and planted himself
in the middle of the hall, swinging his weapons before him.


And
at that moment, Mrs. Wilkins decided to join the fun.


“What’s
all this racket?” She bellowed as she bounced into the hallway between
David and Kara. First she saw David, who was holding a very large dagger, and
then she turned her attention to Kara on the floor a few feet behind him
looking very pale. 


“Good
Lord!” Shrieked Mrs. Wilkins, cowering against the wall. “What are you trying
to do with that knife?” she cried. “Are you going to murder us…cut out our
innards and sell them on the black market?” she squealed as she clutched her
chest.


“Lady,
we’re here to protect you!” cried David, his eyes locked on to the shadow.


Mrs.
Wilkins followed the direction of David’s eyes and saw the demon at the end of
the hallway. She gave out a yelp. Taking on a solid form for a moment, the
demon showed its true self, a putrid core of intertwined monsters. Wormy
tendrils formed legs that it used to propel itself towards them. It shimmered
before changing back into black mist.


“Go
back to the Netherworld, shadow demon!” David thrust the white orb before him.
Brilliant rays of white light shot out of the globe. They flew straight at the
shadow demon. They hit. The demon let out an ear-piercing cry as its solid form
reappeared, covered in light. Convulsing, it flickered and changed back into a
black cloud, then vanished.


“Kara!”
shouted David as he turned around and faced her. “Take Mrs. Wilkins
outside…quickly…before more demons come!”


Kara
blinked. She stared into David’s face, her feet glued to the ground. Images of
demons flashed inside her head…her childhood nightmares were real. Her mother
had been telling the truth all along. The demon that tormented Kara in her
dreams, time and time again, had just appeared a few feet away from her. She
shook herself out of her trance and forced herself to concentrate on David’s
words. She had to do something. Mrs. Wilkins’ body was trembling, her face
screwed up in complete terror and bewilderment. She needed Kara’s help. Kara
was the guardian, after all. Compelled to do the right thing, she pushed
herself up and jumped towards Mrs. Wilkins, tripped, and fell flat on her face.


Mrs.
Wilkins, on the other hand, decided to move. Trampling over Kara she stumbled
into the kitchen, screaming like a banshee.


“Kara!”
yelled David, as he saw Mrs. Wilkins wobbling into dangerous territory. “Mrs.
Wilkins is in the kitchen. The dishwasher. Keep her from it!” 


A
chill prickled on Kara’s M suit as she felt the temperature in the hallway drop
again. She lifted her head off the ground and flinched as another shadow demon
appeared behind David. “David! Behind you!” She pointed towards the corrupted
creature. 


The
shadow demon glistened back to a mist and grabbed David from behind, enveloping
him in a black cloud. For a moment, Kara thought the demon had devoured
him—there was nothing but a black fog where David had stood. Suddenly, the
creature materialized back into its true self and David emerged. He leaped into
the air as he fought the shadow demon off with his dagger, stabbing and slicing
off parts of the creature. Black liquid sprayed the walls. 


“Get—to—Mrs.—Wilkins…”
he panted as he fought the demon.


“Right,”
said Kara. She had to try to keep the lady away from the dishwasher. She
struggled to her feet and staggered to the kitchen. She spotted Mrs. Wilkins
hiding under the kitchen table, praying.


Kara
fell to her knees, inches from the table. “Mrs. Wilkins, come, come with me…we
have to get out of here.” She grabbed hold of the old woman’s droopy arm and
pulled. “Please, we have to go!” she urged.


But
Mrs. Wilkins wasn’t moving. With her eyes wide, she just rocked back and forth,
praying silently. Kara could hear David still fighting the shadow demon. She
knew she had to move fast. She yanked Mrs. Wilkins with both hands, pulling as
hard as she could. But nothing happened. Kara couldn’t pull her out from under
the table. 


And
when Kara thought things couldn’t get any worse, she felt a chill as another
shadow demon materialized in the kitchen, two feet away from Mrs. Wilkins’s
crying face. Nasty black cloud-like tentacles rippled along the kitchen floor,
slipping their way towards them. Mrs. Wilkins screamed and rushed out from
underneath the kitchen table, sending chairs and Kara flying back and crashing
into the wall.


Kara
watched the events as they happened as if she were watching a movie clip in
slow motion. Mrs. Wilkins clambered out from under the kitchen table, slipped,
and flew two feet in the air. Her body hovered for a moment—and crashed face
first onto the open dishwasher door. With a loud crunch, the
dishwasher’s door fell off its hinges and flattened under Mrs. Wilkins’ weight.



Kara
stared open-mouthed as Mrs. Wilkins lay spread-eagle on the kitchen floor,
knives protruding from her bloody scalp. Her unspoiled left eye fixed on Kara,
accusingly, as though this was her fault. After a moment the woman’s body
sparkled, as though her skin was painted with millions of tiny diamonds. The
diamonds then detached themselves and hovered above the body, slowly coming
together in a ball of light, like a tiny sun.


Something
moved in Kara’s peripheral vision. As she turned, she watched in horror as the
shadow demon crawled towards the dead woman. Without thinking, she pushed
herself up and ran towards the ball of light. Something inside her told her to
protect it. But after three strides, she felt something grab a hold of her left
foot. She fell flat on her face. Then her body was lifted in the air by her
feet and thrown across the room. She hit the wall with a crash and fell hard on
the floor. Kara struggled to her feet and whipped her head around. A pulpy mass
of flesh with exposed veins slithered on the kitchen floor. Blood red tentacles
lashed out, like an overgrown octopus. Multiple heads and mouths with
razor-sharp teeth covered its body. The demon ignored Kara and crawled
towards Mrs. Wilkins.


Stiff
as a statue, Kara watched in horror as the creature’s tentacles wrapped
themselves around the woman’s feet and pulled itself up, inches from the ball
of light. Its misshapen form rolled onto the dead woman’s corpse. Its touch
corrupted her body, and her skin turned immediately black and rotted away,
peeling. The shadow demon pulled itself up towards the light.


“No!”
howled David, appearing suddenly in the doorframe. He ran towards Mrs. Wilkins.


But
it was too late.


The
shadow demon shimmered and grew. It then threw itself forward, swallowing the
ball of light completely, and vanished.


David
ran towards Mrs. Wilkins and looked down at her blackened body. 


“Oh…this
is not good.” He dropped to his knees. “We’ve lost the soul. I’m
going to get sacked,” he said, as he narrowed his eyes. “I shouldn’t have let
this happen. I should have seen it, been more prepared. This is my fault.” 


He
jumped up and started to kick the dishwasher. Mrs. Wilkins’s shriveled body
rebounded as it jiggled and bounced up against the door. Black ooze dripped out
from the corners of her mouth. 


David
shook his head. “Wait a minute…I don’t understand? How did they get here so
quickly? It doesn’t make any sense.” 


A
chill rolled up inside Kara at the panic in his voice. “What…what do you mean?
David, what are you talking about?”


“The
demons. They never show up that fast. It usually takes an hour or so for them
to sense us. But this was like…they knew we’d be here.”


After
a moment, he looked up at Kara, his eyes wild. “We have to get out of here.” He
stood still for a moment, then sprinted out of the kitchen and vanished into
the bathroom, leaving Kara staring open-mouthed. 


“Quickly,
this way,” yelled David from the bathroom doorway. “It’s clear.” He disappeared
inside the bathroom.


“I
don’t have a good feeling about this.” Kara struggled to her feet. “Ow!” She
felt a sharp pain on her right ankle. She lifted up her pant leg. A tiny black
mark in the shape of a spider web traced her ankle. “What the…?” She rubbed her
finger across it and felt no discomfort. The pain was gone. She rolled the
bottom of her pant leg back down and took off after David.


When
she reached the bathroom doorway, David was kneeling beside the toilet
convulsing, but he wasn’t puking his nonexistent guts. Instead, raging mad, he
rummaged through the contents of his bag and pulled out a file. He shoved it in
Kara’s face. “Here, take this…you’ll need it. We’re going to Level Four. We
have to tell them we’ve lost a soul and it’s not going to be pretty. Get
ready.”


Kara
stared down at her shoes, feeling miserable. She wasn’t entirely sure what this
meant, or what she had done, but from the crazy expression on David’s face, she
figured losing a soul was very bad. 


“I’m
sorry,” she managed to croak. “I…I—tripped and then I couldn’t pull her out. I
kept pulling and pulling, and then I tripped again and the demon…”


“Don’t
worry about that.” David straightened up and he threw the duffel bag back over
his shoulder. “Right now, the best thing for you and me is to get out of here.”
He lifted up the toilet seat with his foot. He glanced up at Kara and cocked
his head towards the toilet. “You go first, I’ll cover you.” He jumped over and
stood in the doorway protectively, watching.


“What?
What are you doing?” cried Kara, flabbergasted, her eyes bugging out of her
head. “You don’t want me to—you can’t be serious. That’s disgusting.” 


David
turned to face her and said sharply. “We really don’t have time for this.
Haven’t you noticed the demons here—hello?”


Kara
blinked. “You’re crazy. No, you’re insane. There’s no way I’m touching that.
It’s nasty.”


“That’s
what they tell me.” David turned his head and watched the hallway, then turned
back to Kara and met her eyes. “I need you submerge your head in water,
and I’m not going to wait to draw you a bath. Do you really want to wait
around and see if the shadow demons decide to come back? Because they will, you
can count on that.”


Although
she didn’t want to admit it, Kara knew David was probably right. Reluctantly
she leaned towards the toilet and clasped her hand on her mouth “It stinks. Are
toilets normally that small? I’m not sure my head is going to fit in that.” She
grimaced as she gawked at the yellow water and the slimy brown ring around the
inside. 


“It’ll
fit.” David sighed loudly as he dropped his shoulders and looked up at the
ceiling. “You’re not going to catch a disease or anything, you’re dead
remember? You’re going to have to get used to it. It’s your new career.
Quickly…I’ll be right behind you.” He came forward and edged her towards the
toilet. 


“Wait,”
said Kara desperately. “What happens after I put my head in it?” She pointed to
the toilet.


“You’ll
be back in Horizon, on your way to Level Four,” said David after a long pause.
“You’ll be safe. I promise. Now, let’s go. Come on.” He pushed her forward. 


There
was a sudden loud crunch from the kitchen.


Kara
winced. She turned and looked at David with her eyes wide. He jumped into the
hallway, his dagger clasped in his hand. Kara strained her legs to move and
stepped into the doorframe. Sticking out her shaking head from the bathroom
doorway, she realized the noise was only Mrs. Wilkins’s shriveled up body
slipping a few inches off the dishwasher’s door.


David
jumped back into the room and pushed Kara forward towards the toilet. “Okay,
that’s it. Don’t make me throw you in there.” He cocked an eyebrow. “I will if
I have to…trust me.”


Kara
wobbled over and stared down at the empty toilet. “I can’t believe I’m
about to do… what I’m about to do. We need water—right.” 


She
clasped the file against her chest. “I can’t catch anything. I’m already dead.”
She shut her eyes. “It smells like roses…big, beautiful roses like at Nanny’s
house.” Kara pinched her nose, plunged her head in the toilet, felt her
millions of molecules separating, and vanished.


 











Chapter 5


The Hall of Souls


 


 


 


Kara forced her eyes
open. She stared at a gray marble floor. Half of her face was squished against
the cool ground. She felt her knees folded under her and her butt in the air.
Walls with wood panels surrounded her. She pushed herself up and sat on her
heels. 


An
enormous primate sat in the operator’s chair. Although he was sitting, his
frame reached the top of the elevator’s ceiling, his bald head grazing the top.
His long hairy arms brushed the floor and his fat behind drooped on both sides
of a wooden chair. Bright orange fur toppled over his red slacks and covered
every inch of him…a jumbo-sized orangutan.


Kara
scrambled to her feet and checked herself out. She studied the orangutan for
moment and cleared her throat. “Hey there,” she said and gave a little wave.
“You’re not chimp 5M51.”


The
orangutan rotated its head in Kara’s direction. It blinked, and then whirled
around in the chair to face her. A small pair of round spectacles rested
crookedly on the bridge of his flattened nose.


“What
floor, Miss?” It lowered its head to be at eye level with Kara and pushed the
spectacles up with an exceptionally long finger. “Hmm?”


Kara
raised her eyebrows. “Right …um …” She glanced down at the crumpled file still
clutched against her chest. “Uh…I think I’m supposed to go to Level Four?”
She looked behind her half expecting David to suddenly appear. She wished he
was here with her.


The
primate watched her. His watery eyes darted to the file she held near her
middle. In one slow movement, it lifted its arm and pressed the number four
brass button on the control panel. Long strands of orange hair swayed below his
arm. “Level Four!” He said loudly, his peach colored eyes bewitching her. 


“Thank
you,” she managed to say staring at the floor. “So …you work with chimp 5M51?”


“Chimp!”
interrupted the primate furiously. “I am no chimp. Do not mistake
me for one of that dreadful lot. My species is superior. I am an
orangutan. Orangutan 7PT9, if you please,” he said as he puffed out his chest.
He straightened his spectacles and wrinkled his face in contempt.


“Okay
then, orangutan 7T-something-something…?” 


Kara
sighed as she waited in a long and uncomfortable silence. The elevator ascended
to a higher level. She noticed the orangutan staring at her. “Why do you keep
staring at my head?” she said after she couldn’t bear it anymore. “Is my head
on the menu or something? What is it?”


The
orangutan dropped his eyes and stared at the floor. “Hmm…no reason. I wasn’t
staring at your head.”


“Yes,
you were.”


“No,
I wasn’t.”


“You
just did it again. I saw you.”


“I
don’t know what you’re talking about.” 7PT9 lifted his chin and faced the
control panel. His left eye stared at Kara.


Kara
bit her lip. “Whatever.” She hid her head behind the file. Her hands shook.
“Stay calm. Level Four can’t be as bad as Level Three,” she said to herself. 


Her
mind flashed back to what had happened to Mrs. Wilkins moments ago. Images of
shadow demons flashed before her eyes. A tiny ball of light hovered above Mrs.
Wilkins’s dead body. Kara frowned and lowered the file. She wasn’t sure she was
guardian angel material. She wrapped her arms around her chest. What happens to
guardian angels who’ve lost a soul? Kara leaned against the panel. Her body
trembled. She waited.


Suddenly
the back of Kara’s head bounced and hit the panel as the elevator jolted to a
stop. 


“Level
Four: Hall of Souls,” yelled the orangutan.


“Okay,
here goes nothing. Wish me luck!” Kara clasped the file against her chest and
stepped up to the elevator doors, only to feel a sudden tug on her head.


“Ouch!”
Kara rubbed her injured scalp. “Are you crazy! What? Is my head a dandruff
buffet to you? What is wrong with you monkeys!” she yelled.


The
orangutan lifted his chin in the air. “Ah, correction…not monkey, Miss,
but orangutan.” He turned and faced the control panel. “Level Four,” he
called again as he sucked his fingers.


Kara
glared at the orangutan. “Cannibal,” she hissed under her breath. 


“Tasty,”
replied the primate.


The
doors swished open. Kara stepped forward. “Wow…”


She
stumbled out of the elevator with legs made of jelly. She stood in a
never-ending ebony sky. The Hall of Souls sparkled like a great field of
fireflies. It reminded her of the sky above the farmer’s fields behind her
grandma’s house at night, of watching the lightning bugs as they lit up the
black skies like twinkling stars. The corners of her mouth curled up. 


Kara
trod forward on black marble floors. As she ventured deeper into Level Four she
came to realize that her fireflies were, in fact, millions of dazzling spheres
hovering in the air. Soon she found herself surrounded by light. Brilliant
globes floated all around her, as though Christmas lights draped down from the
sky. She peeked through the glowing spheres and caught a glimpse of something
huge and white. It flickered in the midst of the great hall. The white shape
glistened and grew brighter, like an enormous flame. A humid breeze caressed
her cheeks. Soft humming filled her ears. She closed her eyes and sighed.


“Whoa!”
cried Kara as someone crashed into her. She tripped and fell to the ground,
then rolled over onto her elbows. Her aggressor walked away in the opposite
direction and disappeared behind a wall of light. “Excuse me,” growled
Kara. She struggled to her feet. “What am I…invisible?” She marched on,
then stopped dead in her tracks. 


Hundreds
of golden-haired children scurried around the majestic space. They made their
way through thousands of floating globes and carried what looked like large
glass jars. Their Forget-me-not-blue robes swished behind them. Kara stared at
their identical faces. 


Three-wheeled
vehicles sped erratically across the floors, driven by the same golden-haired
kids. The back seats of the little cars were overloaded with more glass jars.
They clinked together as the vehicles dashed through the walls of light and out
of sight.


Kara
was surrounded by a Cirque du Soleil extravaganza. She peered over the kids’
heads. A sparkle caught her eye. She walked towards it. After a moment, she
stepped into a clearing. A desk chiseled from a large block of glass stood on a
raised platform. Catching the light from the globes, it sparkled like a giant
diamond. A great man sat behind it. 


Kara’s
feet vibrated below her and the mass of glowing globes hummed in unison, as
though millions of fireflies took flight at the same moment. 


But
where was David? Had something happened to him? He was supposed to be right
behind her. She shook her head, trying to purge the images of David
being ripped apart by demons. 


“Uh
…excuse me?” said Kara to a flock of kids. She forced a smile reminiscent of
David’s. “Hi …can you help me? I’m not sure what to do with this?” She held up
the file. 


They
ignored her and walked away, as though she was invisible. 


“Thanks
for nothing,” yelled Kara. Tapping sounds caught her attention. She turned
around. “David? Ah…not David.” 


A
pair of guardian angels with golden stars on their foreheads emerged from a
wall of shining spheres. They marched past her, looking somber, and headed
towards the glass desk. Kara decided to follow them.


They
walked in single file towards the desk. It glimmered like a crystal in the
sunlight. A rainbow of colors spilled onto the black floor. The desk was
covered with books, with a large flat-screen computer monitor sandwiched
between them. A massive man with a furrowed brow sat amongst the clutter of
books and papers. He was dressed in a white robe, open in the front with a high
gold-trimmed collar, his long sleeves folded on the desk. Gold cloth trimmed
the wide cuffs. His face was handsome and serious. A golden glow emanated from
his pale skin. And as Kara tiptoed closer, she noticed his forehead was marked
with a golden shield, crisscrossed with two silver swords. He terrified her.


The
two guardian angels dragged themselves up to the desk and spoke with their
heads bowed. Kara stayed a few feet behind them. She fumbled with her file. The
thought of addressing this man made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.
Perhaps no one would notice if she ran away. After a moment, the man looked up
and gave them a malicious and calculating look. One of the angels held out a
file. The man grabbed it and flipped it open. In a quick movement, he beckoned
to the driver of one of the three-wheeled contraptions. The vehicle swerved
around, sprinted towards the dais, and jolted to a halt. The guardian angels climbed
into the back seat. With their heads bent awkwardly, they squeezed themselves
into the tiny space. They raced out into the fields of glowing spheres. Kara
stared after them.


“Where’s
David?” whispered Kara. Her body tickled unpleasantly. Her mind was working
hard. She bit her lower lip. Her hands shook and she teetered back and forth on
her heels like a seesaw. After a moment, she edged forward. Her eyes were glued
to the large man’s hands. She halted with the file clasped tightly to her
middle. She waited. He didn’t seem to notice her at first. He studied the pages
of a thick, leather-bound book. Kara recalled images of her
once-upon-a-time-happy life back on Earth—alive—where angels and demons existed
only in her paintings, and where she was enjoying a juicy piece of pepperoni
pizza, with grease dripping down the corners of her mouth… 


The
giant man lifted his perfect head and examined her. “Name, class order, and
rank,” demanded a booming voice.


Kara
forced the words out of her mouth. “Uh …I-I’m, Ka-Kara …” she stammered,
crumpling her file with trembling fingers. “Um, I don’t know my class order,
but I know I’m a rookie?” She pushed herself up. 


His
flaring blue eyes searched her for a moment. He held out his hand in front of
her. “Give me the file,” he commanded. 


Kara
obeyed and handed him the file. Her hands shook, and she clenched them into
fists.


The
man sat back and flipped through the file. His head snapped up. “You are the
rookie, Kara Nightingale. Your class order is # 4321. You’re back from your
first assignment…where is your Petty Officer?” He lifted his brows and looked
behind her.


“Um
…I’m not sure. He was supposed to be right behind me…” Kara said nervously. She
turned her head around, searching behind her. “He…he told me to come here to Level
Four. That’s all I know.” She clasped her hands behind her back and fumbled
with her fingers.


The
man eyed her in silence for a moment. He looked back down at the file. “Tell
me, what is the name of your Petty Officer?”


Kara
blinked. “David McGowan.”


With
eyebrows raised, the man pursed his lips and looked up at her. “I see,” he said
flatly. “You’re with David.” 


“Ah…do
you know him? Are we in trouble or something?” She let her arms fall at her
sides. “Do you know where he is?” 


“I
will have to report this.” At that moment his hands moved over a keyboard. His
brows dropped slowly and shot up every few seconds as he typed. After what
seemed to Kara to be a very long five minutes of staring at someone’s fingers
there was a loud tap, tap, and Kara turned to see David jogging up to
her. 


“Ah…there
you are, Kara,” said David, smiling widely. His hair was a bit messy, Kara
noticed. But other than that he appeared fine. He turned to the giant man,
“Hello, Ramiel. You miss me? Oh, Mighty One?” 


Kara
glared at him. “What took you so long?” she whispered.
“I’m dying here.”


David
dropped his duffel bag on the ground. “I was delayed. You know…demons.” 


Ramiel
glared at David. His blue eyes blazed. “Well, David McGowan, I see you haven’t
lost your sense of humor,” he said coldly. His face twisted in
discontent. Kara stole a quick look at David, just long enough to catch him
winking at her. She turned around. 


 “I
see you have abandoned your rookie on her very first assignment? I’m
sure Lieutenant Archangel Gabriel would be interested in this information,”
said Ramiel. “Never playing by the rules…are we, David? Believe you are above
the rules? You’re not setting a very good example for your rookie. Putting her
life in danger isn’t good for your record.” He waved a large finger annoyingly
at Kara, and then his eyes moved to David. He gave him a reproachful stare.


David
smiled, studying Ramiel’s face. “You’re always so kind to me, Your Lordship.
But don’t worry, she was never in any danger. I took care of it.”


Ramiel
cocked an eyebrow. “We hope you will guide Kara and help her embrace her duties
as a guardian angel…without the loss of her soul or rule breaking.”


David
flashed his perfect teeth and put on an innocent look. “Me? Rule
breaking? Never, Your Blessedness! I am a true believer in playing by the
rules…you just remember that,” he beamed.


Ramiel’s
expression darkened. His beautiful face creased in contempt. With a loud screech
he pushed back his chair and stood up. He towered over Kara and David easily.
“As I understand it, you’re on very thin ice already as it is, David.
Unfortunately for you, the Legion is tired of your mess. You lack discipline. I
better not hear of any foolish business like jumping out of airplanes or going
after seven higher demons by yourself! What kind of example are you setting for
the rookies?!” he roared. 


Kara
wondered how many other rookies David had trained before her. He couldn’t be
that bad, could he?


David
lifted his right hand, palm facing Ramiel. “Cross my heart and hope to do
die—oh, wait a minute. I’m already dead,” he laughed. 


Ramiel’s
scowl was frightening. Kara had a feeling that, if he wanted, he could probably
squish her and David into jelly. Instead he threw the file at David, who caught
it easily. “There is a soul to be burned.” He sat back down and
immediately returned his attention to his keyboard.


David
opened the file and scanned through it. He closed it and turned to face Kara.
His beaming face transformed quickly to a gloomy one. “Um…this burning soul
business isn’t the most pleasant, you know. But, hey…better get it out of the
way. Let’s go.” David turned around and grabbed Kara by the arm. He pulled her
along with him. 


“What?”
Kara blurted out, as she wiggled out of his grip. “Wait, uh…David, can you tell
me what’s going on? What am I supposed to do here? What did Ramiel mean by, ‘there’s
a soul to be burned?’” Kara had a terrible feeling her soul was the
one to be barbecued.


“Huh?
Oh, right. Don’t worry about Ramiel. Archangels think they own the
place, just because they report to The Chief in person. Think that makes them special.
Just a bunch of swollen-headed morons, if you ask me,” he sneered and turned on
his heel. He set off towards the fields of brilliant globes.


Kara
chased after him. “So…soul burning…what’s that? The thought of burning anything
makes me nervous.”


“You’ve
lost Mrs. Wilkins’ soul…so we have to go burn it. We have to throw the dead
souls into the white fires of Atma. They can never be reborn.”


“Souls
can be reborn?” said Kara in awe. She couldn’t picture it.


“Of
course… when a mortal body dies, the soul is reborn into another mortal body
when a new child is born. And the process just keeps going, over and over
again, unless the soul gets killed…like Mrs. Wilkins’. Then it’s
finished—finito—they’re goners.”


Kara
felt as though she had just been punched in the gut. Her legs stiffened. “I…I
killed her. I killed her soul—this is all my fault.” She imagined Mrs. Wilkins
reborn as a cute little baby. Her throat tightened. “She’ll never be reborn
because of me. I…I killed her.”


“It’s
not your fault. Don’t torture yourself. Listen…these things happen, it’s part
of the job.”


Kara
dropped her shoulders. “Well…this part really sucks.”


David
shoved his fingers into his mouth and whistled loudly. A three-wheeled car
jerked to a stop. Kara followed David to the waiting car and squeezed herself
into the back seat after him. He opened the file and showed it to the driver,
who nodded and then stepped on the accelerator. The engine roared loudly. Kara
and David flew against the back seats, their cramped bodies squished together
in an extremely uncomfortable body tangle. As the driver zigzagged his way
around the great hall, Kara suddenly wished she had a stomach full of partially
digested food, so that she could throw it up all over the driver.


Tall
white flames wavered and danced up ahead, like a giant candle. The flames grew
in size as they drove past them. The car raced on. It flew down invisible roads
and paths in an endless blackness. Finally, it stopped. Thousands of globes
sparkled all around them.


Kara
looked around. A tall white fire burned in a majestic stone fireplace behind
them. To Kara, it looked like a fire that belonged in a fairy tale. She
wondered if she could touch the flame.


David
yanked himself out of the vehicle and walked towards a wall of glowing spheres.
He paid particular attention to a blackened globe which hung inches from the
ground. Unlike the other sparkling spheres, no illumination came from it.


Kara
pulled herself out of the car. The driver remained seated and stared in the
opposite direction. A salty smell filled her nose, and her mind flashed with
images of the ocean. She walked over and stood next to David. “What’s the
matter with you? You look like someone just died.”


David
leaned over the dark sphere. He sighed and was silent.


“What’s
going on? Why is everyone so frantic out about this black ball?” She looked at
it suspiciously. “What’s so special about it?” 


Kara
moved closer towards the dark globe. Immediately, she felt a wave of desolation
pass through her, as though someone close to her had just died. She was
overcome with sadness, which frightened her. She took a step back. “What…what is
that?” She shook her head and tried to shake the feelings away. “David…what’s
happening? Why do I feel like this?”


He
knelt down and carefully grasped the sphere in his hands. “You’re feeling the
loss of a life. This soul belonged to Mrs. Wilkins. When the soul is killed on
Earth, it also dies in Horizon. The life lights have gone out. All that’s left
is this blackened shell. Here…take it,” said David as he pushed himself up and
stretched out his hands.


Astounded,
Kara took another step back. “You want me to hold it? I don't want to.”


“You
have to. You were the guardian angel of that soul. You’re responsible for it.”
David grabbed Kara’s right hand and pressed the globe into it.


As
the cold sphere touched her skin, Kara was hit with an alarming number of
different emotions, as though a collection of feelings from thousands of years
had exploded into her all at once. She staggered and nearly dropped it.


“Careful
now, don’t drop it,” said David, as he grabbed Kara by the arm and
steadied her.


“This
feels so weird. What am I supposed to do with it?” Kara trembled as the
emotions ran through her body. 


“Throw
it in the fire. Dead souls need to be burned in the white fires of Atma,”
answered David, and gestured behind them towards the huge stone fireplace. It
towered fifteen feet above them. Tall white flames flickered hundreds of feet
in the air.


“It’s
better if you make it quick, trust me.” David walked towards the
impressive fireplace. He dragged Kara by the elbow with him. “This part of the
job really sucks. What you do is…you need to throw it in the fire.” 


They
reached the fire and stopped. Kara blinked several times. The brightness of the
flames hurt her eyes, like when she used to stare at the sun without blinking.


David
studied Kara’s face. “And better do it fast.”


Kara
raised her eyebrows. “Wait. Why do you look so tense? What’s going to happen
once I throw it in?” She had the horrible feeling that things were about to get
a lot worse.


“Um,
I can’t really describe it…just do it,” said David as he sensed her reluctance
and pushed her forward with his hands against her back.


Wide-eyed,
Kara took a step forward. She grasped the dead soul in her shaking palms. Kara
approached the white fire. She was surprised to feel no heat. It was white hot,
but she felt nothing…no burning sensation against her skin. She lifted her
hands before her and threw the dead soul into the white fires.


The
ground shook.


Millions
of screaming voices exploded inside her head, as though all the existing souls
cried out in excruciating pain the moment she dropped the globe into the white
flames. Kara’s body burned from the inside. The screams tormented her. They
pulled at her soul. Images flashed before her eyes: a dark woman working in a
field, a young blond girl riding her bike in a manicured suburb, an old woman
bargaining for fish in a loud market. A sudden passion rose inside her as she
saw images of a beautiful red headed woman kissing her lover. More images of
different women flashed inside her brain. They screamed as their souls slowly
pulled away from her, dying. She swayed on the spot, as the thunderous emotions
ransacked her being. And then the feelings and images disappeared. She fell
onto the hard floor.


Kara
opened her eyes a moment later, only to see David’s concerned face inches from
her own. “It gets easier, I promise. I passed out, too, the first time. You
don’t look as bad though. Okay, let’s get you up.” He yanked her back on her
own two feet. 


“That
was…” she said in a harsh voice as she tried to regain control, “…very
interesting. When do I stop shaking?”


“It’ll
pass in a few minutes. I know how painful it feels…” David reached out and
pressed his hand against her back, rubbing gently in a circular motion. “It’s
really the worst part of the job.”


Kara
lifted up her head. Their eyes met and locked. Her skin prickled as she felt
warmth spilling throughout her being. Tiny electric shocks zapped all the way
from her head to the tip of her toes. She pulled her eyes away. There was a
long and uncomfortable silence. She didn’t dare look into his eyes again. So
instead, she spoke to his boots. “When do we leave? I don’t think I can stand
another minute here.”


David
removed his hand from her back and stepped away. He stretched. “Right now.”


“Good.”
Kara felt sick, if that was even possible in her guardian angel body. “Where
are we going now?”


David
clasped his hands together and rubbed them. He beamed. “Now comes the fun
part.” He danced on the spot. “You and I are going to Operations.”


 


 











Chapter 6


Operations


 


 


 


On the elevator ride to
Operations, Kara watched silently as two identical monkeys operated the control
panel. The size of common house cats, they were completely covered in black fur
except for two white streaks along the sides of their backs. More white covered
the bottom half of their faces, like an old man’s beard. Long bushy tails
wrapped around the chair’s back rest. In a flash, one of the monkeys leaped off
the chair and dashed across and around the elevator walls. It brushed the top
of David’s and Kara’s heads before settling back beside its brother. It put
something in its mouth and started chewing. 


Kara
rubbed the top of her scalp. She wanted to choke them. "You little creeps!”


“Don’t
worry about it, I got this,” whispered David from the corner of his mouth. 


Kara
glared at the monkeys and put her hands on her head, protecting it from the
furry cannibals. She blinked. A black shape rocketed across the walls—and then
stopped. Its tiny feet dangled in the air as David grabbed a monkey by the
throat.


He
brought the monkey to his face. “I will pull off your tail and then your
brother’s tail if you try that again…rat. Believe me.”


And
when he let go of the monkey, it scurried away and climbed back onto the chair,
facing the panel. It stood still for a moment, then turned its head and stuck
out its brown tongue. Its twin gave them the finger with its four hands.


“You’re
making this too easy for me, you little rats.” David took a step forward.


“Okay,
we’ll stop,” said the monkeys in unison. “We promise we’ll be good.” Both
monkeys flashed a set of yellow teeth and wrapped their arms around each other.
Somehow, Kara wasn’t convinced. She covered her head with her hands, just in
case.


After
a very long three minutes of obscene theatrics from Tweedle Dee and Tweedle
Dum, the elevator jerked to a stop. The doors swished open, and Kara stepped
off the elevator. Her feet pressed into soft ground.


Kara
lifted her head and looked around. Operations was like the Sahara Desert.
Rolling hills of ruby red sand stretched out for miles, rippling like giant
Ruffles potato chips. A soft breeze tickled her forehead, and she wiped her
bangs away from her eyes. A strong salty fragrance filled the air around them.
It reminded her of the times when she was about ten years old, running across
the beach at her grandparents’ cottage, chasing the waves. Kara smiled. It was
her happy place. Fluffy white clouds raced each other across a baby blue sky
and out of sight.


Kara
turned at the sound of the elevator disappearing into the ground, as though a
patch of quicksand had swallowed it up. She followed David down a slope leading
into a populated area in the middle of the red desert. Her feet pressed deep
into the sand with every step as they got closer. Soon she was walking through
a maze of tall white pyramids. She squinted. “What are those?” Kara
side-stepped closer to one of them and stretched out her hand. Her fingers
pressed right through it. She frowned. “Is this some kind of white sand?” 


“No.
It’s salt,” answered David.


Kara
took a handful. She opened her fingers and watched the tiny white crystals
escape through the gaps. She wiped her hand on her jeans and ran to catch up
with David.


“Why
is all this salt here?”


“It’s
for the pools.”


“Right.
And …why is that again?” asked Kara.


David
smiled. “It’s for protection.” He stared into Kara’s eyes. “Salt is a weapon
against demons. It acts as a repellent, sort of. It hurts them, and we can use
it to kill them, too.”


Kara
nodded her head. “Good to know.”


Loud
thumping and squeaking noises surrounded them. Kara peeked around one of the
pyramids. Hundreds of large construction-like trucks dumped huge quantities of
salt onto the ground. The vehicles wheeled themselves right into the salt
pyramids and sucked out the salt with long metal hoses, like giant vacuum
cleaners. Massive round glass containers rested on their backs. They filled up
with salt. Her eyes darted to the drivers. They were the same yellow-haired
kids from the Hall of Souls.


David
noticed Kara staring at the drivers. “The little guys are cherubs.”


“Cherubs?”
repeated Kara. “Aren’t they supposed to have wings and fly around like cupid?”


“Don’t
believe everything you read.”


Before
she could open her mouth again and ask more questions, David grabbed Kara by
the elbow and urged her forward. She followed him through the jungle of the
salt pyramids. After a few minutes, they came to a clearing with thousands of
open blue tents arranged in rows across a flatter part of the red desert. Long
white drapes of cloth on poles rippled in the breeze atop each of the tents,
like enormous flags. The tents were alive and loud with the clatter of steel on
steel and the clamor of fighting. Hundreds of guardian angels fought each other
in combat practice. They stabbed and sliced with shiny silver swords. The
clanking of wood hitting wood grew louder as she spotted other angels hitting
and blocking each other with wooden staffs. Puffs of red sand shot up in the
air. The combatants kicked up their feet and plowed them into their opponent’s
chest. 


Kara
studied David’s face. “Am I going to learn all that?” She pointed to the
fighting. 


David
turned his head and looked at her. He smiled. “All GAs are required to learn
basic combat training. Today’s your first day. ”


Kara’s
face twisted in a grin. She felt tiny sparks of excitement. “I always wanted to
learn how to defend myself…like learning some martial arts or something. I think
it’s cool.” She skipped alongside David and increased her speed. 


Some
tents sheltered desks, spread out in rows as in a classroom. Guardian angels
sat behind them with open books. Oracles stood on their crystal balls at the
front of each of these classrooms and addressed the angels. 


The
salty ocean fragrance lingered in the air. Kara pressed her shoes into the red
sand and followed David. She stretched her neck in every direction, not wanting
to miss anything. Groups of oracles rolled past them. They conversed amongst
themselves, carrying large books that left long paper trails behind. 


After
a few minutes of walking, they reached a gully where hundreds of round pools
spread out in rows and disappeared beyond the red dunes. Shining metal
staircases leaned against them. Loads of guardian angels jumped into the pools
at the same time, like an international diving competition. Flashes of white
light hovered above the pools, and then disappeared. 


Kara
and David walked through the crowds of angels and oracles to a tent filled with
every kind of weapon imaginable: swords, bows, daggers, maces, axes, and
glowing white nets. They all dangled from hooks screwed into standing wooden
panels, like large tool walls. Tables were covered with shiny blue arrows and
white crystal orbs of every size. David unhooked two long daggers and hid them
inside his jacket. 


“What
am I supposed to use?” Kara glanced at the hundreds of weapons hanging from the
panels. “Hey…what do I use? Yes, very good, David.”


With
a stupid smile plastered across his face and making sure he had Kara as an
audience, David was juggling three orbs. He threw them higher and higher into
the air. “Pick a sword or a dagger…” He caught the orbs one after another and
bowed. “Whichever you want.”


Kara
shook her head. He was beginning to grow on her. She saw a small golden
scabbard amongst the rows of larger swords. She walked over to the panel and
lifted it from its hook. It had a gold handle with wing cross guards. She
clasped her left hand around the scabbard, and pulled the blade out with her
right hand. A flicker of light shone on the golden blade. She turned it in her
hand. Stars appeared to be etched into it. The sword felt strangely familiar in
her hand, and very light. 


“So,
you’ve picked this one, eh?” said David, as he moved beside her.


Kara
looked down at the shiny sword and grinned. “Yup. I like it. It sparkles.”
She twirled it in her hand, as she would one of her paintbrushes. She sliced
the air as she brought it down. “I’m ready to cut me up some demons.”


David
pressed his right hand against his chest and screwed up his face. “I’m so proud
of you, I could cry.” 


“Please
don’t. So…where to now?”


He
jumped up in the air. “Now you’re talkin’ like a true GA. This way.” 


David
grabbed Kara by the arm and pulled her out of the tent. He dragged her with him
until he found an empty tent. Then he balanced himself and pulled off his boots
with his feet. “It’s better if you take your shoes off.”


Kara
looked down at her black ballerina flats. “Right…these aren’t exactly combat
material.” She pulled off her shoes and wiggled her toes in the red sand. The
soft sand felt wonderful against her toes.


“The
Legion has a few basic maneuvers that all GAs have to learn…real easy stuff.”
David pulled off his jacket and threw it on the wooden table near the end of
the tent. “I’ll teach you how to attack, to parry, and how to riposte.” He
walked to the middle of the area beneath the tent, where the form of a circle
was drawn with a white powder. He stood with legs apart. “Above all, you need
to learn how to protect yourself. Once you’ve mastered this, then I’ll teach
you the fun stuff…how to hit and vanquish demons.” He stretched
out his right arm and gestured with his hand for her to come where he stood.
“You have to know where to cut them…where it hurts.”


“I
can’t believe I’m actually going to do this.” Kara stepped forward and stood in
the circle facing David. “Um…this should be interesting.” She studied David’s
grinning face. “I must warn you…I sucked in gym class.” She twisted her sword
in her hand. “Never had good eye-hand coordination.”


“You’ll
do fine.” 


“You
might lose an eye.”


“The
ladies love an eye patch.”


“Okay
then, I’m ready, Captain Hook.” 


David
flashed a smile. “First, always make sure to have sufficient distance between
your feet…”


Kara
mimicked David’s feet position and stood with her legs apart.


“Good.
And keep track of all the moves your opponent makes. Now, I’m going to show you
how to parry. When you parry, the blade should be closer to the body like
this…” 


David
clasped the sword with both hands and pointed the blade down with his wrists
pronated, “…for self-defense. You should always be looking for an opening to
counter the attack. You ready?”


“I
think so.” 


“Okay,
I’m going to raise my sword and come in for an attack. Let the swords hit.” 


David
moved forward and with a clang he hit Kara’s sword with his own. 


He
stood facing her. “Now you want to sidestep and wrap your sword around so that
you’re holding it over your head…and ready to strike back. Like this…” 


David
rolled around, forcing Kara to follow his momentum. She came up around him and
held her sword over her head, deflecting David’s strike.


“I
can do this.” said Kara. “I can really do this.”


David
studied her face. “You see …you want to try it again?”


“Yeah.
This is amazing. I can’t believe it …”


“If
you don’t stop smiling soon, your face is gonna stay like that,” laughed David.


Kara
flashed a frown at David. “What’s wrong with my smile?”


He
raised his eyebrows, a huge smile of his own plastered across his face.
“Nothing. Smiling is the second-best thing you can do with your lips.” 


“Hey!”
Kara shoved David forward, grateful for the non-existent flush on her cheeks.
“Let’s go.” She tightened her grip on her sword and tried hard not to look at
his lips.


David
showed Kara how to disarm her opponent by twisting his blade and leaving him no
choice but to drop it. She tripped on her own feet a couple of times and fell
flat on her face, which was totally normal. But what felt abnormal to Kara was
the fact that she didn’t even break into a sweat and never got tired. She had
no need for water, for food, or even for sleep. Like the energizer bunny, she
kept on going and going and going. And for the following days—what Kara
believed to be days—they spent every hour going over the hitting and blocking
techniques.


“Keep
your guard up,” yelled David. He slashed Kara across the arm with his blade. A
deep wound. 


Immediately,
Kara dropped to her knees and covered the cut with her hand. She stared
open-mouthed at her arm. “You-you cut me? You cut my arm?” She glared at
David, who only stared back. 


His
face crinkled into a smile. “Relax, it’s nothing…”


“Nothing?
You practically sliced my arm off!” Kara narrowed her eyes and looked back at
her wound. She bit her lip, closed her right eye, and peeked with her left eye
through her bangs. She prepared herself for the worst. But as Kara lifted her
hand from her injury, she fell over backwards. A flash of brilliant light
obscured her vision. She blinked. Rays of white light poured out from the
gaping wound, as if a flashlight shone through the cut. 


“What
the…?” The wound started to heal itself. It pulled the edges of the cut
together slowly, until not even a scar remained, as though her skin had
stitched itself together. “I’m going mad.” She stared at her arm. “Holy shi...”


“Ah!
None of that here,” laughed David, “you don’t want Gabriel to hear you, trust
me.” 


“But,
my . . . my arm? My skin? It just…fixed itself.” Kara couldn’t believe her
eyes; she felt as if she had just witnessed a really good visual effects stunt.


David
pulled her up on her feet. “You’re an angel, what did you expect, blood?
You have no blood. You’re not human anymore.”


“Right…I…I
forgot. I’m not human anymore.” Kara stared at her arm where the cut had disappeared.
She passed her hand along her skin. She smirked. “It's amazing. I can heal
myself.” 


Kara
was surprised to find that she enjoyed the training sessions with David. Her
many injuries healed themselves, and remarkably, she developed a knack for it.
The moves suddenly made sense. Her reflexes were good, and she could keep up
with David. 


A
crowd of GAs grew slowly and formed a circle around Kara and David. Her neurons
acted up. She felt prickling all over her body. She hated having any kind of
attention on her. A tall and powerful-looking older teen guardian angel stepped
out from the crowd. He walked up to David and Kara with a grin on his face. His
brown hair shimmered in the sun. Two golden stars flashed on his forehead.  


“Wow,
pretty good for a rookie. But then again, your teacher lacks discipline…any
rookie could beat him,” he laughed as he turned and encouraged the crowd to
laugh as well. He turned his handsome face and eyeballed Kara. 


“Care
to test your skills on me? Unless of course, your Petty Officer is
afraid I’ll make him look bad in front of his peers?” 


He
flashed his gleaming white teeth at David. A few GAs snickered.


David
pursed his lips. Kara saw hatred in his eyes as he stepped up to the angel.
“Don’t you have a hair appointment or something, Benson? Stop wasting our time,
douche bag,” he said, as he shifted his sword between his hands menacingly. He
looked at Kara momentarily and gave her a wink.


A
second later, Benson pulled out a gleaming silver sword. “Always a wise-ass.” 


The
crowd around him dispersed. His face twisted up in concentration. He bared his
teeth in a snarl with his eyes glued on David. 


“What
is this, a testosterone fight in Horizon?” Kara took a step towards them,
lifting her hands in the air with her palms facing outwards. “Okay, boys, let’s
not do anything stupid. We’re in a happy place, right? There’s no need
for this.” 


Benson
turned his attention to Kara. His tawny eyes glittered as he stared her down.
He studied her with a strange look in his eyes. “I see why you’ve picked this
one…she’s pretty. We all know what you do to the pretty ones.” 


Kara
frowned and watched David’s reaction. She couldn’t read his face under all the
angry wrinkles.


“I’d
mind my own business if I were you,” David growled.


“It
is my business. She was my friend. I knew what you were doing to her!”


“What?”
said Kara. “David…what is he talking about?” A sudden feeling of jealously
welled inside her. She tried to shake it off, but somehow it was getting worse.


And
without warning, Benson charged forward and kicked David hard in the stomach.
Kara watched in horror as David stumbled backwards. He regained his balance
quickly and stepped back into the fighting circle, his blade grasped tightly in
his hand. 


Benson’s
face cracked into a sly smile. “I’m surprised the Legion even gave you a
rookie, after what happened to Sarah. I always said you were going to get one
of us killed! What you did to her was unforgivable. You broke our most sacred
law.” 


He
turned his head and read the puzzlement on Kara’s face. 


“Oh?
So she doesn’t know? You’re better off looking for another Petty Officer,
Rookie. Love affairs are forbidden in Horizon.”


Kara
looked at David and saw a flash of fury in his eyes as he threw himself at
Benson.


“Angels!”
an oracle bellowed, “What is going on here?” Kara watched the oracle roll over
towards them. She had never seen an oracle look so outraged.


“Nothing,
oracle,” answered Benson, with the face of an angel. “We’re practicing combat
maneuvers…that’s all.”


The
oracle’s blue eyes went from Benson to Kara to David, before going back to
Benson. The oracle pursed his lips and cocked an eyebrow. “It didn’t look like
practice from where I was…and I’ve seen it many times before! A bit harsh,
don’t you think? You are not savages…you are angels. It’s time you behave like
them.”


“We
need to be able to defend ourselves…in extreme conditions…” said Benson.
“Nothing we can’t handle.”


“You
can’t handle anything.” David met Benson’s glare.


“Your
methods are not safe. They’re insane. Your rookie will die
because of you,” spat Benson as he clasped his sword. His knuckles turned
white.


“That’s
enough,” yelled the oracle. 


The
ground shook. The light from inside his crystal ball seemed to darken. 


The
oracle twirled his beard around his fingers. “Everyone out. You have jobs to do
and souls to save. Let’s go!” Immediately, the crowd dispersed.


Benson
threw a finger in David’s direction. “You’ll pay for her death! Filth
like you doesn’t belong in the Legion.” Kara watched in silence as Benson
marched out of the tent and out of sight. A few of his minion GAs tagged along
behind him like sad little puppies.


“It
really upsets me to see you angels not getting along,” said the oracle. “And as
for the two of you,” he said as he pointed a skinny finger, “you have a bus to
catch.” Then he steered his glass sphere around and rolled away.


David
stared at his feet. His expression changed like clouds before a storm. Kara
wanted to ask David who had died, but something told her now was not the time.
Instead, she settled for the obvious. She bent her body sideways and searched
David’s face. “Why does Benson hate you so much?”


“Because
I’m better looking,” he answered, as he met her eyes and winked.


“You’re
so full of crap. You know that?”


David’s
face cracked into a smile. “And that’s why you love me.”


“Oh,
please. Did he hit you on the head or something? I think you’re
suffering from a bit of brain fart.”


“Maybe,”
laughed David. “Okay, I think that’s enough training for a while. You’re more
than ready for your next assignment.”


They
walked in silence through the red desert. Kara’s mind filled with unanswered
questions. But some in particular kept coming back. Who the heck is this Sarah?
And what happened to her?


 


 











Chapter 7


Fish Nets and Salt Shakers


 


 


 


David led Kara down a little
slope into the heart of the desert. They made their way towards a large white
tent resting in the midst of a sandy red ocean. A large powerful man with short
black hair sat in a chair. 


“Is
that another Archangel?” asked Kara.


“Yup.”


“Thought
so. They’re all, like, really…big.”


“Big
men with bigger egos.”


The
Archangel’s dark brown skin contrasted against his white linen top and
trousers. Her eyes moved to his face. It was beautiful, as if some higher power
had sculpted it to perfection. She forced herself to look away.


In
the light wind, sheets of paper fluttered across the top of a great wooden
table that ran the length of the tent. Kara counted ten oracles rolling on
their glass globes, rummaging through files along the table. A line of about
fifty guardian angels waited patiently on the other side. Some angels stood at
the front of the table. They each conversed with an oracle. After a moment one
of the oracles gave an angel a file, then the angel nodded and marched out of
the tent. He walked down a gully and headed towards the pool area. A few
minutes later, the guardian angel climbed up a metal staircase and jumped in
without hesitating. 


A
loud tick tock sound found its way to Kara’s ears. A large brass
grandfather clock stood in the background…it read two o’clock. 


She
followed David to the end of the line and looked up at him. His face cracked
into a grin. She rolled her eyes and turned her head towards the pools.
Silhouettes of GAs jumped into the waters of their next assignments. Kara and
David stood in silence for a while. The waiting was driving her mad.


“So…what’s
the next assignment?” Kara asked.


“Don’t
know yet. We’ll know what it is once the oracle gives us the job file.”


Kara
sighed. “Right …do you think it’ll be easier or harder this time?”


David
shook his head slowly. “I’m not sure.”


“Hmm.”


Kara’s
mind flashed to the mysterious Sarah. She couldn’t get her out of her head. Who
was she? Did David break the sacred Horizon laws and had an affair with her?
Could angels fall in love? She fought the strange jealous feelings creeping
inside her. When Kara looked towards the grand table, they were finally at the
head of the line and David addressed the Archangel.


“Hey…what’s
up, Gabe?” David bared his teeth. 


There
was a long pause before the Archangel lifted his eyes from his paper and gazed
upon David. Kara saw him fully. Tall and powerful, with fierce black eyes that
seemed to pierce through you. His face was dark and commanding; a magnificent
beast of a man and as dangerous as a grizzly bear. His face was twisted in a
scowl. “It’s Gabriel,” growled the Archangel as his mood darkened. “Ah,
and here is our famous delinquent.” The Archangel Gabriel towered over
them, narrowing his eyes. 


Kara
bit the inside of her cheek. Does anybody like David in Horizon? 


“Ha,
ha, ha…very funny, Gabe,” David said and turned to give Kara his trademark
wink. He rolled his head back to Gabriel. “So …got anything good for us?”


Gabriel’s
dark brown eyes flashed with resentment. “That depends on what you mean by good.
But something has come up which might suit you, and your particular way
of doing your job.”


Kara
felt a poke at her side. David raised his eyebrows. With a goofy smile painted
across his face, he gave her two thumbs up. She smiled back and nodded. While
David shifted with excitement, Kara studied Gabriel. He got up from his chair
and walked over to an oracle to his right. They exchanged words, and after a
moment Gabriel came back with a file clutched in his hand. He glanced at Kara
for the first time, for about two seconds, and then he glared back at David. 


“This
assignment should agree with your rookie,” boomed the Archangel, “as it is
simple and should not have any complications.” Kara noticed the emphasis
on the word complication. Gabriel stepped forward and thrust the file at
David.


“Seems
simple enough,” said David after a moment, a slight lifting at the corners of
his mouth. “And right up our alley.” He closed the file.


Gabriel’s
hands turned into fists. “Remember our last conversation, David.” 


Kara
realized that wasn’t a question. 


“No
fooling around, you understand? I’m tired of covering up your messes. If you
don’t smarten up and take your job seriously, you’ll be stricken from your GA
post.” He pointed a large finger at David. “This is your last warning!”


David
kept smiling. “It’s all good, Gabe.”


“I’m
dead serious, David!”


David
rolled his eyes. “Ha, you’re already dead!” He placed his right hand on
his chest. “Don’t worry, Gabe. I’ll be a good little soldier—I promise.”


“David,
stop it! You’re going to get us in trouble,” whispered Kara.


“Don’t
worry…Gabe loves me,” whispered David through his teeth.


“You’re
so full of crap! Oh no…”


The
Archangel turned his attention to Kara. His dark eyes focused on her
unnaturally, as though trying to break into her mind. He blinked and looked
back to David. “After this simple assignment, I want you and your rookie
to report back to me. Understand? She still needs more combat training.” 


Kara
followed Gabriel’s gaze over to the closest blue tent, where two guardian angels
fought one another with swords. Their feet moved quickly in the sand, kicking
up little clouds of red dust. Their weapons collided with loud clatters.


The
oracle’s voice woke her from her trance. “What are you waiting for? Get to it!”
he yelled and clapped his grubby little hands together. “No time to waste!
There are lives to be saved!” He turned around and looked at the clock.
“Quickly now, you have less than an hour!” He waved his short arms in the air
as he urged them on.


David
turned and faced Kara. “Let’s go.” He walked out of the tent with Kara at his
heels.


“DAVID!”
bellowed Gabriel. “Remember what we discussed!”


“Sure
thing, Gabe,” answered David as he turned back around. He grabbed Kara by the
elbow and steered her out from the tent.


Kara
glanced back and met Gabriel’s eyes, and saw a flash of suspicion in them. She
quickly looked away.


After
they replenished themselves with weapons in the weapons tent, Kara followed
David down a slight slope to one of the many pools. Loud plops could be
heard in every direction as hundreds of guardian angels plunged into them. Kara
grimaced. A splash of salt water hit her face. She heard a motor running and
turned to see a contraption that looked like giant vacuum cleaner. It rolled up
to a neighboring pool and spit out the salt from its belly into the water. 


“This
place just gets on weirder by the minute,” Kara said.


David
placed himself behind a short line of guardian angels and waited to climb up to
the pool’s deck. “You ready?”


An
old man five pools down pressed his hands together in front of himself,
squatted, and with great effort he leaped into the air and belly-flopped into
the water with a huge smile on his face.


“I’m
not sure,” said Kara. Water spilled out and around the edges of the pool. “What
happens if I fail again?” Now Kara watched an Asian couple holding hands as
they jumped into the pool together yelling, “Woo hee!”


“You
won’t. Trust me.” David nudged Kara on the arm with his fist.


But
somehow she wasn’t convinced. She had a premonition that this new job wasn’t as
easy as she first imagined it to be, and a lot more dangerous. 


David
searched Kara’s face for a moment, and then pulled himself up the metal
staircase attached to the pool. “You’ll see, it’s going to get better, I
promise. Stick with me and I’ll show you a great time.” He knelt down and
passed his hand in the water. “Come on in, the water’s great!” He beamed.


Kara
sighed and climbed the staircase. She stepped onto the ledge and settled
herself beside David. She opened her mouth to speak, but closed it as soon as
her lips parted.


Benson
stood on the edge of the neighboring pool. He stared at David with an
expression of disgust, as though he had just bitten into a sour fruit. He stood
there, his body hard and motionless, like a statue. Only his eyes moved as they
looked David up and down. And then David noticed Benson. To Kara’s surprise, he
regarded him with disgust as well. Both men stared at each other down from a
distance, as in a western pistol duel. But Kara saw pure hatred in David’s eyes
as he glared at Benson. He turned his head away and looked at Kara. “Okay, you
ready?”


“Uh—what
was that about?” Kara said, still staring at Benson. “You guys look as
if you want to rip out each other’s throats.” She turned and looked at David.


He
met her eyes. “Nothing worth mentioning. Benson’s a douche bag.”


Within
seconds, Benson pinched his nose, bent his knees, and jumped into the water.
His body lingered for a moment through the moving waters, and then he started
to spin horizontally. Seconds later, his entire body sparkled in brilliant
white light. And then Benson vanished. No sooner had he performed his
disappearing act than another guardian angel stepped up to the ledge and took
the plunge. It was like watching a line of falling dominoes—angels kept jumping
into the pools one after the other.


“We
really should go,” said David. He edged forward, ready to dive in. “We have to
jump in at the same time. We can hold hands if you want…?”


“No
thanks. I’m good. Can you stop smiling please?” Kara stuck her hands at her
sides and bit her bottom lip. “We’ll jump in at the same time.”


“Okay
then. On the count of three.”


Kara
nodded. She stared at the reflections on the water’s surface. The water was a
sheet of diamonds, sparkling in the sun light.


“One
…” said David.


One, echoed Kara in her head as she tried to suppress her
nerves.


“Two
…”


Kara
felt tiny electric shocks move around in her body—her nonexistent nervous
system acting up.


“Three!”


David
and Kara leaped into the air and plunged into the pool at the same time. Water
splashed all around as they sank to the bottom. Kara opened her eyes and turned
her head to the right. David was covered in light. A muffled sound escaped his
mouth as his lips flapped together. He lifted his left hand and flipped his
thumb up. Then Kara’s vision blurred as she felt her body starting to spin. She
kept her eyes open. Whitish bubbles floated in front of her and white light
illuminated her body. Brilliant particles detached themselves one by one from
her body—and then everything around her vanished.


Kara
opened her eyes moments later. She sat in the back seat of a parked car.
Cracked brown leather covered the seats. The only light came from the windows,
which were nearly completely covered with gray grime. She crinkled her nose. It
smelled like dirty old shoes and cigarettes. She blinked. Her vision adjusted
itself to her new surroundings. David sat comfortably in the front seat. The
leather seat screeched as he turned around to face her.


“How
you feeling?” he asked, his face worried. “You okay?” He was almost angelic in
that soft light, not at all the cocky soldier she was getting to know, but a
beautiful creature from the heavens. She wished he’d stop being so concerned.


Kara
pursed her lips and nodded. “I will be after the spinning stops.” 


She
took a moment to get used to the dizziness. “That’s weird.” She said after a
moment. “The dizziness is gone…I’m not spinning anymore. What the…?” She moved
her hands. “I feel in more control of this body than I did the first time. It’s
still weird—super weird—but much better this time. A lot better.” Her lips
curled into a smile.


“That’s
great. The dizziness goes away after you’ve done about five Vega—after that,
piece of cake. You won’t feel a thing.” David smiled at her, teeth bared. 


Kara
rubbed her forearm and pressed her hand against her mortal flesh. “Wow, this is
still so weird!” She passed her hand gently on her skin. “It feels
synthetic. Like there’s a layer of saran wrap on top. Creepy,” she laughed. She
let go of her arm and looked around the car. “So … where are we?” She strained
her eyes to see outside the car windows.


“Let’s
find out.” David grabbed the file from inside his leather jacket. He flipped it
open on his knees. “Okay,” he said after a moment, and looked outside his
passenger window. “I think we’re on Saint Hubert Street…yeah, I see it! We need
to be on the corner of Notre Dame and Gosford Street in…” David glanced at his
watch, “…in about forty minutes.”


Kara
looked out the window. “I know where we are. We’re in Old Montreal! Most of my
art classes were in this area. All the best art galleries in the city are
here.” She pressed her nose against the dirty glass. 


“You
were an artist? Before the…”


“Yup.
Well … more like a wannabe artist.” Kara turned and met David’s eyes. “I was on
my way to a really important competition…when I got squished by the bus.”


“Ouch…that’s
pretty nasty.” David looked away. “Was your boyfriend waiting for you…at that
competition?”


Kara’s
mouth opened but nothing came out. She composed herself. “Uh…no, I didn’t have
a boyfriend. My best friend Mat was waiting for me, actually.” She noticed
David had a strange expression on his face.


“Were
you guys close?”


“Close?
Well, yeah. He was practically the only real friend I had. Whenever I brought new
friends to my house they usually ran away screaming.”


“Because
of your mom and her demons?”


“Yeah,
but that wasn’t the only reason. I don’t know how to explain it—and you’ll
probably think I’m crazy—but sometimes my mother would disappear before
my eyes and reappear seconds later…somewhere else. Like one minute she’s in the
kitchen, and then the next, she’s in the bathroom. And I can see by the look in
your eye that you think I’m nuts.”


David
shook his head. “No. I’m trying to understand what you’re saying. Your mother
would just … disappear?”


“Yup.
The only explanation that makes sense was that I probably suffered from
recurring blackouts. You know, like loss of time? I’m pretty sure my brain was
protecting itself from my mother’s insane behavior. At the time I didn’t know
anything about Sensitives. This whole demon thing was probably too much for
me.”


David
flicked the file with his thumb. “I don’t think they were blackouts.”


“What?”
Kara leaned forward. “What do you mean?”


“In
fact, I don’t think you had anything to do with your mother’s
disappearances.” David rubbed his chin. “I’ll have to check with Gabe…but if
what you’re telling me is true…your mother is a guardian angel.”


Kara’s
head spun. David’s words hit her hard. She struggled with her thoughts.
“W...what? But…no…that’s impossible. My mother never died. She can’t be
an angel.”


“Yes
she can.” David gave her a warm smile. “You just didn’t know.”


It
took a moment for Kara to speak again. “I…I don’t under…what are you saying?”


“I
think your mom’s a guardian angel. Like you and me. You wouldn’t have noticed
when she died. Her soul went straight to Horizon. And they probably sent her
right back at that same point in time…before she died, and made it look like
she didn’t die.”


“Okay,
I’m confused.”


“Try
not to think about this now; we’ll figure it out later. Let’s concentrate on
our mission.” He glanced at his watch again. “We have less than thirty-five
minutes.”


“How
am I supposed to concentrate when you tell me my mom might be a guardian
angel?!” Kara held her face in her hands. “All those years I thought she was
nuts. I even wished I could run away…away from the madness. And . . . all along
. . . all this time . . . she was helping people and fighting demons. I feel
like such a jerk.”


“Don’t.
You didn’t know. And I might be wrong. Kara, listen to me. We’ll look into it
when we get back to Horizon…I promise. But now we really have to go.”


“Okay.”
said Kara. She’d have lots of time to feel sorry for herself later. She brushed
her bangs out of her eyes. “Um, what’s the mission—the job thing?”


David
passed her the file. She read:


 


Petty Officer: David McGowan


Guardian Angel: Kara Nightingale


Class order # 4321


Rank: Rookie 1st year, W-1 Guard squad, (lowest rank)


Assignment: Mr. Jean Tremblay, on the corner of Notre
Dame and Gosford Street, sidewalk. 15:07 pm.


Crushed by a two-ton concrete block when a cable from
a giant crane snaps.


 


David
pushed open the passenger door with a pop. “Let’s go.” He whirled his legs out
of the car and pulled himself up and out. 


Kara
struggled out of the car and gave David back the file. “Uh, you know… if we
can’t stop the crane from collapsing it’s going to get a little messy.”


“The
messier the better!” David beamed. He pushed Kara’s door closed. “We’re only a
few minutes away by foot. Follow me.” And with that, he turned on his heels and
walked southwards on Saint Hubert Street. Kara followed closely behind, her
mind filled with thoughts of her mother. 


They
arrived on the corner of Notre Dame and turned right, heading west. The street
was packed with the usual business types: women and men in expensive suits,
carrying café lattes in one hand while chatting on their cell phones with the
other. Taxis honked loudly as Kara and David zigzagged through moving cars in
the crowded street. The taxi drivers were making obscene gestures through their
windows at the jay-walking pedestrians.


Kara
smelled the exhausts fumes. “Mmm…it’s good to be back.”


David
laughed. “Nothing like a good whiff of city streets to make ya home sick.”


They
arrived at Gosford Street about ten minutes later. A giant crane towered over
the city’s buildings. Its long metal neck reached for the sky. It rotated
slowly, carrying a large load hooked on its metal cable. Men in dark blue
uniforms and bright orange construction hard hats shouted over the loud
thumping noises and roaring engines. The construction site spilled over an
entire block. 


Kara
watched as a single man with an orange hat waved the pedestrians along with a
striped white and black flag. His face was sunburned, and it cracked into a
million wrinkles when he took a drag from his cigarette. A huge round belly
sprouted out of him, hanging low above crooked legs. To Kara, he looked like a
very ugly pregnant woman. 


“Well,
we have about twenty minutes to kill,” said David, as he glanced at his watch.
“Enough time to get ready.” He looked up and down the giant crane, studying it
for a moment. “The crane will probably rotate this way … and then the cable
will snap at around there.” He pointed north. “That concrete block is big
enough to splatter someone all right. Wow, that’s gotta hurt.” 


Kara
stood and watched the passersby, waiting for the event du jour. She
tapped her foot on the ground. “David—you really think, with my new training,
I’ll be able to handle the demons? I mean—I feel stronger, and I have these new
skills … but will it be enough? David…?”


David
waved at two voluptuous mortal women, who happened to be waving and smiling
back. 


“You’ve
got to be kidding me! David!” Kara punched him.


“OUCH!”
cried David, as he rubbed his arm.


“That
didn’t hurt, you liar.” She couldn’t help smiling.


David
continued to rub his arm as he grinned widely. “Yeah, well, you have man
hands!”


The
two women watched David with suspicion in their eyes. Then they stared at Kara
and whispered to each other, wide-eyed. After a moment they walked away, but
not before giving David the evil eye. 


Secretly,
Kara hated those women—the voluptuous kind, sculpted by the hands of a higher
power, perfect in every aspect, impossibly beautiful: long silky hair and
healthy-looking curves in the right spots, the exact opposite of the straight
lines from her tomboyish body. The boob-fairy had never visited Kara, even with
all the money she had collected and hidden under her pillow. Nope. The boob-fairy
skipped her house and magicked all the other girls from her high school with
great-looking chests. No wonder David had eyes for the other girls…there was
nothing to look at over here.


What
happened next was purely incidental. She didn’t know what possessed her; the
words just busted out of her mouth, and before she realized what was happening
it was already too late. “Who’s Sarah?” Oops.


David
winced, clearly not expecting it. “Huh?” He turned around to face her, his face
twisted in distress.


Kara
wished she hadn’t asked, and stared at a spot on his shoulder. “Me and my big
mouth. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”


“No,
it’s all right.” David sighed and was silent for a moment. “Sarah was a rookie,
like you…and my friend. We worked on missions together. And we were really
close.”


“I
see.”


“No,
not like that. We were just friends. But then rumors started
spreading about our alleged affair—which wasn’t true. Romance is forbidden in
Horizon. We’re told to be soldiers, not lovers. If you’re caught, you’re banned
from the Legion forever—I’ve heard stories that they even take your soul away.
So, anyway…the Legion got involved. They tried to separate us, but we always
managed to hang out anyway and go on jobs together.”


“So,
what happened to her?” Kara asked softly. “Did she…die?”


David
stared at the ground. “After we’d completed one of our missions, we decided to
hang out longer on Earth. It was Friday night, so we went to a few clubs. You
have to understand something…we were all mortals once, and sometimes we still
long some of those mortal feelings: the naivety and carefree attitudes. We
wanted a break from our responsibilities. Anyway, we had far too many drinks,
we both made some new mortal friends of the opposite sex, and we forgot who we
were and how long we’d been out.” He was silent for a long moment before
speaking again. “And then when they came, we were weak and unprepared.”


“Who
came, David?”


“Demons.
I fought them off me, but when I reached Sarah…it was too late.” 


The
images of shadow demons devouring Sarah rose up behind Kara’s eyes. She took a
moment to process it. “I’m sorry, David. You must have been in a lot of pain.”


He
stared out into the crowds of people wandering the streets. “It was a long time
ago. But I live with it every day.”


Kara
couldn’t think of anything to say. She watched his pain in the creases of his
forehead and remained silent. 


Sometime
later, David spotted the crane’s cable starting to give way. Smaller wires
snapped and curled away, leaving the cable thinner and weaker. “Okay, get ready
Kiddo. Here it comes.” He pointed north on Gosford. “I’ll try to stop the crane
from moving this way—you look for Mr. Tremblay; he should be walking on Notre
Dame Street, coming towards us.”


“Right.”
Kara glanced westwards on Notre Dame Street. “It would help if I knew what Mr.
Tremblay looked like!” She stared at the tiny crowds of people wandering the
street.


“Look
for the one with the name tag…Mr. Tremblay.”


Kara
sighed. “Very funny, smart ass.”


“I
know.”


“David,
w…what about the shadow demons?” croaked Kara. She remembered her last
encounter with them. “What am I supposed to do if I see one?”


David
plopped his backpack on the ground and zipped it open. He rummaged through it
and handed Kara a small fish net and a salt shaker. 


“What
the…?” said Kara, bewildered. She took them. “Is this a joke?”


“Nope.”


“You
can’t be serious? Have you seen what shadow demons look like? How am I
supposed to protect myself with this?” she cried, as she waved the fish net in
the air. “I’m going to get killed!”


“No,
you won’t; you’re with me. Stop freaking out.”


“I
am freaking out! I’m not out here to catch butterflies!”


“Just
relax…”


Kara
couldn’t believe how cool David was. This had to be some sort of mistake. “Why
can’t I get a proper sword like you? Didn’t you pack the golden one I used for
training?”


David
zipped up his backpack and threw it over his shoulder. “Nope. You don’t have
the proper training yet. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”


“Hurt
myself! Are you serious! I’m going to get killed!”


“You’re
over-reacting. Stop screaming…you’re making a scene. Look…the mortals are
looking.” David curled the corners of his lips. “Ah…women.”


“You
saw what I can do…you know I can use a blade! Come on!”


“This
discussion is over. Nothing’s going to happen, just keep Mr. Tremblay out of
harm’s way. See, we have plenty of time to stop the crane and…” 


David’s
jaw dropped. His eyes were focused on something.


“David?
What’s the matter?” Kara followed his gaze. He was staring at a mortal man
across Gosford Street. The man was in his mid-thirties, tall with powerful
shoulders. He wore an expensive-looking gray suit, tailored perfectly to his
muscular body. His white hair was cut short and styled neatly. His skin had a
grayish-blue tint to it, like a few-hours-old corpse. To Kara, he looked like a
regular business man, except…


He has black eyes.


Like
endless black pits, it was like staring into two black holes. And the man
stared back at them. In the pit of her non-existent stomach, Kara felt
something was wrong. He stood there without moving, watching them. 


“David.
The man with the black eyes…he’s a demon, right? Like the ones my
mother…David?” 


David’s
terrified expression sent panic waves through Kara’s body. 


“David!”
shrieked Kara, “Say something!” She frowned. Another man wearing the same gray
suit with the same short white hair emerged slowly from the crowd and stood a
few feet away from the other man. His eyes were as black as midnight, and he
was identical in every way to the other black-eyed man.


“I
don’t understand?” David said. “How did they find us so fast…?” he whipped his
head towards Kara. “How is that possible?”


“Why
are you looking at me like that? I didn’t do anything!”


“It
doesn’t make sense …”


“What
doesn’t make sense, David? You’re scaring me!”


He
pressed his hands on Kara’s shoulders. “Listen. I don’t have time to explain.
We won’t have time to save Mr. Tremblay anymore…but we have to save the
soul, you hear me?”


Kara
turned her head. She could see that the crane’s jib was pointed in their
direction now, the cable holding on barely by a thread. “But how?” She looked
down and waved her sad fish net. “With this?”


“Do
exactly what I say and you will. Do you understand?”


She
nodded. She glanced back at the black-eyed men. A third one emerged. He crossed
Gosford Street, coming towards them. Kara looked around at the faces in the
crowds. “The mortals can’t see them. David, what are they?” 


“They’re
called higher demons,” said David, “and I can’t fight them alone with you here.
Okay, here we go…” 


SNAP!


The
cable broke. A large concrete boulder fell from the sky. It reached the man
called Jean Tremblay and crushed his entire body in half a second. It was like
dropping a heavy book on top of an egg. People screamed and ran for cover, away
from the rubble of concrete and body parts, for all of Mr. Tremblay’s limbs lay
severed from the rest of his body, which was flattened under the concrete block
like a juicy raspberry pancake. Mortals threw up their lunches. They stared at
four perfectly cut limbs resting by the block of concrete, as though they had
been cut with giant scissors. Within seconds, light covered the skin from Mr.
Tremblay’s arms and legs. A shower of little glowing particles flowed from his
dead body and hovered a few feet in the air above the concrete boulder. They
came together slowly and formed a ball. 


Kara
studied the mortals gathered around the body. The soul was invisible to them,
she realized.


David
twisted through the crowd and ran towards the boulder.


A
higher demon walked away from the soul. “David!” Kara yelled. “It’s coming
after you!”


The
higher demon made its way towards David, who had jumped over the dead body and
ran in the middle of the street to meet it head on.


“Open
the shaker!” cried David. He lunged at the higher demon, a long sword in his right
hand. A small group of mortals jumped out of David’s way, their eyes glued to
his sword.


Across
the street from them, the other two higher demons approached, their black eyes
fixed upon Kara. 


“Okay…here
goes nothing!” She twisted the metal shaker top and looked up for a second.
David fought off the demon. He pushed him away from the body and from Kara as
she walked forward towards the soul. 


“Great…I’m
going to die—again.” She held the fish net in her left hand, and the salt
shaker in the other. 


One
of the two remaining higher demons stood but a few feet away from her. An evil
grin flashed across its face. It only had to leap, and it would be on top of
her. Its hard body was posed in anticipation. 


“THROW
THE SALT AT IT!” She heard David yell over the panicked crowd. 


Without
thinking, Kara dropped the fish net, fumbled with the salt shaker, and threw
the metal cap—right in the middle of the higher demon’s forehead. 


SMACK!


The
demon froze, as though expecting something to happen. After a moment, it glanced
down at the tiny metal cap between its shiny black shoes and kicked it. Its
thick shoulders moved up and down as it laughed. Then the demon looked up at
Kara, its ebony eyes glittering. It cracked its face, bared its teeth in an
evil grin and took a step forward.


“Oops.
That can’t be good.”


“THE
SALT! THROW THE SALT!” she heard David howl.


Kara
threw the shaker at its face. The salt exploded all over it. The demon screamed
as it covered its face with its hands. Black smoke emitted through its fingers;
its skin melted away, exposing rotten flesh beneath. The horrid smell of burnt
flesh surrounded her.


“The
soul! …Use the net!” David gasped. She saw him lash out at the demon and cut
it, right across its chest. The creature screamed in pain and anger as it
backed away, shaken for a moment.


Kara
bent down and grabbed the fish net. She pushed her way through the crowd that
was growing by the minute. She kept her eyes on the hovering soul. From the
corner of her eye, she caught sight of the other higher demon running towards
her. She waved the fish net before her with her right hand.


“Do
it now!” cried David.


Kara
leaped into the air, unaware of the strange looks the mortal crowd gave her
seeing a strange girl with a fish net jump into the air as she tried to catch
invisible butterflies. Like an overhand softball throw, she swung her arm and
caught the brilliant ball of light in her net. She landed with a hard thump
on top of the concrete block. The soul bounced lightly in her net. The size of
a large grapefruit, it weighed less than a roll of toilet paper.


She
sat on the boulder and brought the net closer to her face for inspection. Like
a miniature sun, the soul’s light warmed her face. “Hey, I caught it! I really
caught it!” She looked up as mortals appeared. They screamed and yelled at her,
their faces screwed up in scowls of horror as they pointed to the pancake man
below. “Oh no.”


David
appeared to her side. “Run!” He dashed off.


“Huh?”
She stared at David running away. 


Kara
swung her legs over the boulder, jumped down, and sprinted after him. They ran
all the way down Gosford Street to the Old Port. They turned right onto De La
Commune Street. Her mortal legs didn’t tire. She ran fast, leaping over benches
and dumpsters along the way like a gazelle running away from a predator and
clutching the fish net against her chest.


“What
just happened?” yelled Kara as she galloped behind David. “Why didn’t they try
to get the soul?”


“They’re
not after the soul.” David yelled back. “They’re after us!” He stared up
ahead as he ran.


Kara
looked back. She wondered why these demons were chasing them. Two higher demons
ran after them at an incredible speed. She turned her head and ran close to
David, a bit awkwardly as her right arm held the soul protectively against her
chest. 


“David…we’re
not fast enough. They’re going to catch up!”


“Keep
running!”


“We’re
dead in about fifteen seconds! I don’t even want to think about what they’re
going to do to us!”


“Keep
running…and stop talking!” 


Thirteen . . . twelve . . . Kara counted backwards
in her head as she ran behind David. He ran in a straight line onto the
Promenade Du Vieux-Port. They zigzagged through the roller blading kids and
tourists. Kara followed David as he pushed his way through the crowds and
headed straight for the…


Water, said Kara to herself. 


“DAVID!”
cried Kara, as she realized what he was about to do.


But
he wasn’t stopping. Soon they’d reach the end of the Old Port, where the
concrete ended, and where the Saint-Laurence River began. A thick metal railing
ran the length of the port along the walkway, protecting the people from
accidentally falling to their deaths into the chilly gray waters. They were
running right for it. 


Three . . . two . . .


And
just when they were about to hit the metal railing, Kara felt David’s hand wrap
around hers. He squeezed hard and jumped, pulling her along with him…and flew
over the edge.


One . . .


Kara
heard screams from above as she hit the water and plummeted twenty feet into
the deep dark Saint-Laurence River. Instinctively she looked up, half expecting
to see the higher demons cascading above them. But all she saw was the sun’s
beams reflecting on the water’s surface above her. Then everything around her
went dark.


 


 











Chapter 8


David, the celebrity


 


 


 


Kara opened her eyes. She
stared at a brass ceiling that was divided into perfect rusty squares. She lay
on the bottom of an elevator and clutched the fish net with the soul inside it
against her chest. She lifted up the fish net, suspended it in front of her
face, and gazed intently at the soul. It was unharmed, lighting up her face
with its brilliance. Rolling over, Kara pushed herself up and looked at a
grinning David.


“That
was awesome!” He jumped lightly up and down, looking thrilled. “I haven’t had
this much fun in years!”


“Don’t
get too excited, cowboy. We barely made it.” Kara suppressed a laugh.


There
was sudden snort and Kara stepped to the side. 


A
medium-sized gray monkey sat in a chair near the control panel behind David. It
had large, square shoulders and a powerful chest. It scratched its bare purple
behind while it stared at David and Kara. Its long face was hairless, and
sported a furrowed brow. “What floor?” said the monkey, sounding annoyed. 


Kara
flashed her eyes at David. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to monkeys
talking…”


“It’s
baboon, not monkey! Baboon L006, if you please,” hissed the
primate.


David
jumped to the opportunity. “Level Four, then…good looking,” he said. The
baboon screwed up its face. 


“Careful,”
said Kara, “it looks about to spit in your face.”


“You
GAs are all the same,” said the baboon. “No respect!”


David
dusted off his jacket, not paying any attention to the baboon. “Sure thing, hot
stuff. Level Four…we’re waiting …”


For
a moment nothing happened. Then the baboon spit on the floor, an inch beside
David’s boots. It stared at him, its face crinkled in hatred. Grimacing, it
bared a row of large sharp yellow teeth. This baboon looked dangerous. It
puffed out its chest, showing off its hard body, and turned around on its
chair. Lifting a long arm, it pressed the brass button.


After
a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, Kara followed David off the elevator to
Level Four, still clutching the soul against her chest as a mother would her
newborn child. They walked through the Hall of Souls. The vast space sparkled
and shimmered as though it rained diamonds. Millions of hovering souls
illuminated the way as they walked up to the dais where a great glass desk
glistened. The Archangel Ramiel was busy writing in a large book. He did not
look up.


“Ahem,
Oh Blessedness!” said David as he smirked and curtsied. Kara hid her smile in
her hair.


Ramiel
lifted his eyes in David’s direction. A frown materialized on his brow.
Suddenly, moving with incredible speed, he pushed back his chair, stood up, and
threw a newspaper at David, barely missing his face. “YOU FOOL!” he roared.
“You were SEEN!” 


Kara
picked up the paper from the floor. It was today’s Montreal Gazette. She and
David were on the front cover holding hands, falling into the Saint-Laurence
River. The heading read: 


 


Couple’s suicide!


A young couple in love plunge to their deaths


off the Old Port in Montreal.


 


“Uh
oh,” said Kara, “this can’t be good.”


David
grabbed the newspaper from Kara. “Hey…I look good!”


Ramiel
slammed his fist on the desk and a loud boom echoed throughout the
chamber. “What were you thinking?! You know our laws! You were not to be
seen going into water!” If Ramiel was warm-blooded, Kara was sure his face
would be red hot with large veins pulsing on his forehead. Instead, there was a
terrifying white coldness. It wasn’t natural.


“You’ve
been warned before, David McGowan! Your days as a guardian angel are
numbered!” He growled and pointed a long finger at David. Kara was almost
certain laser beams were about to shoot out of Ramiel’s eyes and strike David,
melting him on the spot. The Archangel’s face twisted in fury.


“David,
we’re so screwed,” whispered Kara.


“Don’t
worry…I got this,” he whispered back.


David
smiled and puffed out his chest. “Relax, Your Holiness . . . see here? My rookie
saved the soul.” He gestured towards Kara’s chest, where she kept the soul
protected inside the fish net.


With
Ramiel’s attention suddenly on her, Kara cringed and backed up. “David! What
are you doing?” she said through the corner of her mouth.


She
felt her nerves starting to act up. The Archangel’s flaring blue eyes made her
nervous, but she found she couldn’t look away—some sort of eerie hypnosis. She
was suddenly made aware of his power, as though he made it known to her somehow
with his mind. She tried to speak, but the words would not come.


The
Archangel cut the silence. “It doesn’t excuse what you did. You broke
the law!”


This
time David’s smile disappeared. He looked at Kara, then back to Ramiel.
“Listen…there were three higher demons. They attacked us. There was no other
way…we had to jump.”


Ramiel
backed up, as though getting a blow from an invisible force. He narrowed his
eyes. “W…what? Higher demons? That’s impossible!”


“Yup.
Three of them. It was like they knew we were coming. You know anything about
that?”


“What?
Of course not!” Ramiel shouted, his face twitching.


Kara
watched in silence as the big Archangel seemed to battle something from the
inside. He paced up and down. He rubbed his head, and his eyes and brow
narrowed. He seemed angrier than before, if that were even possible. Kara took
another step back.


Finally,
after some time, Ramiel spoke. “I need to speak to Michael about this. Here,
give the soul to the cherub,” he said, as he gestured to one of the golden-haired
persons, who came at once with a glass jar. The cherub placed the jar in front
of Kara and it waited.


“Huh?”
Kara said. She thinned her lips and glared at the cherub. “Why should I give it
to him? I saved the soul…and I nearly died saving it. No … I’m not giving it to
him. What if he drops it? What then?” She reached into the fish net and grasped
the soul in her hand, letting the light shine though her fingers. She looked at
David for help.


He
tapped her shoulder. “It’s ok, kiddo. You did good. Now, give the shiny
white ball to the cherub.” The cherub tapped its foot on the ground. It cocked
an eyebrow, clearly annoyed by Kara’s reluctance to give up the soul. 


She
dropped her shoulders and looked down at the soul. The glowing ball emanated
light onto her frowning face. Kara pulled her hands away from her chest slowly,
and gently dropped the soul into the glass jar. Immediately the cherub turned
on its heel, strolled away, jumped into a tiny vehicle, and drove off, leaving
Kara staring after it. A sudden feeling of sadness washed over her, as though
she had just lost a part of herself. 


“What’s
going to happen to it?” Kara asked, as the cherub disappeared into the walls of
light.


“It’ll
be reborn, like every other living soul,” answered David.


A
thought nagged at the back of Kara’s mind. “David. You think you can ask Ramiel
about my mom? Maybe he knows something?”


“Sure.”
David cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Your Highness, but Ms. Nightingale here
has a question. . . about her mother.”


“Yes?”
said the Archangel heavily and leaned forward.


“Well,
she told me that her mother can see demons—so she’s probably a Sensitive—but
then the interesting part is that her mother likes to…disappear at
times. Reappearing at different places. So, you see . . . I believe she might
be a guardian.”


The
Archangel’s face was impassive, apart from a light twitch in his lip. “I will
consult her profile.” 


He
moved his hands over his keyboard and started typing. He looked up at Kara. “Is
your mother’s name Danielle Dubois?”


Kara’s
jaw dropped. “Yes.”


“She
is indeed a guardian angel. She’s back on Earth in her mortal body, waiting for
her next assignment.”


“I
knew it!” David’s face lit up. He nudged Kara on the shoulder. “How cool is
that! My parents are just regular mortals. My Dad’s a mechanic and my mom’s a
teacher…nothing special.”


But
Kara didn’t feel the news to be special. Things just started to make a lot more
sense to her, now that she knew why her mother behaved so strangely. Somehow
she felt a lot worse.


“My
mother—a guardian angel. It explains a lot. I wish she could have told me
somehow.” Kara dropped her eyes and stared at the floor.


“She
couldn’t,” said David with kind eyes. “We’re forbidden to reveal ourselves to
mortals. It’s one of the laws or something. Plus, it was for your own good. I
doubt you would have believed her anyway. It’s like you said…you thought she
was mad.”


But
Kara thought otherwise. She would have believed her. She knew it somehow. She
looked up at Ramiel. With his eyes closed and his head arched up, he looked as
if he was meditating. She studied his perfect face as he opened his eyes again
and spoke. 


“The
Archangel Gabriel is waiting for you. Your rookie needs more training.
Don’t make him wait.”


“No
worries, Your Divineness…your wish is my command!” David bowed and flashed his
teeth.


Ramiel
stepped forward, looking down upon David with flares in his eyes. “You’re
still here only because your rookie shows a lot of promise. Don’t disappoint
her by being a fool!”


“Ah…but
I’m the best damn fool in all of Horizon,” said David. “Later, Your Worship.”


And
with that, David whirled around, grabbed Kara by the elbow, and steered her
back towards to the elevator.


“You’re
a real ass, you know that?” laughed Kara. She knew David was way too cocky with
the Archangels, but at least he made her smile.


“I’ll
take that as a compliment, thank you very much.” He lifted his chin and smiled
into the black skies. “I’d like to think of myself as an entrepreneur…a
visionary.”


“Keep
it up and you’ll be visioning Ramiel’s fist when it makes contact with your
face.”


 


The
elevator ride back to Operations was a silent one, apart from the loud
scratching noises coming from a chimpanzee in a blue fisherman’s hat that kept
rubbing its behind. Kara pressed her head against the wood panel at the back on
the elevator, closed her eyes, and thought of her mother. 


“What
are you thinking about?” asked David. He leaned against the panel beside her.


“Oh,
nothing much…the usual.”


“And
… what’s the usual?”


Kara
opened her eyes. “Just that I was flattened by a bus, got a new job as a
guardian angel, souls are everlasting and reincarnated into body suits, my
mother is an angel, demons are freak’n real…and some, apparently, are out to
get you.”


David
scratched the back of his neck. “You’ll get used to it.”


“So
you keep telling me.”


They
jumped off the elevator and walked along the red sand. 


“Um,
David?” Kara brushed a long strand of brown hair behind her right ear.
“Uh…those higher demons…you said that they were after us? Why?” She felt
a slight shiver pass through her body. Their black eyes still haunted her.


David
looked intently at Kara. “Not only after us, but after guardian angels
in general—especially the rookies, since you’re easy targets.”


Kara
frowned with curiosity as she walked. Puffs of red sand escaped her feet as she
kept up the pace with David. “So they were after my mother, too. But why? I
thought demons were only after souls…like, to eat or something?”


“Well,
they do eat them, sort of.” He combed the top of his hair with his fingers.
“Lesser demons, like shadow demons, devour souls. Souls are a life force. The
more they feed on them the more powerful they become, and it gives them
longevity on Earth. Without the souls, they would die.”


Kara
stared at the salt pyramids as she and David walked past them. She reflected on
this new information. White puffy clouds ran across a perfect blue sky, shaped
like wild animals. An ocean fragrance surrounded them.


Kara
raised her brow. “This place is even creepier than I could have imagined.” Her
mind flashed to thoughts of the black-eyed demons. “So, what about the
black-eyed monsters? Higher demons?” As she said that, a guardian angel with
two stars tattooed on his forehead approached them. He smiled, lifted up his
hand, and he and David high-fived one another. They exchanged a few words. The
angel patted David on the shoulder and then walked away. 


“So,
I see you’re a celebrity in Horizon,” laughed Kara.


“Huh?”
A smile reached David’s lips. “Right…the higher demons. Yeah, they’re nasty,”
said David as he lifted up the collar from his leather jacket. “Can’t be too
careful when they’re around.” He gave Kara his wink du jour.


She
sighed and rolled her eyes. “Wow, you’re so full of yourself. I could slap
you!” She kicked up some red sand with her shoe. “But why were they after us?
After me?”


“’Cause,
you have something they want. Your GA life source is like a thousand regular
souls. One guardian angel soul can make a higher demon almost as powerful as an
Archangel—and trust me, you don’t want that.” David looked away and seemed lost
for words.


“You
said that the higher demons knew where we were? That seemed to disturb Ramiel a
little…why’s that?”


“Well,
for starters, that’s never happened to me before. It usually takes hours before
the higher demons—or any demon— can sense us back on Earth. They don’t just
show up like that, a few minutes after we show up. I don’t get it.” He searched
Kara’s face, with that same puzzled expression on his face.


“Don’t
look at me like that! It’s not like I announced our arrival or anything.
Besides, I’m new here! How would I know anything?”


David
shook his head. “I don’t know, but it smells bad.”


Kara
felt that was probably true, but there was nothing she could do about it. This
new job came with a lot of unanswered questions and a lot of new dangers. 


David
raised his eyebrows. His blue eyes glittered. “It almost feels like…someone
from the Legion told them.”


“What?
But that makes no sense?”


“It
makes perfect sense. And it’s happened before.” His face hardened. “Traitors,
working for the demons from inside the Legion. They’re fallen angels who go
over to the dark side, their heads filled with a lust for power.”


Kara
stayed where she was, frozen, as her mind strained to process all this new
information. “But why us? Who would do this to us…to me? And why?”


“I
can think of someone.” David stepped beside Kara. She saw a flash of anger in
his eyes. She knew exactly who he was referring to…someone tall and powerful
who happened to hate David’s guts.


“Benson?
No . . . are you sure?”


David’s
tone was sharp. “Positive. This is his chance to get rid of me for good. It’s
his payback for what I did to Sarah.”


If
what David was saying was true, that meant Benson was going to get her killed
as well—caught in the crossfire—just to get to David. She had just barely escaped
with her angel life on their last job. It’s just going to get worse. A
part of her felt betrayed. She hadn’t done anything to anyone; she had just died
recently. And now her life was in danger. Another part of her was angry that
someone wanted to hurt David. She looked up into his clear blue eyes. “So …what
do we do?”


He
looked fierce. “We get him…before anything else happens. We’ll need proof,
obviously, or to catch him in the act. I’d love to see how Gabriel fries his
ass!”


“So,
should we follow him?” asked Kara.


David
narrowed his eyes. “Yeah…he’ll probably have to rendezvous with the demons back
on Earth. We should find out what his next assignment is and follow him there.
He’s bound to make contact with them sooner or later.”


Images
of the higher demons flashed behind Kara’s eyes and she started to feel
anxious. “But shouldn’t we tell Gabriel, or one of the Archangels? This is
pretty serious, David; shouldn’t we tell them?”


He
looked down at the ground. “No, they’ll just think I’m up to something because
of our history. They won’t believe me. Don’t think I’m Mr. Popular with
the Archangels—or haven’t you noticed? And if Benson finds out somehow, we’ll
never catch him. No one can know about this.” 


Kara
knew David was right. They’d never believe him, or her. They would have to do
this on their own.


They
wandered through the twisted rows of blue tents, watching the ongoing combats.
Operations was full of noises: bursts of combat cries, the clatter of metal on
metal and the raised voices of the oracles teaching classes, and then
forgetting what they were supposed to teach. The fragrance of salt drifted in
the air. 


She
followed David into the weapons tent. Two guardian angels were making their
selection of weapons and looked up as they saw David and Kara enter.


“Yo,
Dave! What’s up?” said the taller one. “We heard about your jump.
Awesome! It’s spreading all over the Legion already.” 


“Don’t
think Gabriel’s too happy about that,” laughed the smaller one, as he eyed
Kara. “He’s in a really bad mood. You sure you want to be here right
now?” he slapped David on the arm.


David
lifted his chin and puffed out his chest. “Gabe loves me. He just
doesn’t know it.”


The
three young men laughed stupidly while hitting one another. To Kara, it was
like watching the end of a winning basketball game, where all the boys danced
around excitedly after the match. David, so it seemed, had won the popularity
game—David versus the Archangels.


More
and more guardian angels stopped their training and came to congratulate David
on his wild escape. Some even congratulated Kara. She turned around quickly and
became very interested in a short silver dagger. She flicked the blade with her
fingernail. The sound was drowned by sudden loud cheers. She looked back
towards the crowd. She saw David jump down from one of the large tables. He was
surrounded by an animated group of predominantly male guardian angels. He
re-enacted their suicidal plunge off the Old Port. His cronies giggled
excitedly, like a pack of wild hyenas. He bowed after each performance…which
were many.


Kara
wondered if she was really stuck with this idiot for all eternity. 











Chapter 9


A Traitor among Us


 


 


 


Time passed in Horizon.
From time to time Kara thought about her painting, and about the life she left
behind. But now her old life seemed insignificant and dull compared with the
busy new life she led now. Every now and then, when she thought of her mother,
the feelings of guilt and homesickness would start. But with all she had to
learn at combat training and her new lessons with the oracles, Kara didn’t have
time to feel sorry for herself. 


She
learned from Gabriel that the Legion was nervous about the fact that higher
demons kept showing up whenever she was on the job. They feared a connection
between Kara and the demons. If they suspected a traitor they didn’t mention it
to her, or to David. Instead, they had her spend hours on end trying to connect
with her other souls…which wasn’t happening. It was not until she cussed out
the oracle for getting her name wrong for the hundredth time that he finally
dismissed her until their next lesson.


Before
long, Kara started to adjust better to the new life and job in Horizon—she even
saved three other souls. But she soon found out, according to the Archangel
Gabriel, that this wasn’t good enough—she had to try to save the mortals first,
before the soul. 


Otherwise,
her training sessions with David proved to be fruitful and enriching in every
respect. Her senses became more powerful, and so did her instincts. Kara was
getting better with each lesson, and in a short time David began training her
on different weapons. She even surprised herself a little when she began to
enjoy herself and even began, if only slightly, to accept her new fate as a
guardian angel. 


Then
David broke the news about Benson to Kara.


“He’s
on his way now—566 Saint Catherine Street East,” he informed her. “Apparently
the Legion’s got him on a Scout mission.”


“What’s
a scout mission?”


“Scouts
gather info for the Legion…like detective work, but GA style.”


“That
sounds cool!” Kara imagined herself in a dark trench coat and black fedora hat,
spying on would-be traitors in a dark alley way, snapping pictures with her
sparkling new iPhone. 


David
made a face. “Na…it gets boring sometimes. Too much paperwork…it’s pretty geeky
if you ask me. But we know what he’s doing, eh? It’s so clear now! I can’t
believe no one suspects him. But we’ll get him.” David’s face cracked into a
grin. His eyes glittered in anticipation. 


Kara
liked how his lips curled when David was enjoying himself. He reminded her of a
little boy in a toy store, going crazy as he played with all the new gadgets
his little hands could hold. She couldn’t help but smile back. “Good job,
inspector. Is he near the pools already?” Kara nodded her head towards the hundreds
of pools beyond the red hills. 


“Yup…let’s
go get him.”


Kara
jogged behind David. As they approached the pools, she could make out Benson’s
silhouette on the ledge of one in the first row. She saw him squat, pinch his
nose, then leap into the air and disappear with a splash. 


Kara
narrowed her eyes. “You really believe this creep is the traitor?”


“Without
a doubt.”


“I
wonder what is going on in his head. How can he risk the lives of other
angels?”


“’Cause
he’s a douche bag.”


“He
must really hate you.” Kara bit her lip. “Maybe he has an entirely different
agenda? Maybe he wants me dead and not you?”


David
shook his head. “Don’t be ridiculous…he’s after me. You’re only involved
because of me.”


A
moment later, Kara and David took their turns and jumped into the salty waters.


 


As
if an army of ants had poured out of their hills in search of food, Saint
Catherine Street was a mass of crawling mortals. Kara blinked. Red, green, and
yellow flashing street lights illuminated the busy street. Kara passed pawn shops,
strip clubs, and bars, as the humid air stuck to her M suit. A stink of exhaust
fumes lingered and a smell of moist soil filled the air.


The
street was alive with the energy of young people. Kara felt it prickle her M
suit. The night was young, and like any Friday, the street vibrated with the
sounds of motors running, squeaking brakes, and kids on full party mode.


Teenage
girls walked in groups attached at the waist, their faces painted in layers of
makeup. With barely-there tops and the shortest of skirts, which Kara liked to
call under-skirts, they approached the nightclubs. They batted their
eyelashes at the bouncers who then let them in without question. Kara felt a
slight ache of envy in her chest as she watched them. 


She
brushed off the feeling and followed David. “So what’s 566 Saint Catherine?”


David
turned back and looked at her before turning back and looking straight ahead.
“It’s a nightclub. I have a feeling he’s meeting someone there—probably a
demon.” David glanced at his watch. “He should already be there,” he looked up.
“Ah…there it is.”


Kara
followed his gaze and saw a crooked gray building. The windows were painted
black, and a large metal sign hung from the top. It read, The Club. 


“Wow,
how original—must have taken weeks to come up with that name.” Kara turned her
head. A long line of teenage hopefuls waited to get in. “Ah, David …where are
you going? Aren’t we going to wait in line over there?”


David
grabbed Kara by the hand and pulled her with him to the front entrance. A man
the size of a small SUV waited with his arms crossed over his chest.


“Hey
man, what’s up?” said David as he walked right in. The bouncer didn’t pay any
attention to them. 


“Wow!
How did you do that?” asked Kara as David dragged her. “Do GAs have some kind
of hypnotizing abilities?”


“Sort
of…but my good looks got us in.”


They
passed through the front door. Music exploded all around them. Kara felt the
ground shake beneath her as hundreds of dancers hit the floor. Not wanting to
miss anything, she turned her head every which way as David pulled her along.


“I’ve
never been inside a club before,” she yelled over the music.


David
turned his head and frowned. “Never?”


“No.
You have to be eighteen to be allowed in.”


“Yeah,
but you never made a fake ID?” bellowed David.


Kara
shook her head. “No…guess that makes me a loser, right?”


David’s
white teeth flashed in the darkness. “No, not everyone likes to go clubbing.
Besides, you were probably too busy with your art to want to join a bunch of
talentless fools jumping up and down in a tight space.” 


Kara
smiled and looked down. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s the reason.”


Strobe
lights illuminated faces, as David pulled her through the tight crowds. The
salty smell of sweaty armpits and the thick stink of booze were like an
invisible wall of stench. 


The
further they ventured away from the dance floor, the more Kara could hear over
the music— faint sounds of bottles that clashed together and mumbles of
conversations.


David
pulled her along. She felt her body stiffen as crowds of people brushed up
against her. But then David squeezed her hand gently and her skin tingled. She
liked the feel of his M skin against her own. It wasn’t the same feeling as
back when she was alive, of skin brushing up against skin. This was different,
and to Kara, much better—like her sensations were ten times as strong. She
wished silently that she could hold on to his hand forever.


Kara
made faces at the gorgeous girls that eyed David as they passed. They all gave
Kara the what-are-you-doing-with-such-a-hottie look. And when David wasn’t
looking, Kara whirled around and gave them the finger…followed by the biggest
smile she could muster. 


David
pulled Kara towards a round metal table in a back corner of the club, beyond
the crowded dance floor and lost in the shadows. Benson sat two tables down
from them. He was huddled over the table, presently engaged in a conversation
with a dark-haired man in his late twenties. They did not look up.


“Be
right back.”


Kara
watched as David disappeared into the crowd. He came back two minutes later
with two drinks. “Here…gin and tonic. Have you had this before?”


Kara
shook her head. “Uh…no, but can we actually drink liquids?” 


David
laughed. “Not really, but it is fun to pretend. The best part is that you can
actually start feeling the alcoholic effects after a few drinks. Here…have a
taste.”


Kara
leaned in and took a sip. The liquid evaporated in her throat. The alcohol
vapor lingered for a moment and then made its way up slowly to her head. It
wasn’t at all like drinking real liquid, but it still felt nice. She grinned at
David. “That was weird.” She licked her lips. “But I like it.”


“Good.
Listen. Let’s move in closer to hear their conversation.” David drank the
entire contents of his glass in one shot. He smacked his lips and slammed the
glass down. “Follow me.”


David
sneaked closer towards the table that Benson and the stranger occupied. Their
heads were huddled together, deep in conversation. David walked with
exceptional stealth through the crowds to get to the next table without Benson
noticing. He sat with his back towards them and leaned against the seat just a
little for better hearing. Kara grabbed the empty seat next to David and sat
down. She sipped her drink. Her eyes were on the young crowds dancing in front
of her, but she strained to hear behind her. She heard Benson speak first.


“…it’s
not good enough. I need more information.” Benson said.


“That’s
all I know, man,” answered a deep voice.


“But
you can’t be sure it was the same child?”


“Hey
man, it’s like I said. I’m not sure.”


“In
what warehouse was this? What part of the city? I need to know!” Benson asked.


“I’ve
given you all I’ve got,” said the stranger. “If the demons knew I was speaking
to you, I’d be a dead man.”


There
was a pause, and then Benson spoke again. “Yes, I know, but this is really
important.”


“No
you don’t! I’m not paid enough for this shit.” Kara heard
something slam down on the table.


Kara
couldn’t make out the rest of the conversion as the music thundered around her.
She bristled with anxiety and was pleasantly excited—she was detective Kara
Nightingale, bad-ass profiler vigilante. But something troubled her. The
stranger had mentioned a child. What was Benson involved in?


Out
of the corner of her eye, Kara saw Benson get up. In a flash David had squeezed
himself against her. With his right arm around her shoulder, he pressed his
hard M suit against hers, his face close enough for a kiss. Her mortal skin
prickled with his nearness. She knew not to look into his eyes, for fear she
might give her true feelings away. And just when she thought she would burst,
David released her and backed away.


“Okay,
he’s gone. I think he’s going towards the washrooms…be right back!” And with
that, David disappeared into the crowd. 


Kara
clasped her forehead with her hands. She wasn’t prepared for the intense
feeling she felt. If romance was forbidden between angels, then why did she
have feelings for this guy?


She
moved her hands away from her face and looked down at her glass. “Why not?” She
drank the last of her gin and tonic. She felt calmer. Then David squeezed out
from a wall of mortals, with four more gin and tonics in his hands. 


His
face cracked into a wide smile. “Benson went down the toilet. So, the night’s
still young…no reason to let it go to waste. Right?”


“Right.”
Kara grabbed a glass and took a drink. She wanted to stay here with David for
as long as she could.


“David…did
you hear them talking about some child?”


David
smacked his lips together. “Yup…don’t know anything about some kid, though. I’m
not sure what that means.” He screwed up his face and gawked at his drink.


Kara
swirled the straw around in her glass. “Do you think maybe we were wrong
about Benson? If he’s looking for a kid, then maybe he’s not the one involved
in trying to get us killed? I didn’t hear anything about a plot to get us
killed. Did you?”


After
a pause, David brushed the top of his hair with his fingers. “Nope. I don’t
know. Maybe he was finished with his plan before we got there, and we only
heard part of something else.”


“Or
maybe it’s not him. Maybe we have it all wrong.”


“It
has to be…no one else in the Legion would do this to us! I’m sure Benson is the
one.”


But
Kara was unconvinced. If Benson truly was behind the strange demon attacks,
then why would he risk a meeting with some creepy mortal just to talk about
some kid? It didn’t add up. But Kara didn’t press it any further. 


Soon
Kara was on her fourth drink. She laughed away at David’s silly jokes, the kind
of laughing which would normally have made her innards ache. But without
innards, Kara only felt a slight tingle in her chest. She couldn’t remember the
last time when she had so much fun. 


The
music changed, and she felt David’s hand on hers as he pulled her to her feet. 


“Time
to go.”


“Huh?
Already?” Kara hit her glass on the table.


They
pushed their way out of the club and walked back along Saint Catherine Street.
“We’ll go through Berri Park, towards the water fountain.” He told Kara. “The
park will be deserted…perfect for a skinny dip on the way back to
Horizon—ouch!” cried David. He rubbed the back of his head.


Kara
pursed her lips. “Serves you right, Casanova.”


They
reached the park after a short walk. The only sources of light came from the
moon and the one flickering park light at the entrance. The trees cast long,
ghostly shadows on the ground. Male crickets chirped in the night as they tried
to attract a female. A raccoon the size of a small dog enjoyed an early morning
feast in a city garbage can. He hissed at them as they passed. 


“Can
animals see who we really are?” asked Kara.


“Yes.
Animals are sensitive to different energies…they can sense us.” 


The
raccoon kept hissing. “I don’t think he likes us very much.”


David
laughed. “Poor little guy. He probably just doesn’t want to share his meal.”


“Gross.”


Kara
returned her attention to David. She watched him strut beside her, grinning.
She liked how his shoulders moved back and forth as he walked, with his head in
the air, like a proud peacock…


“AH!”
Yelled Kara, as her foot got caught in a tree root. She went straight down to
the ground. After a moment, she hauled herself up and sat on the grass. She
giggled. “Oops.”


“I
love ladies who can hold their liquor,” laughed David. He grabbed Kara by the
arm and pulled her up—just a little too hard, for she flew into his arms. David
wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against him. She looked up. His blue
eyes sparkled in the moon light. Kara blinked. She thought his face was even
more beautiful close up. His full lips parted slightly, as he stared at her
mouth. His face was closer now. Warmth spread through her mortal body. She felt
on fire. And then she felt his lips pressing against hers; softly at first, and
then harder.


The
kiss was sudden and fast. 


The
next thing Kara knew, David had released her and backed away, his face intense.
He had a fiery look in his eyes. Her body exploded in tingles and he broke into
a wide grin. He knew she was his.


But
Kara was in shock. 


David
was still holding on to her, as though he were reluctant to let her go. She
had never been kissed before. It felt amazing. She grinned.


What the…? Kara felt a sudden sharp pain in
the back of her neck.


She
reached back with her hand, and was suddenly propelled back with incredible
force. She crashed onto the hard floor. If her body had been human, it’d have
been broken. She rolled over. She felt something hard tightening around her
neck, like a thick rubber hose. Her neck burned, as though the mortal flesh was
on fire. Her body lifted off the ground as she twisted her M suit, trying to
break free. But the hold was too strong. Kara looked down and got a glimpse of
her attacker. 


A
shadow demon, three times larger than the ones she saw in Mrs. Wilkins’
apartment, glistened in the moonlight. It had her wrapped around her neck with
one of its tentacles. Kara could smell the foul stench of blood and rotten
flesh. The demon let out a loud shriek that sounded almost like a laugh.


“Let
her go, demon!” David ran towards her, his sword shimmering in the moonlight.
He leaped into the air behind her. Kara heard a swish, and then felt a
release. She hit the ground hard. She rolled over and tugged at her throat, and
pulled off the foul tentacle. She scrambled to her feet and watched as the
demon flickered, and its solid form disappeared into a black mist. 


“Stay
behind me!” yelled David, as he ran towards the demon. Kara stared in horror as
he threw himself into the black fog, arms flailing as he struck at the
creature. “I…HATE…DEMONS!” he panted. And then he disappeared into the mist.
For a moment nothing happened, and then David came into view as he jumped out
of the black fog. The demon shimmered and flickered into its solid form again.
Wailing, it lashed out at David with its many limbs and knocked him off his
feet. His sword flew out of his hand.


“DAVID!”
screamed Kara. With incredible speed, the creature wrapped its tentacles around
David’s body. It lifted him up…and started pulling.


Panicked,
Kara understood that the creature meant to rip him apart. She searched
frantically for the sword. Where is it!? “Crap! Crap! CRAP!”


Kara
caught a glimpse of something silver flash in the moonlight. Like a bullet, she
bolted after the sword. She grabbed it, the blade heavy in her hand, and turned
back. She ran towards the demon, the sword held high in her hand. She wasn’t
sure what she was going to do with it once she got there, but she knew she had
to save David, no matter what.


The
demon slammed David’s body hard on the ground. It lifted him up and started to
pull his limbs. 


Kara
saw her chance. She took it.


She
pushed off the ground and jumped into the air, landing on the creature’s back.
She thrust the blade down into its head. 


Black
ooze poured out of the wound like thick tar, drenching Kara in black blood. She
pushed off and landed back on the ground. Immediately, the demon wailed and let
go of David. David fell to the ground and rolled on the grass. The demon
reached behind and pulled out the blade. It shrieked and threw the sword aside.
Then the shadow demon flashed, changed into a black cloud, and with a last
flicker it disappeared.


Kara
ran to David. “David! Are
you all right?” She knelt beside him, searching his body for any missing limbs.
“Your mortal body seems to have all its parts.”


A
silly grin materialized on his face. “I am now,” he laughed. “Man, I’ve never
seen a rookie take on a shadow demon like that! Kara, you were fierce! Wait
till I tell the guys what you did! That was awesome!” 


Kara
shook her head. “What, are you insane?! You were almost killed!”


“But
I live to tell the tale—this is better than the soup I created with demon
blood!” David jumped into the air, with no signs of injuries, and started to
dance. “We make a great team. We’ll be the talk of the town!”


Kara
shook her head and sighed. “What am I going to do with you?”


“Skinny
dipping, here we come!”


As
they walked towards the water fountain in silence, David’s face was twisted in
a wide grin. And Kara’s mind was loud with thoughts only of the kiss.


 


 


 











Chapter 10


Oodles for Noodles


 


 


 


In the following days,
neither of them mentioned the kiss. Kara wasn’t sure if she should bring it up.
She couldn’t shut her mind up on the subject either. Maybe David regretted
doing it? Maybe it was the aftereffects of the gin and tonic, and he thought he
was kissing some gorgeous voluptuous model instead of her? And now, realizing
the truth, perhaps he was embarrassed and hated himself for kissing a girl
whose feminine curves had been flattened by a giant spatula. She decided to
wait for the perfect moment to bring it up, if he didn’t bring it up.


And
so, she and David submerged themselves in their work. 


After
a good combat training workout, they strutted away from the great white tent at
Operations with their next job. David handed Kara the file, and they made their
way towards the pools. 


Kara’s
jaw dropped as she stared at the paper. “A drunk city bus driver is going to
crash his bus into a busy Chinese restaurant—Oodles for Noodles. Ten dead
mortals, including children!” She looked up at David. “This is my next
assignment? Are they mad? I don’t want to be responsible for this!”


David
took the file back from Kara, folded it, and hid it inside his leather jacket.
“We all get tough assignments like this once in a while. It’s part of the job.”
He clasped his hands on the metal railing and pulled himself up the four sets
of stairs onto the pool’s platform. “We stop the accident, we stop all those
people from dying,” David said, as Kara climbed up behind him.


“I’ll
never get used to this new life,” said Kara. “The life I had before was so
simple … I didn’t have to save anyone from dying…I just…ate ice cream and
painted….” She stared down at the caustics rippling along the surface of the
light blue waters as her mind flashed back to the remnants of her mortal life,
the simple life. “… and demons didn’t want to suck my brains out and have them
for lunch.”


David
ignored her and stretched, preparing for the jump. “You have your gear?”


“Yup.”
Kara slid a blue and white backpack from her shoulders and rummaged through it.
“I got my map, sword, salt shakers, and my bad-ass butterfly net,”
giggled Kara, as the idea of salt shakers and fish nets as gear was still a
little outrageous to her.


David
stepped up to the ledge of the pool. “Let’s go. On three—one…two…three…!”


 


Kara
and David strutted up Decarie Boulevard. They zigzagged through crowds of
students who were cutting class, and some elderly shoppers who dragged their
feet as they went. The busy street overwhelmed Kara’s ears with loud honks and
running motors. They made their way north, taking in the stink of exhaust. 


“What’s
the address again?” asked Kara.


“674
Decarie Boulevard, near the corner of De L’Église Street.”


Kara
looked up the street. “And we have to be there for 3:45pm…what time is it now?”


“It’s
3:38pm,” said David, as he glanced at his watch. “And I can see the address
from here.” 


He
pointed with his right arm to a one-floor stone building, where Oodles for
Noodles was squished in the middle by shops on either side, like the custard
from a giant mille-feuille. It was just a block away, and they reached
it within two minutes.


Kara
stared at the oncoming traffic. “Do we know what city bus we are looking for?
The number or something?”


“204,”
said David. “It should be an out-of-service bus.”


She
turned her attention southwards and searched the boulevard for the bus. She felt
an excitement growing in her breast. The idea of being responsible for so many
mortal lives made her truly nervous. 


“Uh,
David?” asked Kara after a moment. “How are we going to pull this off? How can
anyone pull this off?” She let her hands fall to her sides. “What’s the plan?”


David
turned to face her. “Well, we know the bus loses control and crashes into the
674 building on Decarie, precisely at 3:45pm. So …we have to stop it before the
crash.”


“Duh,
I know. But how? What’s the super plan?” She watched David’s eyes
flicker as he thought.


“I
don’t think out-of-service buses stop for anyone. And the guy is drunk, right?
We’ll have to force it.” David scratched the back of his neck as he surveyed
the boulevard, his brain working at a million miles an hour. “We have to stop
the accident from happening—so we have about five minutes to figure it out.”


At
that moment, Kara felt a sharp pain starting to throb on her right ankle. She
wiggled her leg, trying to shake off the pain. After a while it seemed to do the
trick, and she focused on the job again. Kara searched the oncoming traffic.
Her mind flashed back to the day she died and she saw the huge bus coming
straight at her. She forced the thought out of her head and focused at the task
at hand.


“Are
you okay?” asked David, his face concerned. “You look a little upset.”


Kara
met his eyes. “Yeah, I’m okay. I was just thinking about the day I died. I
didn’t think seeing a city bus again would make me so nervous.”


“It’s
normal. It was a pretty traumatic experience,” said David. 


“I
keep seeing huge headlights coming straight at me.” Kara looked at her feet.
“Then I remember feeling hard metal—and then the darkness. I just…I just can’t
stop thinking…why didn’t I look before crossing the street? I might be alive
again, with my whole life ahead of me.”


“I
can see how this assignment has you a little anxious. But you’re a guardian
angel now…that is your new life.”


Kara
let out a sigh. “I know. I’ll be fine in a minute…I’ll try not to think about
my body splattered under a bus.”


“Oh
yeah, I remember that.” 


Kara
frowned. “What? How did you know that?”


“Because
I was there.” David turned his attention back to the street.


Kara’s
eyes widened. “What? What do you mean you were there?” 


She
stood frozen in place, her mind working overtime, playing back the events of
her death in her head. She remembered a hand reaching out and grabbing her.
“That was you?” 


“Your
soul was my assignment—I see it!” yelled David, “Look!” He pointed southwards
on the street.


Kara
followed David’s gaze and spotted the bus. It swiveled left and right as it
made its way north, just a few blocks away from them. “David! We have to
think of something fast!” She brushed the hair out of her eyes. “What if we
can’t stop the accident…what…what would happen after? Would all those dead
mortals attract a whole lot of demons? David?” yelled Kara.


In
a flash, David ran across Decarie Boulevard. His backpack bounced behind him.
He got to the sidewalk and turned around. He watched the oncoming bus and then
glanced at Kara for two seconds before looking back at the bus. “We only have
one option,” he yelled from across the street.


“What’s
that?” Kara struggled with her nerves. 


“I’m
going to jump in front of it…hopefully he’ll turn the opposite direction and
hit the parked cars. That should stop it.”


“That’s
your master plan?” Kara shook her head. “What if it doesn’t work?” she
yelled back, as a group of people eyed her strangely. “What if it crashes into
the oncoming traffic? That’s not better!”


David
paced on the spot, his hands on top of his head. “Well, if you come up with
something better, you better tell me in about ten seconds, kiddo, ‘cause here
it comes!”


Kara
turned her head. David was right. She could read the Out of Service sign
at the top. The bus was almost upon them. She looked behind her at the
restaurant and saw shadows of people inside, not knowing that this might be
their last meal. It was packed. 


Kara
hit her head with her fists searching for a solution. She bit her lip and
looked up the street. A red fire hydrant stood but twenty feet from her.


Without
breathing a single word to David, Kara turned and bolted towards the
restaurant. With her super-hero-chick M suit, Kara plowed through the glass
front door, which shattered with a loud bang. Chopsticks fell onto
plates as the customers stopped eating and stared wide-eyed and open mouthed at
the crazy girl who had just interrupted their meal. Kara knew she only had
seconds before the bus came crashing in, killing everyone—including the
children. 


There
was only one thing she could do. She roared, “FIRE!!!!!!!!” 


No
one moved. They all just stared. 


“FIRE!”
screamed Kara again. “FIRE! QUICK…GET OUT! GET OUT!” She jumped up and beat the
air with her arms.


But
no one moved.


Kara
searched the small restaurant for any kind of alarm system and spotted one on
the wall near the entrance. She sprinted towards the red little box fixed to
the wall and pulled the lever. Immediately, an ear-piercing ring engulfed the
tiny restaurant. The customers looked at each other, and then they all jumped
up and started to run. Mothers cradled their babies as they hurried out the
door; even the cooks at the far end of the restaurant jumped over tables and
pushed their way through. 


“Fifteen…fourteen…thirteen…”counted
Kara. She waited until everyone was safely out of the restaurant.


“Five…four…”
Kara ran out of the front door. 


“Two…”
The front of the bus rolled up onto the sidewalk and came straight for her. 


“One!”
She jumped out of the way, and the eight-ton metal monster plowed into Oodles
for Noodles. Glass and bricks flew everywhere as a thundering crash
exploded all around. The bus shuddered to a stop, but not before demolishing a
path to the far end of the restaurant. The ground shook as walls and ceiling
came crumbling down. The bus was flattened like a soda can by the weight of the
structure.


Kara
pushed herself up. Rubble was all that was left of the restaurant. She wiped
the dust from her face and turned to look at the many stunned faces.
Remarkably, no one was hurt. She even spotted the driver of the bus, staggering
his way out of the restaurant. “It’ll be the twelve-step program for you,
buddy,” she called out. 


Kara
smiled. She had accomplished her task. It felt great. She heard David’s voice
over the chaos.


“Hey!
You’re a genius. The fire alarm! Why didn’t I think of that?” David
beamed as he ran towards her. He put his hands on his waist and cocked an
eyebrow. “Gabe’s going to be very happy.” He watched the crowds of
people who were now taking pictures of the wreckage with their cell phones.
“Told you it was going to get better!” He patted Kara on the back, like you
would a dog that had performed a task. “You did really good, kiddo.”


Kara
smiled. “A good day on the job, wouldn’t you say?” she laughed. “I’m just
really, really happy no one was hurt.” She looked around. “And no demons showed
up…now that’s a first.”


“Yup.”
David dropped his bag on the ground. “It’s times like these that make it all
worth it, you know… almost as good as…thirty gin and tonics.”


Kara
gave David a light shove. “You’re an idiot.” A smile reached her lips. “But an
idiot—on a rare occasion—can be right sometimes.” 


Kara’s
attention went to a mother comforting her crying child. “This does feel
awesome.”


“Told
ya.”


“Ouch!”
A stinging pain erupted on her right ankle. Kara bent over and pressed her hand
over it.


“What
is it?” 


“I
don’t know…I have this thing here…” she pulled up her pant leg and heard David
gasp. The mark had grown. It was the size of a fist now, sprawling up and
around her calve like a spidery hand. It was mad and ugly. 


“You’re
Marked!”


“I’m
what?”


“You’re
a spy!” hissed David. He pushed her roughly away from him. His wide eyes
flashed with anger. “How could you? A demon spy! You’re the traitor!
You’ve been the traitor this whole time, haven’t you?!”


“What?
David, don’t be ridiculous…I’m not a spy.”


He
was yelling now. “YOU’RE MARKED! Only demon spies are Marked!”


Kara
frowned. “Stop it! You don’t know what you’re saying. I can’t be a spy… I just
got here! This must be some mistake…it’s probably not even a Mark, as you
say…maybe it’s something else?” 


David’s
expression darkened. “Don’t try to fool me again, traitor!”


His
words cut through Kara’s being like a knife. What is going on? Her new angel
world was crumbling down just as she had finally felt part of it. 


Kara
felt her soul breaking. “This can’t be happening to me.” She closed her
eyes and then opened them again. “David. I…I’m not a traitor,” she croaked, her
throat tightening up. “David…listen to me, please …”


“When
did it happen, eh? When did you sell your soul over to the
demons?” He shook his head. Disgust wrinkled into his face, as though Kara was
the foulest thing he had ever laid eyes on.


“Please
stop! Listen to me. I don’t how I got this. I felt some pain on my leg, and
then there was this tiny mark…but it didn’t hurt, so I forgot about it. It
didn’t hurt again until today.” She stepped towards David.


“Get
away from me!”


Kara
recoiled, she felt like she just got punched in the gut. “David, please. This
is a mistake…I would never do anything to hurt you.”


David
studied her face. “All this time I wondered how it was possible that the demons
sensed us. Why the higher demons were up our asses all this time? You’ve been
playing me this whole time, haven’t you? You were Marked, and you led them to
us.”


Panic
consumed her as she realized David wasn’t going to believe her. “No. Why can’t
you believe me? I’m innocent! I don’t know why I have this thing. It’s not my
fault!”


“Don’t
play innocent with me, Kara. The Legion will take care of you. Mark my
words.”


A
few days ago David had kissed her, and now he looked at her with such
loathing…she wanted to stop existing entirely. She closed her eyes.


“Ah…your
friends have arrived!” said David.


Kara
opened her eyes and looked around. “What? Who’s here?”


“Have
you sent them to kill me!? To finish the job!?” He shouted behind a huge group
of people as he backed away from her.


“David!
Wait!” Kara took a step towards David and stopped. Two higher demons walked in
her direction. They pushed and shoved through the tight crowd, their black eyes
fixed on her. She felt a wave of panic wash through her as she backed away. She
reached over her shoulder for her bag—but it was gone.


Kara
jumped up. She looked over the many heads for David. She spotted him. He was
staring at her, a frown on his face. He glanced at the demons before looking
back at Kara. A shadow of confusion flashed across his face. He read her true
panic. And then he was fighting his way back through the crowd, towards her.
Three other higher demons broke through the mob of people and made their way
towards David. 


“David!”
she yelled. He vanished under a wave of mortals.


Kara
trembled as she backed away, her eyes on the two higher demons marching towards
her. The world around her grew still. She felt helpless and stuck, like a mouse
caught in a trap, as she stared at the black-eyed monsters.


One
of the demons pulled out a long black blade from his jacket. It was opaque, and
a black mist emitted from it, like rippling black smoke. She felt a strange
prickling from the inside, as though tiny electric shocks were going off all at
once inside her mortal body. The demons broke into a run. 


“DAVID!”
she cried desperately. She waited ten seconds. Then she ran.


Kara
bolted down Decarie Boulevard. She ran without looking back, and pushed her
mortal legs as much as she could. Her M suit, it turned out, was better than
she could have hoped. Her powerful legs moved with incredible speed. She
glanced back and nearly fell as the shock of the higher demons being so close
took her by surprise. They were faster than she was.


Kara
pressed on. She knew she wasn’t trained to fight these demons…not yet. She
imagined demon torture. That gave her the fuel to keep running. 


She
had been running non-stop for so long that she felt her spirit starting to
dampen. Her M suit didn’t tire, but she didn’t know how long she could keep
this up. How long could she stay in her suit? She knew they didn’t last long.
What was going to happen when she outlived it? She knew she had to do something,
fast. Dread overwhelmed her whenever she looked back and met those evil black
eyes. And David hated her now. The unfairness of it all filled her with rage. 


A
bright red neon sign, Stan’s Diner, appeared in front of her. Kara saw her
chance and took it. She ran into a large group of teenage girls, stole a blue
jacket from one of them, pulled it on and squeezed herself in with them. She
hid with the giggling girls until she was right in front of the diner. Ducking
her head, she sprinted straight for the front door and nearly collapsed as she
rushed in. She crashed into a few people. “Oops, so sorry! Excuse me!” Kara
whirled around and looked out the front glass door. 


The
higher demons passed Stan’s Diner. They ran along the sidewalk, then they
stopped. Their heads moved around, as if to follow a scent.


She
ran towards the back. A waitress walked down a hallway. “Toilet!” yelled Kara.
“I need a toilet—hurry!”


The
waitress stopped and pushed up her glasses. Her white hair was pulled back in a
tight bun. “Okay. Keep your pants on,” she laughed. “The washrooms are over
there,” she pointed behind her, “but they’re out of order.” 


Kara
stared. “Are you kidding me?”


“You’ll
have to try Stone Grill down the street,” the waitress told her.


“I’m
not going to make it!”


The
waitress blinked. “Are you sick?”


“Something
like that.” Kara ran past the waitress and stopped in front of a wooden door.
Two small paintings of a man and a woman with each sitting on a toilet reading
the paper were nailed to the door. A paper sign taped on the front read: Out
of Order. She tried to force the door open, but it wouldn’t budge. “Oh no,
this can’t be happening!” cried Kara. She pulled on it again as hard as she
could—and lost three fingers.


“AHHHHHH!”
screamed Kara. She watched her fingers fall to the ground and bounce to a stop.
Her index, middle, and ring fingers lay by her shoes, looking like a couple of
merguez sausages. A flash of blinding white light radiated from her severed
hand, illuminating the entire hallway as if someone had just turned on a huge
spotlight. 


Kara
bent down and scooped up her mortal fingers with shaking hands. She squeezed
them with her left hand. They felt like rubber. They were hollow, like empty
shells. She dropped them in her pants front pocket. Then she shoved her glowing
hand underneath her shirt and turned to check if she had been seen.


A
man in his fifties with salt and pepper hair appeared in the hallway. He smiled
at Kara as he passed by her. Kara put on her best fake smile and pretended to
be talking on the phone. He disappeared into the kitchen where the smell of
grease was as thick as tar. A metal coat rack stood against a wall, near the
entrance to the kitchen. Kara dashed over to the rack and grabbed a pink silk
scarf. She quickly wrapped the scarf around her glowing fingers. 


Kara
jogged down the hallway to the front of the restaurant. A faint clatter came
from the dining area, where customers enjoyed their greasy meals. She saw a
young waitress setting up a new table. Kara looked out through the tall glass
windows which ran the length of the diner. A higher demon searched the grounds
outside. It prowled down the block searching, like a wild animal sniffing out
its prey. 


She
hid her pink hand under her shirt and leaned back against the wall. The
waitress filled the empty salt shakers with a large bag of salt.


Kara
ran to an empty table. She grabbed a salt shaker and shoved it in her pocket.
She knew what a bit of salt could do to a higher demon. But this time she was
alone. And there were two of them. She ran to the next empty table and grabbed
another salt shaker. There were only two empty tables in the diner. But she
needed salt. 


The
men and women in the restaurant eyed her suspiciously. Kara flashed them a
smile. “I have low salt levels.” And with that, Kara rushed over to a booth
with a family sitting comfortably inside. 


“Hi
there,” she said as she grabbed the salt shaker, “do you mind? I’m all out.
Thanks a lot.” She shoved the shaker inside her other jean’s pocket. And just
when she was about to turn around—her right ear fell onto the table.


“Crap!”
yelled Kara as she scooped up her ear. She looked at the terrified family. 


“Ah…it’s
just a rubber ear,” she smiled, “nothing to worry about. Stupid little prank.”


But
a beam of light had exploded from the right side of her head. A look of
complete shock masked the faces of the family. Their eyes were glued to her
head, at the glowing hole where her ear used to be. 


Wide-eyed,
Kara smacked the right side of her head. She pressed her hand against the hole.
“I’m having a seriously bad day!” 


She
swung herself out of the booth and threw her mortal ear on the floor. She ran
to another booth and scooped up three more salt shakers. Satisfied, she headed
towards the back of the restaurant, but not before grabbing a knife from one of
the tables. 


A
bell rang, and she turned to see a demon pushing the front door open. He
stepped into the diner. His black eyes locked onto hers and grinned. Kara
pushed open the back door and ran into an alleyway. 


The
other higher demon stood in the back alley. Hands in his pockets, he waited
calmly outside for her. His pale face cracked in an evil grin. His black eyes
watched her every move. 


“I’m
so not ready for this!” Kara put as much distance as she could between
her and the demon. She knew running was not an option anymore. Her mortal body
was shutting down. With her butter knife in one hand and a salt shaker in the
other, she waited for the demon to attack.


A
door slammed shut behind her. The second demon stepped into the alley with a
black blade smoking in his hand. Kara blinked and backed away. 


“How
about playing by the rules?” said Kara. “Two against one, that’s hardly fair!”


Rotating
his dagger skillfully between his fingers, the demon took a step closer. Kara
watched silently as he positioned his body in anticipation.


And
then he struck.


But
Kara was ready. The demon lunged forward, his weapon going for her stomach.
Kara side stepped and thrust her knife into his side, cutting away at his
flesh. She rolled and stepped back, watching in horror as black blood oozed
from the cut. The demon clasped his wound with his hand, with a stunned
expression on his face. Black blood dripped between his fingers. Then he came
at her swinging.


Kara
went into defense mode; positioning her right foot in front of her while
adjusting her weight with her left, she blocked his hit. The impact nearly
forced her to her knees—but she held on. She felt the mortal body strain…she
knew it wouldn’t last long. With all her strength, she pushed off and backed
away, watching the demon’s corrupted face screwing up in anger, its upper lip
trembling.


The
demon attacked again. He swung his blade with brutal force, aiming for her
head. She blocked it, but the force of the strike forced her to the ground. Her
butter knife flew out of her hand. Blinking, she looked up at the demon, its
black eyes filled with a mix of hatred and hunger. She felt a cold fever
rushing through her. She trembled. She felt the M suit weakening beneath her,
melting away. Her vision blurred. She blinked desperately, trying to see
clearly. The second demon walked slowly towards her, a smile materializing on
its face. It opened its mouth to speak. 


“The
end is near, angel,” hissed the higher demon.


Kara
opened a salt shaker. 


“You
can already feel it. We will drink your essence, little one…and
you will be no more!” Its jaw dislocated and opened abnormally long, all the
way down to its chest, like a ventriloquist’s dummy’s wooden mouth. Kara could
only stare. It lunged at her…


Kara
threw the salt shaker in its mouth. The demon fell over and screamed.
Convulsing on the ground, his mouth sizzled and popped. Black smoke rose from
his body like burnt toast. He howled in pain. 


Kara
grabbed another salt shaker and readied herself as the other demon attacked.
She threw the salt at it, but the demon brushed it aside with its blade. With
lighting speed, the demon struck and sliced off her right arm.


“Ahhh!”
Agonizing pain surged through her M suit. Her body burned, the poison of the
blade eating away at her soul. She stared at the hole where her right arm used
to be; black mist emitted from the wound like smoke from a candle. A kind of
acid surrounded the cut, eating its way around the stump, leaving it blackened.
The pain was so intense that Kara shut her eyes and rolled on the ground. She
was burning alive from the inside. She felt the poison of the blade spread
through her M suit…and into her soul. She was dying, for a second time. 


Kara . . . Kara . . .


Kara
turned and looked at the demons. Their lips didn’t move.


Kara . . .be strong . . .


“Who—where
are you…?” She whirled her head around.


We are here with you . . .


Kara
trembled. “I can’t s…see you. H…help me. Please.”


Feel your strength, Kara. Don’t be afraid . . .


“What
d…do you m…mean?” She shook uncontrollably.


“Who
are you talking to, little angel?” The higher demon tossed her severed
arm in the air. “No one can help you now.” 


The
demon stretched open its mouth and swallowed her arm. Its eyes suddenly glowed
white, before going back to black. The demon grinned. It turned its attention
to the remaining parts of Kara. “Your essence tastes great,” said the demon.
“You will make me very powerful, little angel. You should be happy your meaningless
angel soul will have served a purpose.”


Kara
blinked as she forced herself to sit up. She cradled the stump of her arm. Part
of her wanted to die, to stop the excruciating pain. She waited.


Kara . . . don’t let go . . . you can do this . . .
hang on a little longer . . . 


“M…my
head,” breathed Kara, “I’m hearing voices in my head.”


A
door opened with a loud creak on the opposite side of the alleyway. A man
dressed in white threw some large black garbage bags on the ground, plopped a
large bucket of soapy water with a wet mop beside it, and slammed the door
shut.


“Hmmm,”
continued the demon as it approached her, “how splendid you will taste.” 


The bucket, Kara, said the voices. The water . .
. run to it. Feel the strength in you, Kara, run! 


Kara
couldn’t explain it, but she suddenly felt stronger, as though the strength of
a hundred people burst into her. The higher demon’s jaw loosened up grotesquely
as he prepared to eat her, and Kara mustered the last of her energy and ran
towards the bucket.


She
plunged her head in the water. A sharp pain erupted in her legs—and the
darkness took her.


 











Chapter 11


Miracles Division


 


 


 


It seemed like days had
passed when Kara finally opened her eyes. 


Her
body was enveloped in
something soft. It followed her every move like the waterbed she had once tried
at her Aunt Tracy’s house. Kara turned her head in every which way and saw only
orange. As she moved, a semi-liquid substance pressed against her like jell-o.
She reached out. Her hands stopped at a harder subsurface. She felt up and down
and around. She was inside a globule. She opened her mouth to scream, and
liquid poured in. She closed her mouth again.


Kara
strained to see past the semi-translucent shell. Shadows of bubbles floated all
around her. She looked down at herself; her clothes were gone. She was
completely naked. She whirled around inside her bubble, kicking with her legs
and flailing her arms.


There
was a sudden loud pop…Kara felt the bubble break below her, and she
slipped and fell into a pool of water. She struggled to the surface, where
buckets of the jell-o substance came drooling down on her.


“Gross!”
she yelled, as she wiped her eyes. She was inside a massive warehouse-like
building made of shimmering brass metal. A great metal contraption of
interwoven pipes and wires stood at her left, reaching all the way to the
top…like her uncle’s car garage, but without the oily cigarette smell. The pool
ran the length of the building and sparkled in the sun light, which spilled
from the skylights above. 


Thousands
of soft orange spheres the size of a person hovered in the air, like giant soap
bubbles. They bounced off of each other in the crowded space. 


Kara
heard a shuffle of feet and turned to see a cherub with a glass jar full of
souls stop at an operational panel on the left. With some effort, the cherub
stood on the top of its toes and dumped the souls into an opening. They flowed
up through a pipe, where she couldn’t see them, to a giant translucent tube
extruded from the top of the machine. The souls rolled inside the machine for a
moment and then popped out, one by one, enveloped by orange bubbles. She could
make out the silhouettes of GAs wiggling inside these bubbles, as they grew
slowly into their human forms.


Something
moved in Kara’s peripheral vision. A group of guardian angels stood below one
of the globules, looking up. Suddenly the bag broke, and with a splash,
a naked GA plopped into the pool. She heard buzzing as she read a huge flashing
neon sign, Healing-Xpress. 


Kara
made a face. “Whoa…I think I swallowed too much of that orange stuff.” 


Kara
brought her hands to her face. Her body gave off a strong citrus smell, as
though the orange substance was some sort of fruit punch. She heard the faint
patter of some walking behind her. She turned and looked up into sparkling blue
eyes. 


“Here…”
David threw her a towel and turned his back. “You can cover yourself with that
until we get you some clothes.”


Kara’s
mouth seemed sewn shut. She struggled to open it.


“Thanks,”
she croaked. She pulled herself up and over the ledge into a sitting position.
She wiped her body down. “And you’ve been here for how long…staring at my naked
body, if that’s what this is?” She wiped her face with the towel and then
carefully wrapped herself in it. 


“I
just got here.”


Kara
studied David’s back. He had come to see her. Maybe he believed her now? 


She
brushed a sticky strand of hair behind her ear. She felt prickling all the way
down her back as she tried to come up with something to say. She was never good
in these kinds of awkward situations. But then again, she was dead, and
she had been naked and covered in sticky orange slime; what could be more
awkward than that? 


“You
can turn around now.” Kara watched as his body shifted and turned.


“Hm.”
David thinned his lips, a scowl materializing on his brow.


She
studied his face for a moment. She had never seen David look so troubled. It
was as though he was fighting something from the inside. When she couldn’t bear
it anymore, she asked the one question she’d been dying to ask since he
arrived. 


“So…do
you believe me now? About the demon’s mark on my leg?”


David
stared at the floor, his face expressionless. “It doesn’t matter what I
think. The Legion is divided about what happened. They haven’t come to a
decision. Not everyone believes you’re innocent.”


Kara
looked into his face. She wanted David to believe her. It was the truth, after
all.


“You
still don’t believe me…and you think I’m some spy?” she said angrily.


“It
doesn’t matter what I think.” His quiet tone was worse than if he’d been
yelling.


“Right…you
said that. So then, why are you here?”


David
met her eyes, an unreadable expression on his face. “I’m still your Petty
Officer…it’s my job to make sure you’re okay.”


“Right.”
Kara narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “You said the Legion was divided—the
Legion—does everybody know about this? And angels have taken sides?”


A
loud splash cut the uncomfortable silence between them. More GAs plopped
into the pool, their naked bodies struggling to a sitting position as they
wiped the orange liquid from their supernatural skin. 


After
a long pause, Kara turned her attention back to David. “So, how did I get
here—in these bag things?” She pointed to the floating orange bubbles.
“The last thing I remember was being attacked by higher demons and reaching the
bucket of water. Then everything went black.”


David
looked up as more GAs plopped into the pool. 


“Your
soul was in a bad shape…you needed to be healed. This is where all angels come
to get fixed.” 


“Oh.”
Kara felt like a car that needed an oil change. She cleared her throat. 


“Um,
David? Something…something strange happened to me when…when I thought I
was going to die … when my soul was dying.”


“What
do mean, strange?”


Kara
blinked. She wasn’t sure whether hearing voices in your head up in Horizon
could mean the same thing as hearing them back on Earth. 


“What
is it?” said David. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


“Kinda.”
Kara sighed and closed her eyes. “You’re going to think I’m crazy, but I…I
heard voices.” 


She
opened her left eye and peeked at David.


“What?”
David cocked an eyebrow. “Maybe you just bumped your head or something.”


“I
don’t think that’s it. I really heard voices inside my head…they…they
helped me escape. You think I’m crazy, don’t you?” 


David’s
expression was distant. 


“I’ve
never heard of guardians hearing voices. I’m pretty sure it was your own voice,
Kara. Remember…you were weak, and you thought you were dying. Our minds do
strange things when we’re about to die.” 


He
threw out his hand. “Come,” he said as he gestured for her to take it. “The
Archangel Raphael wants to meet you.”


Kara
took David’s hand and pulled herself to her feet. She realized she should be
more cautious about what she said from now on. Hearing voices was not common
among the angels. She feared it might make her look more like a traitor. So she
dropped the subject. 


“Who’s
Raphael?” she asked instead. She pulled her towel tighter around her. 


“An
Archangel,” David squeezed her hand.


“I
know…but who is he? What does he do?”


“You’ll
see.”


They
left the Healing-Xpress building through giant metal doors, and Kara stared up
into a scarlet and orange sky. Like a rainbow, the colors chased one another,
twisting and swirling as they spread above and beyond. In the forest before
them, tall green trees rippled in a light breeze. 


Surprisingly,
Kara felt great. She kept the towel wrapped tightly around her body and
followed David through the forest. The dirt path led up to a clearing where
they looked out across a valley to a mountain that rose high above and was lost
into a sea of red clouds. As they neared the base of the mountain, Kara
realized that a city was carved from the mountain’s core. Groups of oracles and
guardian angels poured out from the many stone edifices, going about their
business.


“What
is this place?” asked Kara. 


David
seemed to relax a little. “Miracles Division…where the magic happens.”


“Huh?”


“Just
a handful of GAs get to work here,” explained David. “Sometimes—but it’s very
rare—we get to perform miracles. Usually by healing the sick. What the mortals
can’t explain with their science…how a person is suddenly cured of
cancer…that’s us.”


Kara
thought of all the sick people she had seen in the hospital last year when she
had cut herself and needed a few stitches…back when she was alive. She
remembered a lot of sick people. “But…there are still so many
sick people in the world? Why aren’t they cured?”


“I’m
not sure,” answered David. He passed a hand through his hair. “All I know is
there are only a few special cases . . . and that the orders come from The
Chief himself.”


“Oh.”
Kara followed David down a small slope. Her bare feet pressed against a smooth
stone path. “I feel kinda awkward in just a towel… everyone else is dressed.”
She tugged the top of her towel and held it in place with her right hand.


“You’re
not the only one…look.” David pointed to another group of GAs waddling down a
path in white towels.


“Thank
God. I don’t feel like such a moron now.”


When
they reached the opening of the city, two giant man-like rock sculptures stood
on either side of the entrance, like soldiers guarding the entrance to the
palace. Their rough faces were carved into downward grins. 


Kara
stared at the jungle of winding and turning walkways that wound between
buildings carved from huge walls of rock, as though chiseled by gigantic hands.
Other buildings were wood and stone, molded into perfectly balanced designs.


Kara
followed David inside a massive stone structure, down a hallway, then finally
into a large chamber. Red rays of sunlight poured through square openings at
the top, like stained glass windows. Five guardian angels in blue lab coats
worked on wooden tables cluttered with plants and pots, mixing and measuring
elements in glass containers. The liquids morphed into green and orange colors.


A
beautiful Asian-looking woman, draped in white linen, examined the contents of
a square glass container, which looked to Kara like a small trapped rainbow.
Red highlights reflected off the jet-black hair that spilled all the way down
her back. She towered over David and Kara. 


“So,
this is Raphael?” whispered Kara. “She’s a woman.” 


David
had a huge grin plastered across his face, his eyes fixed on the beautiful
lady. 


Kara
rolled her eyes. “You’re
so predictable.”


They
walked towards the impressive woman. She looked up, and her perfect face melted
into a brilliant smile. 


“Ah,
David.” She put the glass container on a table and walked towards them. “I’m so
glad to see you again.” She reached out and hugged him. 


Kara
noticed a golden shield crisscrossed with two silver swords marked on her
forehead.


“I’m
very happy to see you too, Raphael,” David was smothered in Raphael’s bosom as
he spoke. She let him go, and Kara thought she could see the blush on his
cheeks.


Raphael’s
brown eyes locked onto Kara. “So, this must be Kara…let’s have a look.” 


She
took Kara’s hands in hers as she examined her closely. Kara felt a strange
ripple pass through her body, as though she had just gone through an internal
x-ray. 


“Well,
then…I’m going to put my hands on your face, okay? I need to make sure there
aren’t any traces of the death blade inside you.”


“A
what kind of blade?” Kara wrinkled her face.


“A
death blade…a demon blade. It’s poisonous to any angel,” answered Raphael, “it
can kill you.”


“Right
. . . I remember those.”


The
Archangel studied Kara’s face closely. “Are you ready, Kara?”


Kara
blinked and looked over at David. He gave her a reassuring nod and then his
eyes darted back to Raphael. Kara bit her lip and turned back to face the
Archangel. 


“I
feel a little weird with you staring at me like that,” she said.


Raphael
smiled. “Don’t worry. It won’t take long,” she laughed, “I promise I’ll stop
staring at you in just a minute.” 


Raphael’s
almond eyes hypnotized Kara, and she could only nod.


Raphael
pressed her hands around Kara’s face and then closed her eyes. Immediately,
Kara felt a soothing warmth spread from her head to the rest of her body, as
though someone had just poured a bucket of warm water over her head. The
sensation turned to little pricks inside her, like tiny lightning bolts
bouncing on the inside walls of her core.


And
then it stopped.


Raphael
took a step back and her face broke into a smile. “Wonderful. You show no signs
of the poison. And the demon’s Mark is gone. That, is very good
news, Kara.” She turned around gracefully and walked over to the large wooden
table.


Kara
bent over and stuck out her right leg. She twisted it inwards so that she had a
clear view of the bottom part. She smiled. It was olive colored, smooth and
clean. The mark was gone. She danced around on the spot, flashing her clean
leg. She locked eyes with David and smiled. But he didn’t return her smile.
Instead, he focused on Raphael.


Raphael
rummaged through piles of clothes neatly placed on long wooden shelves. Kara
studied her angelic face, wondering if she thought her a spy or not. Raphael didn’t
act as though she thought Kara was a traitor. Raphael was kind to her and
wasn’t giving her the cold shoulder like David was.


“Raphael,
is there a way you can sense…I’m not a traitor somehow? That I’m telling the
truth when I say I’m not a spy?”


The
Archangel turned to stare at Kara. Her eyes switched to David’s momentarily,
then back to Kara. “I’m afraid I cannot help you with that. I’m a healer. I
don’t get involved with Horizon politics.” She smiled. “I cannot read your
mind.”


Kara
sighed. “Oh. Well…thanks anyway.” She stared at the floor.


Raphael
stacked a pile of clothes and handed them to Kara. “Here, these are your new
clothes. You can get changed in the back.” Her voice was so soothing and
motherly; just having Raphael close to her made her feel as though she was with
her own mother.


“Thank
you. I can’t wait to be out of this towel.”


Kara
took the clothes and went to change in a small room with a round door and no
ceiling. Red light flooded from above, and a smell of moist soil filled the
air. She pulled on some undergarments, a cami, blue jeans and a gray hooded
sweater and walked back to join the others. She smiled as she watched David
with the Archangel Raphael, putting on his best moves: the winks, the famous
smile, the cocking of the eyebrow. Kara felt a little jealous. 


“I’m
back,” announced Kara, “but I’ll need some shoes.” She wiggled her toes.


“Here…”
David handed her a pair of running shoes.


Raphael
clasped her hands in front of her and cleared her throat. “The Archangel
Gabriel is expecting you both back at Operations shortly. There are lots of
jobs for the two of you.” 


Her
eyes shifted to David and didn’t move again. “And please, try to be
nice, David.”


David
pursed his lips. “I will, if he will.”


The
Archangel sighed loudly and shook her beautiful black hair. She looked at Kara.
“Please try and talk some sense into this one? It’s not helping his case
to be insubordinate to the Legion commander.”


“He’s
a putz,” said David.


“But
he’s also three times your size,” said Kara. She pushed her feet into her new
shoes.


Raphael
placed her hands on her hips. “Gabriel is a bit intense at times, but he is
your superior. Come now. He is waiting. I will accompany you back to the
elevators.” 


Her
long, white linen dress swished behind her. “Oh, I almost forgot,” said Raphael
as she turned around. “He has also informed me that the two of you will be
summoned to the Council of Ministers.”


David
jogged to catch up to her. “The Council of Ministers? Are you sure?”


“Yes,”
answered Raphael and kept walking. 


Kara
ran next to David. “Why do you look so worried?” She studied his face. “And
angry? What’s going on, David? You’re making me nervous! What’s this council?”


David
turned to look at her. “It’s where all the big decisions are made in Horizon.”


“And
this is bad?”


David’s
face was grim. “It is when you’re summoned.”


 


 











Chapter 12


The Council of Ministers


 


 


 


After Kara and David left
the Miracles Division, they went back to Operations. They could only wait until
the Council of Ministers decided to summon them. Gabriel handed them piles of
new job files instead, never mentioning the demon’s Mark. It was as though it
had never happened.


Their
first assignment: Mr. John Yong, 1240 Peel Street, sidewalk, 1:24 pm.
Suffocates due to a severe allergic reaction to cherry gum. And while David was
on the lookout for demons from the shadows of a building, Kara sneaked behind
Mr. Yong as he popped in his gum and gave him the Heimlich maneuver of his
life. The gum came rocketing out of his mouth and landed in some woman’s hair.
Too shocked and confused to speak, Mr. Yong’s bulging eyes were a good enough
sign that he was alive and that the job was done.


Moving
on, they then tackled: Mrs. Rose Roy, at 359 Messier Street Apt. # 34, 6:12pm,
who fries her brain by using the convection oven to dry her new perm.
Impersonating students selling the local newspaper, Kara and David were able to
sneak into the retirement home, go up the third floor, and talk Mrs. Roy out of
using the oven to dry her hair. 


During
all this time on the job, David gave Kara the silent treatment. Kara stuck to
small talk and work-related conversations. She hated him one day, and was
totally into him the next. She hated herself for being so sensitive, so
typically female. 


At
times she wanted to give up and leave him to hate her and to ask for a new
Petty Officer. But Kara was determined to prove her innocence to David and to
the rest of the Legion.


Kara
and David hopped out of the elevator back to Level Two when they had completed
their rescue missions. Gabriel greeted them with a scowl.


“Files!”
he barked. He took the job files from David and waited for the oracle to roll
over and take them away. Kara watched the Archangel as his dark eyes darted
from David to her and back again. The look in his eyes was fierce, and it
frightened her. 


“It
is time,” said Gabriel, his perfect face showing no emotion.


“Time
for what, Big G?” David flashed a set of pearly whites.


Gabriel
fixed his eyes onto Kara. She shook as she felt a tickle inside her, moving
from the top of her head to her toes. Then her forehead got really cold, as
when you eat ice cream really fast and get brain freeze. She looked at Gabriel.
He wasn’t blinking, as if he were in a trance. Somehow, she could feel a part
of him inside her, searching her core. And for a long moment, he didn’t speak.
He turned his attention back to David as he spoke.


“The
Archangel Uriel is ready for you. The council will see you now.” And with that,
Gabriel turned and left Kara and David to contemplate their fate.


“Why
was he staring at me like that?” she shuddered. “I feel a little
violated. It was like he was trying to see through me—a bit freakish.”


David
flipped the collar from his leather jacket. “I don’t know, but we better get
going.”


Kara
searched David’s face. “So what is the Council of Ministers going to do?”


David
turned around and started to walk back to the elevator.


Kara
ran to catch up. “Do you know why we have to go?” 


“It’s
a council. And we’re going because we have to,” said David, back to his
usual avoiding-Kara game.


“Right…but
why? This has something to do with the demon’s Mark, hasn’t it?”


David
kept staring at his boots as he pattered onward. “I’m sure it’s because of the
Mark. You don’t just get summoned to the high council for tea.” 


“I
knew it! Everyone thinks I’m a traitor!” Kara could feel herself starting to
shake. “I’m starting to flip out here…what are they going to do
to me?”


“I
don’t know.”


“Is
this like a trial? Am I going to be able to defend myself?”


“I
don’t know.”


“Great.
I feel so much better.”               


The
ride up to Level Six, the Council of Ministers, was a silent one. Kara glanced
angrily at David. He looked as though he was frightened, too. He stared at the
floor with his arms crossed over his chest. 


A
large brown monkey operated the elevator. Its orange eyes darted back and forth
from Kara to David. It adjusted its purple bowtie around its neck, mumbling to
itself. After a moment, the monkey picked at its tail and popped things Kara
couldn’t see into its mouth. It checked its fingernails, and then scratched its
bottom. 


“You’re
disgusting, you know that?” Kara made a face.


The
monkey lifted its chin. “You’re just saying that because you can’t have some.” 


“I
don’t want some, that’s the point. It’s gross.”


The
monkey smacked its lips. “You don’t know what you’re missing!”


When
Kara turned away from the monkey and looked at David his brows were scrunched,
and he was staring at the floor again…so not him. She missed the old
David…the new one hated her guts.


“What
happens to traitors in the Legion?” she asked.


David
stared at the floor. “They’re thrown out, banished forever … never to return.
They’re left to serve their demon masters.” 


Kara
clasped her trembling hands behind her back. 


“Level
Six! Council of Ministers,” called the monkey at the control panel.


The
elevator jolted to a stop. Kara stared straight ahead as the doors slid open.
Blinding white light came flooding in, and she had to shut her eyes. Gradually
she adjusted to the light and could see. She stepped to the door and peeked
out. She looked down. Tiny puffs of clouds spread out sporadically above a vast
plane of greens and beige, divided into rectangles. Dark blue curves wiggled
through the landscape and out of sight. Miniscule cities were surrounded by
monopoly-game houses that disappeared over the horizon.


The
bottom of the elevator rested on a soft white cloud, the size of a small car.
They were floating in the air. Kara started to feel unsteady and grabbed the
sides to support herself. She felt really dizzy. In the distance,
mountains hovered in the air, kept up by some sort of magic.


“You
okay? You look like you’re about to be sick,” David said, as he rested a hand
on her shoulder. She winced, totally unprepared for him to touch her so
suddenly. She tingled at his touch.


Kara
nodded, keeping her eyes straight ahead on the bright blue sky.


“Don’t
worry, we’re not going to fall. We’re just waiting for the sky-car.”


Kara
frowned and turned to look at David, not sure she heard him correctly. “The
what?”


“The
sky-car.” David pointed out towards the sky.


Kara
followed his gaze. Something white and small floated their way. It maneuvered
easily in the open air at great speed. Kara could hear the soft tat tat ta
sound of a motor getting louder and louder, until finally the sky-car lingered
at their door. It was an oval-shaped cloud, the size of a normal car, with four
upholstered blue seats in two rows in the middle. A metal T steering gear stood
at the front. Puffs of white clouds shot out from the back, like balls from an
automatic tennis ball launcher. 


“So,
how does this thing—what the…?” Kara noticed the driver. 


“Sky-car
2555, at your service!” the driver said.


A
large white and black bird was perched on the steering gear. On the top of its
head rested a red cap with the numbers 2555 stitched across it in gold letters.



The
bird puffed out its chest and opened its beak. “Step right up, step right up!
Sirs and madams!” He spoke perfect English. He pulled out his left wing and
bent it at the elbow, flapping it, gesturing for them to come aboard.


David
jumped down easily with a loud thump. He turned and gave Kara his hand.
“You won’t fall. Just don’t look down if you’re scared.”


“I’m
not scared!” Kara forced herself to look only at the sky-car. “I’m just not
used to getting into flying cars, that’s all.” She grasped the door’s frame. “I
don’t remember seeing it in the job description.”


“Let’s
go, Miss,” said the bird, “I have other appointments…”


“Okay,
okay!” said Kara. “So what if I fall … I’ll just reappear in an elevator,
right?” she whispered to herself. She took David’s hand and jumped into the
sky-car. She was relieved to land on solid footing. 


“The
name’s Sam,” said the bird. He jumped up and twirled around in the air, landing
with his back facing them. With his feet clasped tightly around the steering
bar, he swung upside down and extended his right wing in greeting.


“Pleasure
to meet ya,” he blinked several times.


David
shook his wing. “I’m David, and this is Kara,” he said to the upside-down bird.


“Okay
then! Now that we’re all acquainted…” Sam flapped his wings, swung his body
back upright on the steering gear, straightened himself, and said formally,
“Please take a seat! Take a seat!”


Kara
and David sat down together. “There are actually seat belts on this thing?
Why?” 


David
put his belt on. “Trust me…buckle up.” He raised his eyebrows. Kara clipped her
seat belt together and pulled it tight.


“Now
should I be scared?”


Sam
flapped his wings excitedly. He adjusted his hat. 


“Ready?”



David
nodded. “We’re good to go.”


Sam
used all his weight to push the accelerator. 


“Hang
on to your butts!” The motor kicked into life, and the sky-car rocketed
towards the floating mountains.


“HOLY
CRRRAAAAPP!!!”


Kara’s
head was pinned to the headrest, as though she was on a circus ride. The wind
whistled in her ears, and she squinted her eyes into slits. The sky-car flew
across the sky. Soon, the mountains came more in focus and Kara realized that
she had been mistaken. What she had believed to be huge mountains were in fact
parts of a massive city, floating on individual clouds. 


When
they reached the floating city, Kara felt a cool spring breeze. Sky-cars flew
in and out of buildings and disappeared between the clouds, picking up and
dropping off guardian angels and oracles. The huge city sparkled in the sun
like massive pieces of jewelry. The sky-car swayed and hovered over a large
concrete landing zone, then dropped and settled onto a platform.


 “You
okay? You look green.” David grinned and combed his hair with his fingers.


“Peachy,”
grunted Kara, as she swayed on the spot.


Sam
the bird swung around and around on the steering gear. “Don’t forget to tip
your driver!” 


He
beat his black wings, hopped to an upright position, and held out a tin can in
front of him.


“We
have to leave a tip? Are you serious?” 


“Oh,
yeah…I almost forgot.” David ripped a button from his shirt. He dropped it in
the can. 


“Buttons
are tips?”


David
flattened the front of his shirt. “Tips can be anything…just as long as you
give them something.”


Sam
shook the can, delighted. “Smell ya later!” 


The
sky-car lifted up, hovered for a moment, and raced off.


“And
I thought the monkeys were the ones on crack!” Kara stared after the flying car
until it was just a gray speck in the vast blue sky. 


There
was a sudden click, and a door at the far end of the platform opened. An
oracle appeared and maneuvered his giant crystal towards them. 


“Ah!
Here you are at last.” He crumpled the front of his robe in his excitement. 


“Quickly
now…the two of you should know that you are going to be questioned about the
demon’s Mark situation…the council is waiting…this way please.” The oracle
steered his crystal around and made his way towards the door at the end of the
platform.


David
sighed and followed the oracle. 


Kara
jogged over to his side. “So . . . what do you think is going to happen to me?”
asked Kara as she studied David’s face.


David
looked into Kara’s eyes as he walked. “I’m…I’m not sure exactly. But I know it
has to do with the demon’s Mark. A spy in the Legion … is some serious stuff.”


Kara
felt the anger rising inside her. “But I’m not a spy!” she hissed
between her teeth. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”


David
turned away from Kara slowly. “That’s for them to decide. You’ll have to
convince them, not me. I’m not on the council.”


“Right.
I forgot. You hate me.”


David
grabbed Kara by the elbow and pulled her around to face him. “You betrayed
me!” he growled, trying to stay calm.


“I
betrayed you?” Kara narrowed her eyes. “You won’t even believe me when
I’m telling you the truth! You pretend I don’t exist!”


“The
truth is that you’re Marked!” said David.


Kara
made fists with her hands. “It’s not my fault! I didn’t know I was Marked! How
many times do I have to tell you?”


“You
played with my emotions,” said David, recovering his composure. “You
used me.” His voice was almost a whisper.


“What…?”
Bewildered, Kara just stared at David, not believing she had just heard what
came out of his mouth.


“Ahem…am
I interrupting something? Are you in control of your feelings?”
The oracle tapped his foot on the glass sphere.


David
straightened up. “Yes, oracle.”


The
oracle glared at the two of them for half a second. Then his face broke into a
smile. “Was that convincing enough? I used to think…if I were born mortal…I’d
be a swell actor.” 


“It
was great.”


“Yeah,
you were really convincing.” Kara put on a fake smile. She was still shocked by
David’s words.


“Well,
I’ve watched myself perform this very act hundreds of times—oh, dear.” The
oracle screwed up his face. “I can’t remember what I’m supposed to say next? My
mind is blank. Are we on our way to an exhibition?” 


“No,
you’re taking us to the High Council,” said David.


The
oracle’s eyes widened. “Right, that hasn’t happened yet. So mixed up, so mixed
up. Well then, let’s get going. The council won’t wait for you.” He tossed his
beard over his shoulder, spun around, and rolled away, mumbling to himself.


David
was silent as Kara followed him and the oracle through the gray metal door at
the end of the platform. Her mind was numb and her body fluttered with the
words he just said. They moved through a great hall with colorful carpets and
portraits of oracles, Gas, and important looking Archangels hanging high on the
walls. Haunted eyes stared back at them. They passed many doors with golden
signs nailed above them, stenciled in black letters. Kara stopped to read:
Council Officer # 78-ORC. She peeked through the open door and spotted an
oracle sitting on his crystal ball before a long wooden desk, going through
some papers. They darted along to the end of the hall, where they met two
massive brass doors. 


“Well
then, here we are,” said the oracle as he pushed open the doors. “The Minister
will see you now.” He disappeared behind them, leaving Kara and David standing
alone. 


Kara
gasped.


Fourteen
eyes stared back at her. She blinked. A group of seven determined-looking
Archangels sat upon a dais at the opposite end of a large round chamber. The
room had a rounded glass dome, and Kara could see the blue sky and hints of
other tall buildings floating around them. Rays of light spilled through the
glass. The Archangels sat around a black half-moon desk, which sparkled in the
light like a huge black diamond. 


Kara
staggered behind David as they walked through the majestic doorway. Her skin
prickled all along her back, as she felt the entire room go still around her.
The only sound was the echoing patter of their feet. 


Rows
of wooden seats were angled along and around the chamber, like seats in a
stadium, but this time they were all empty. She started to feel extremely
cautious. A long bench was placed ten feet away from the dais, anticipating
their arrival. David walked casually to the bench and faced the group, mouthing
to Kara to do the same. She flicked her hair behind her ears and waited. And as
she looked up, seven pairs of eyes were still watching her every move. Kara bit
her lip, feeling small and insignificant. I’m so dead. She couldn’t
remember feeling this nervous before, even when she first presented her
paintings. She wished she could throw up.


The
largest of the Archangel males, who sat in the middle, stood up and spoke. 


“Welcome,
guardian angels, to the Council of Ministers. I am Uriel, the Minister of
Ministration and Peace.” 


Uriel’s
voice was soft and almost musical, not at all like the booming voices of Ramiel
and Gabriel. His dark brown wavy hair sparkled in the light. There was
something very soothing about his presence. Kara felt herself relax a little.
He was also very easy on the eyes. A long golden robe swished and swayed as he
lifted his arms. 


“Let
us begin,” he called back. “Please, sit down.” He threw out his arms, gesturing
for Kara and David to take a seat.


Kara
fell into the chair with an echoing thump. The sound cut through the
thick wall of silence like a knife. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled.
She felt the energy of the council focus upon her. Kara flinched.


“Ahem…members,”
said Uriel, “there are two matters to be discussed regarding guardian angel,
Kara Nightingale, of the class order # 4321. First, let us begin with the
delicate subject of the demon’s Mark.”


Kara
lifted her eyes and gazed at the speaker. Uriel sat back down and brought his
hands together in front of him. For a moment, he considered the council, his
face stained in discountenance. 


An
Archangel with a shaved head and dressed in a long gray robe pushed his chair
back and stood up, his hands clasped together in front of him. “Let me be the
first to object to bringing her to the council. She is a demon spy! She wears
their Mark! We should cast her out to join her filth!” He turned his
attention to Kara and glared at her with deep-set eyes. 


Kara
bit her lip. “This is not so good,” she whispered.


A
woman stood up. Her curly red hair rippled all the way down her back. Her robes
were green, and her skin gave off a milky glow. “We understand your concern,
Zadkiel. But under these new circumstances, I feel it is our obligation as
elders to this council to seek the truth and believe in our guardians. From
what Gabriel has told us, she had no previous knowledge of the Mark. There is
no evidence that implicates her in any demon activity. The demons could have
Marked her without her knowledge. Without any proof, I must believe she is
innocent.” 


There
were a few mumbled consensuses amongst the council members. 


Zadkiel
pressed his lips together. “Camael, do not be fooled. The Marked are best at
concealing themselves…they are true chameleons. She is a danger to us all.
Having her here will only bring death to our world! Can you not see this? Her
soul is evil!” 


Those
last words rang in Kara’s brain. She felt herself sinking on the bench.


Camael
lifted her hand in a calming manner. “There’s no need to shout. I understand
the dangers involved if we are wrong. But I believe she is innocent. There is
no evidence that points to her deceiving us.” 


Kara’s
anxiety rose to an uncontrollable level; her head was spinning. She rocked back
and forth on her chair, fumbling with her fingers.


“This
is against all High Council laws. Never before have we permitted a Marked angel
to stay in Horizon. This cannot be! I forbid it!” bellowed Zadkiel. His lips
trembled as his face was cloaked in a scowl.


Another
member of the Council stood up. His night black skin contrasted against his
blood red robes. His face was twisted in contempt. “I agree with Zadkiel.
Letting this angel stay amongst us will only result in our ruin. She
should not be permitted to stay!”


“She
will be killed if we cast her out. She must be allowed to stay!” protested
Camael.


Kara
heard some members gasp.


“Members,”
said Zadkiel. His tone had changed into a soothing melody of words. “How can we
trust this angel? We know nothing of her. Who is to say she is not a spy? She
might not look evil, but do not let your eyes deceive you … evil has many
faces.”


“I’d
like to hear what Petty Officer David McGowan has to say about this,” Uriel’s
voice silenced everyone in the room. Kara felt its power. His eyes darted over
to David. “He’s been with her since she arrived in Horizon, some short time
ago. He’s watched over her. I’m sure he can give us a better understanding of
her temperament. David?”


Wide-eyed,
Kara shot a glance at David. His expression was unreadable.


David
stood up. “Um…she seems to be a regular sixteen-year-old girl—a bit of a loner
at times—but I haven’t seen her do anything suspicious … or against our ways. I
don’t sense any evil in her heart.” 


Kara
frowned. Did he just call her a loner? She searched David’s face. 


“How
can you be sure? You cannot know what’s in her heart! No! We cannot allow
this!” Zadkiel hit the table with his fist. 


“This
angel is innocent!” said Camael. “There is no proof supporting your claim!” 


“She
is a traitor! Have you already forgotten that she was Marked?!” shouted
Zadkiel. 


“ENOUGH!”
said Uriel. His voice thundered through the great dome. “Let us vote on the
matter now. All those in favor of banishing Kara Nightingale from Horizon,
raise your right hand.”


Panic
moved down her body slowly. Kara counted the hands. Three.


“All
those in favor of keeping her in Horizon so that she may continue to excel as a
prominent GA?” continued Uriel, and he raised his hand. He pulled back the
corners of his lips and showed her his teeth. 


Kara
waited patiently as she watched the hands go up. Four.


“The
council has spoken…Kara Nightingale will stay in Horizon. Without conclusive
evidence, we find no fault in her actions, nor do we find any in her Petty
Officer.” 


Uriel
looked at Kara, his deep-set eyes searching. She felt as though he was trying
to see through her. Uriel lifted his brow. “And so, the council has closed this
matter…let’s move on to the next.”


Kara
had only just begun to feel calm again when she realized it wasn’t over yet.
The Archangels who were standing seated themselves. She looked at David for
help. But he wasn’t looking at her. He stared at the floor.


Another
woman Archangel from the council stood up. Her long blonde hair covered the
front of her white robes. She was looking at Kara. 


“The
council has been informed about a grave matter. An elemental child, born of
mortal and angel parents, has gone missing. The elemental are very powerful
creatures. They possess power of great magnitude. The mixing of mortals and
angels is forbidden, but unfortunately it has happened, and we have to deal
with the consequences. And to make this serious matter worse, we have now
learned that the child has been taken. 


“This
child is very special, both to us and to the demon ruler, Asmodeus— for
the power it can give the demons is unimaginable. Asmodeus and his kingdom of
demons could perpetuate their stay in the world of the living. He wants to
create havoc and take possession of Earth. It is our belief that the child is
being held by some demon troops, hidden in the mortal world. When the time
comes, Asmodeus will kill this child and use its power to rule the mortal
world.”


There
were a few acknowledgments among the council. 


Kara’s
head was spinning. An elemental child? Was this the same child Benson
had mentioned? Twisted images of demons torturing a child flashed before her
eyes, as a faint echo of a baby’s cry made her shiver. A feeling of dread crept
inside her. She looked across at the council members. Her eyes rested on Uriel;
his face was unreadable. Amongst all these wise men and women she felt
insignificant, as if her body had melted into the bench. 


The
Archangel Uriel glanced over at the speaker and motioned her to sit. “Thank
you, Jophiel,” he said, as he placed his hands flat in front of him. “And now,
at this time, you have been summoned to the council, Kara Nightingale, to be
given a life-quest.”


At
these words she heard David gasp. She turned to see his eyes bulging out of his
head. He mouthed the word, “What!”


She
heard another gasp behind her, then a thump. And when she turned, she
could see that the oracle had fallen off his orb. He clambered back up on his
crystal and threw his arms around it. 


Kara
shook her head. “David!” she whispered, “What’s a life-quest?”


David
spoke with the side of his mouth. “It’s a special assignment. If you succeed,
you get your life back…your mortal life back as it was before you died!”


Kara
could only blink.


“It’s
very rare,” he continued whispering.


Kara’s
jaw dropped as she let David’s words sink into her brain. “Your mortal life
back…are they serious…?”


“Kara
Nightingale,” said Uriel quietly. “Your life-quest will be to retrieve the
elemental child. We have called upon you to fulfill your duty as a guardian
angel and to complete the life-quest which is now appointed to you.” 


His
dark eyes glittered, and he waited to meet Kara’s eyes. “Will you accept this
quest?”


Kara
had lost her voice. She stared at the council, wide-eyed, with her lips glued
together. She looked up at Uriel. His face was lost in shadow. Visions of her
past life came crashing down upon her, nearly knocking her off balance on the
bench. 


“I…I
can have my life back? Is this for real?” her voice cracked.


“It
is very real,” answered Uriel. A hint of a smile reaching his lips.


“And
I can see my mother again?” She hoped for the chance to make up past wrongs.


“Yes.
You’ll have your whole life ahead of you.”


As
crazy as it sounded, she had already made up her mind. She just couldn’t utter
the words. She forced open her mouth and stammered, “Y…yes? Yes. I’ll do it.”


Uriel
nodded, apparently pleased with her decision. 


“Good.
And for your information, this life-quest has also been appointed to five other
guardian angels. This will be a difficult challenge, and we will need as
many chosen angels as possible. Each guardian was chosen for their specific
skills.” 


“Elementals
are very rare—and very dangerous,” he continued. “They are not born evil, but
their power tends towards the darkness, unless we can prevent it. But I must
warn you: Elementals can only be touched by mortals. If an angel or a demon
touches an elemental, they will die. You will be given a pair of silver gloves
to wear. With these gloves, the elemental’s touch cannot harm you.”


All
eyes were on Kara. She hated being the center of attention. She felt like a
mutant. She cast a quick glance in David’s direction, but he did not meet her
gaze. She did not know what would happen next. She felt her body jolt as an
electric shock burned from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. 


Uriel
cleared his throat. 


“As
the appointed minister of this council, I call this meeting adjourned. We will
look forward to your progress on this quest, Kara Nightingale. You will report
to the Archangel Gabriel for your briefing with the others. That is all.”


Kara
watched David stand up. She heard the echo of an oracle’s orb rolling towards
them.


“Well
now, that wasn’t so bad. This way please,” said the oracle with his tiny arms
outstretched, “no point in hanging around…the meeting is over.” 


He
pointed towards the door. “Let’s get going, angels. There is work to be done!”
The oracle rolled away.


Kara
pushed herself off the chair and followed David. Before she left the room, Kara
turned around and stared back at the council one last time. Uriel fumbled with
some papers, but did not look up. 


As
silent as a grave, the threesome walked and rolled back down the hallway
leading to the landing zone. Kara stole a sideways glance at David. She could
see that he was preoccupied with thought. And she was doing some thinking of
her own. Dizzy with the events that just happened, Kara’s mind was on but one
thought only…to be with her mother again.


 


 











Chapter 13


Life Quest


 


 


 


On the ride back to
Operations, travelling by sky-car and then the elevator, Kara relived the
events from the council in her head. If she succeeded in her new mission, she
would be with her mother very soon. It was her only chance to make things right.
Failure was not an option.


But
some of the events with the High Council had left her feeling less than
perfectly happy. Clearly, some of the members didn’t believe her and wanted her
dead, which meant a big part of the Legion was also in doubt. But Kara
was even more determined to prove her innocence. She wasn’t a liar, or a
traitor. Her new mission, this life-quest, was the perfect opportunity to show
them all…including David.


Kara
thought of all the possibilities that having her life back again would offer
her: She’d be with her mom again. She’d have a chance at her career as an
artist, and she could maybe even slip into a little love? She stole a look at
David and felt herself go limp. He had accused her of playing with his
emotions—of using him—did that mean he cared for her? Now he was giving her the
cold shoulder again. And something was different about the way he looked at
her. She thought she saw fear flash behind his eyes a few times. But why? What
was he so afraid of? 


They
strolled along in the ruby sand on their way to the large white tent. Gabriel
hovered over a table and examined some documents. Five other guardian angels
lingered around and talked amongst themselves. None of them turned to greet
Kara and David. They all ignored her. Some smiled at David, but most of them
avoided eye contact with Kara. 


She
felt a sting in her chest. “Does the entire Legion know about the Mark?” she
asked David.


“Words
travel fast here. I’m sure everybody knew about it before we were called to the
council meeting.”


“Great,”
she sighed. “They’re all treating me like I’m guilty. But I’m not!” 


“Don’t
waste your time with them…you need to stay focused on your new mission.”


She
stared at the small gathering of angels. “Hey? I’m the only rookie…everyone
here is a Petty Officer? Is that normal?”


“I
don’t know.”


“And
look…Benson is here.”


David
scowled. “Well, well … my favorite douche bag. What were the odds of him
showing up?” Benson looked at David with contempt. He puffed out his chest and
squared his shoulders.


Kara
bit her lip and followed David towards the group. Gabriel lifted his head as
they approached and met her eyes. She looked quickly away and stood next to
David. 


“Kara
Nightingale,” said the Archangel, “glad you could join us.” 


He
waved a large hand over to the group. His attention then turned to David. “You
don’t have to stay with Kara, David. She will be well taken care of.” 


David
kicked some red sand and looked up. “I’m here for moral support, Gaby,”
he grinned. He met Benson’s glare and blew him a kiss.


A
moment later, Benson sneaked away from the group and moved closer to David so
that only he and Kara could hear what he had to say. “Didn’t know you liked
your women dirty, David?” Benson cracked a smile.


Kara
saw David’s jaw tighten. “You’ve got five seconds to get lost.”


“I
would have never pictured you frolicking with the enemy,” said Benson,
as he cocked an eyebrow and stared at Kara, before looking back at David. “I
didn’t think it was your style.”


A
cool smile curled David’s lips. “My style is my foot up your butt if you
don’t leave.”


Kara
sensed a rush of anger spilling inside her. “Stop it! Why are you doing this? I
haven’t done anything…” 


“I
don’t speak to traitors…I kill them.” Benson smacked his fist into his hand and
his face twisted in an almost animal expression. He looked at David. “I’d watch
my back if I were you.”


Rage
flashed in David’s eyes. “Thanks for the advice, dumbass, why don’t you
run along now…I hear your mother calling.”


“She’ll
have you killed, you know.” And with that, Benson walked back to the group.


It
was worse than Kara had hoped. If Benson openly loathed her, who else did?
David looked in a worse mood than when they left the council. His expression
was livid as he stared at the ground. 


“You’re…you’re
never going to believe me, are you?” Kara’s voice started to crack. “You still
think I’m a traitor … don’t you?”


“I
don’t know what to think anymore,” said David softly.


What
was more frightening than the dangerous life-quest was losing David’s
friendship. Kara felt him drifting away from her. She forced herself to look
away from David. Gabriel was about to begin his briefing. 


Gabriel
straightened himself, a scowl on his brow as he pursed his lips. He placed his
two hands on the table facing the angels and addressed them. “Listen up,
guardian angels! You are gathered here now because you have all been chosen to
carry out a life-quest. Do not be mistaken. This is no ordinary
assignment—and some of you will not return…”


At
that moment there was a sudden collective silence. Kara looked around at the
five guardian angels’ looks of bewilderment spread across their faces as they
gawked at Gabriel.


“We
have acquired information regarding the whereabouts of the elemental child,”
continued Gabriel, his dark eyes darting from face to face. “Our Scouts inform
us that the child is in the hands of some higher demons and is being held in
one of their many demon safe houses. They move the child around from house to
house…and they use decoys, so we’re not sure in which safe house the child could
be.” Gabriel paused as he concentrated.


“You
will be put into pairs and assigned to three different locations,” continued
Gabriel after a short moment. “All of you will be geared up with the weapons
and tools you will need to survive. We know this is probably the hardest
assignment of your GA careers, but remember, you have been chosen out of
thousands because we know you can succeed. You all have what it takes.” 


The
last time she checked, Kara didn’t have any special talent. Could she paint a
demon to death? Drown it in some gouache?


“Keep
in mind that you are responsible for your partner. Let’s not make this harder
than it already is. Good luck.” Gabriel stepped back and folded his hands in
front of him.


An
oracle steered his great crystal ball to the front of the table carrying a
folded piece of paper. He opened the paper and cleared his throat. “The groups
are as follows,” he called, holding the file in front of him. 


“Benson
Henderson and Ravi Aruna!” Kara watched as Benson walked over to stand next to
a thirty-something East Indian man. 


“Lindsey
Steel and Carlos Lopez!” Lindsey was a thick, forty-something brunette who
stood at about five foot ten. To Kara, she looked more like an Amazon than a
guardian angel. She turned her head as Carlos walked over to Lindsey, his
five-foot-five frame appearing fragile beside hers. 


Kara
blinked as she looked around, realizing that this meant there was only one
guardian angel left to be paired with her: a twenty-something woman, who was
probably regretting her acceptance of the life-quest right about now. 


The
oracle’s eyebrows shot up on his forehead as he continued. “And for our last
group, Brooke Miller and Kara Nightingale!”


Kara
bit her lip and shot a glance at David, who gave her a reassuring nod. Fidgeting
on the spot, she moved towards her new partner who was walking towards her.
Kara saw a reflection of disappointment in Brooke’s eyes, for just a second,
but it was long enough for Kara to see. Then Booke’s face cracked into a wide
smile and she extended her hand. “Hiya! I’m Brooke,” she said. Her long blond
ponytail bounced behind her.


“Kara.”
The two girls shook hands and turned to face the oracle. 


Kara
blinked as she watched Gabriel stepping forward.


“And
one more thing,” declared Gabriel. “As you know, if you succeed in this
life-quest, you will indeed get your mortal life back as it was. But if you
decide to stay in Horizon, the Legion will promote you to First Officer. So,
you will have a choice.” He stepped back, clasped his hands behind his back, and
lifted his chin.


The
oracle fidgeted on the spot and cleared his throat again. 


“Guardian
angels…each group will have precisely two hours to complete their
mission. If you stay longer than that — pay attention now— your M suits will expire…did
you all hear me? Good.” His blue eyes glistened with unease. 


For
a moment he studied the three groups, and then he grabbed three separate files
which were piled on top of one another on the table. He opened the first file
and glanced quickly inside before shutting it.


“Group
1—Benson Henderson and Ravi Aruna. Here is your assignment,” said the oracle,
as he stretched out his tiny arm and waved the closed file in their direction.
Ravi walked up to the oracle and took the file from him, opened it, and read it
while returning to his spot. Once Ravi had finished reading the file, he handed
it to Benson. Kara watched Benson’s eyes widen as he kept on reading.


“Group
2—Lindsey Steel and Carlos Lopez!” he called. Lindsey broke away from Carlos
and took the file from the oracle. She opened the file only when she was back
beside Carlos. Their heads nearly touched as they absorbed the information on
the file. 


One group left, thought Kara. Her eyes flashed to
David. He stood with his arms crossed, scowling at the oracle.


“And
lastly, Group 3!” the oracle called as he opened the remaining file. He took a
quick look inside before closing it again. 


“Brooke
Miller and Kara Nightingale…here is your assignment.” 


Kara
couldn’t move. Brooke gave Kara a nod and then hopped over to the oracle. She
grabbed the file and came bouncing back, her large blue eyes glistening, as she
settled beside Kara. She and Kara opened it and read:


 


Group 3: Life-Quest


Guardian Angels: Brooke Miller, Kara Nightingale


Rank: Petty Officer W-2, Rookie 1st year,
W-1 Guard squad


Assignment: Rescue Elemental child, from Demon safe
house #3; 


1228 Pine Avenue West. 9:00 pm. 


 


Kara
pulled out a blueprint of a house. 


“Please
report back here within two hours,” the oracle told the groups. “You will be
debriefed and sent out again if the child is still missing. Quickly now…report
to the weapons tent for gearing right away!” 


The
old man clapped his hands. “Off you go! Off you go!”


Kara
watched the other groups breaking away and marching towards the weapons tent.
David jogged over to her.


“So
… do you know what to do?” he said, as he jammed his hands into his front jean
pockets, avoiding her eyes. “You think you can handle this?”


“I
think I can manage.” Kara watched David as he eyed the file in her hands.
“Uh…you want to take a look?”


“That
won’t be necessary.” Gabriel came striding behind them. “This isn’t your
assignment, David. And the location isn’t of your concern.”


David
turned to face Gabriel. “It is when I’m her Petty Officer, Gabe!”


“You’re
not on this assignment.” Gabriel towered over David, his dark eyes threatening
as he tightened his jaw.


“Um…it’s
okay.” Kara lifted her hands in protest. “I don’t mind David taking a
look…seriously, it’s fine.”


David
took his hands out of his pockets and made them into fists. “You know as well
as I do that this is an impossible mission!” he yelled at Gabriel, his
face cracked in contempt.


“You
shouldn’t even be here, David.”


“YOU’RE
SENDING THEM TO THEIR DEATHS!” said David angrily.


Kara
thought it strange that he was pointing only to her at the mention of them.
She could see that David was really concerned. 


“What?”
asked Kara, puzzled. “What are you saying, David? The Legion wouldn’t send us
on a suicide mission, would they?”


Gabriel
pulled out a massive hand and grabbed David by the arm with such force that he
lifted him off his feet, as though he were a toy soldier. 


“I’ve
had enough of you today! It’ll be a pleasure to escort you out personally.” 


Kara
took a step back as Gabriel started to emanate a golden glow. The air around
them tightened and the light dimmed.


David
kicked his legs and shot Gabriel a dangerous look. “Go ahead, Your Holiness …
I’d like to see you try.”


“Enough!”
shouted Kara, her eyes wide, shocked that the words had actually escaped her
lips. “Uh, sorry…Mr. Archangel, sir, uh, Your Majesty,” she stammered. “Um…I’d
like David to help me choose my weapons … please?” Kara pursed her lips,
scrunched her forehead and tried her best to make sad puppy eyes. 


Gabriel
studied Kara for a moment, still holding David off the ground with one arm. 


“If
you think he can help you…then I will let him stay.” He dropped David to
the floor and bent over him. “Open your mouth again, and I will rip out your
tongue.”


David
stuck out his tongue in Gabriel’s face when he looked away for a second. 


Kara
walked over and pulled David back on his feet. “Very mature, you know that?
You’d think you were twelve.” She looked across to the weapons tent and could
see that Brooke was already gearing up. “Let’s go, I need some weapons…and I’m
running out of time.” 


“Sure,”
David said. He and Kara marched up to the weapons tent, with Gabriel following
closely behind.


Kara
could see that the GAs from the first group had finished gearing up and were
headed down towards the pools. She watched Group 2 stuffing blue arrows and
daggers into their duffel bags. And over at the far end of the tent, Brooke was
trying out a long silver dagger. She sliced the air with it. She looked up and
saw Kara and David approaching. Her face broke out into a grin.


“Hiya,
what do you think of this one?” Brooke jumped into the air and stabbed the
invisible foe in front of her. She landed with a slight thump and looked
up at them, eyes blazing. “I think I can cut me up some shadow demons with this
little baby!”


Kara
had a strong feeling that she and Brooke were going to get along just fine.


“Awesome,”
said Kara, as the corners of her mouth lifted. Brooke looked bad-ass with that
dagger in her hand, and she moved with great skill. As a Petty Officer, she was
a few years ahead of Kara in terms of combat training. She was also strong and
athletic. 


Having
had hours and hours of combat training herself, Kara felt pretty confident that
she and Brooke could rescue this elemental child. How hard could it be, really?
She hoped that they would get the real safe house where the child was being
held captive. Her instincts and her strong desire to get her old life back were
strong motivation to rescue the child. 


Kara
smiled as she grabbed a long curved silver sword from the weapons stand. She
brought it up close to her face and saw that the stars embedded along the blade
formed seven tiny circles. She rotated her wrist and watched the blade flicker
in the light. It was as light as a feather and cool against her skin. 


“It’s
a soul blade. Usually rookies aren’t allowed to use them—too powerful—but I
think in your case, they’ll make an exception,” David looked over to
Gabriel and raised his voice to make sure that Gabriel had heard him. 


Gabriel,
who seemed very interested in a white globe on one of the many littered tables,
didn’t look up. 


“You’re
going to need these, too.” David pulled off Kara’s backpack and started to fill
it with red and white orbs. He held up one of the red orbs. “The red ones are
called firestones—smash it near a shadow demon and it will implode, swallowing
the demon with it.” He arched his eyebrows as he waited for Kara to respond.


“Okay,”
Kara said.


He
placed the red orb in her backpack and then held up a white orb. “The white
ones are moonstones—they give off rays of light that are harmful to any demon,
even the higher demons. Like this…” David’s arm shot up in the air with the orb
within his hand. “You don’t have to be too close; I’ve used it at about fifty
feet away, and it worked.”


“I’ve
packed a whole bunch, too!” Brooke bounced into view, her ponytail flailing
behind her. “And…one of these!” She pulled out a white net, the size of a large
trench coat. She looked at Kara and David, her blue eyes sparkling, “Shadow
chains. I’ve used them once before and they were amazing! We trapped the
shadow demon in it, and it couldn’t transform into shadow anymore…and we killed
it!” 


She
flashed a smile at David as she stuck out her hand. “Hiya, I’m Brooke.”


David
took a step forward and took Brooke’s hand. “David,” he said, as he gave her
his trademark wink. “David McGowan.” 


Kara
was jealous of the attention he showed Brooke. He used to bombard her with his
winks, but he hadn’t winked at her since he had seen the mark on her leg. She’d
been feeling disconnected from him ever since, like she’d lost a best friend.
She looked up at his beautiful face and his lips. The memory of the kiss
flashed before her. She shook her head, trying to clear it, but other images
came flooding in…images of his strong arms wrapped around her body, of him
holding her close. It was too much. She looked away.


“You’re
that David?” Brooke raised her eyebrows. “You’re kidding!” She let go of
the shadow chains and pressed her hands against her shaking head. “I can’t
believe it’s really you!” She studied his face, “I’m a huge fan!”


David
flipped his leather jacket collar up and jammed his hands in his pockets.
“Yup…that’s me.” He cocked an eyebrow.


“Okay,
lover boy…we…” said Kara, as she pointed to herself and then to Brooke, “gotta
go save the kid! Life-quest, remember? Chosen ones?”


“I
know, I know.” 


David
helped Kara finish packing her bag with some extra salt shakers and an extra
soul blade, the size of a dagger. She hid it under her jeans, strapped around
her calf. 


“Kara
Nightingale! Brooke Miller!” An oracle rolled towards them. Silver cloth
glistened in his hands. “Your Sparks…here.” He stretched out his little arms
and handed them their gloves. “Hurry up now! You don’t have much time left. Off
you go! Off you go!” He waved his arms impatiently. 


Kara
stared at her Sparks. Twinkling like diamonds, they hardly weighed anything. 


“Ready?”
said Brooke.


Kara
shoved her gloves in her backpack, zipped it up, and threw it over her
shoulders. “Ready.”


She
followed Brooke and David and the three of them walked over towards the pools.
They passed tents with groups of guardian angels practicing their combat
training. She could hear the clangs of metal on metal.


They
approached the first rows of pools. The air was thick with salt and loud splashes
and plops surrounded them. Kara looked up and saw Group 2, Lindsey Steel
and Carlos Lopez, standing near the edge of a pool. Their lips moved in
unison…and then they jumped. With a wallop, they hit the water at
exactly the same time. A second later a brilliant light shot up through the
water, and they vanished.


Kara
bit her lip and followed Brooke to the metal staircase, David at her shoulders.
Brooke climbed the steps easily and waited for her on the platform. 


David
grabbed Kara’s arm. “Hey.” David turned Kara around to face him. “Remember what
I taught you in combat training…how to parry, how to riposte, and how to
attack?” 


She
nodded. “I do.”


“There’s
still so much we didn’t cover yet…you’re just a rookie.” David’s face twisted
in a frown. “You shouldn’t be doing this!”


“I
want to do this, David. And I’m happy I was chosen. This is my chance to
go back home…to finish my life…to have my life back. There are so many things I
still want to do…to experience. Don’t you understand how important this is to
me?” She searched his blue eyes. “Besides, why do you care? I’m a traitor,
remember?”


David
winced and stepped back, his face wrinkling into a scowl. They stood staring at
each other for a moment without moving, without saying anything. Kara saw a
shadow of pain glistening behind his blue eyes. “Just be careful,” he said
softly.


Kara
studied David’s face for a moment. She could still sense his suspicion, as
though he wore it like a heavy coat. 


“I
will,” she answered.


Securing
her backpack, Kara grabbed the metal staircase and pulled herself up to the
top. She stepped beside the grinning Brooke. The pool’s reflections rippled
along the water’s surface. The smell of salt filled her nostrils.


“You
ready?” said Brooke.


Kara
took one last look down at David. She watched him as he gave her a slight nod.
His face had no expression. “I’m ready,” she said as she turned to face Brooke,
and cleared her mind of thoughts of David.


Brooke
flashed her teeth. “Okay, on three?”


Kara
nodded.


“One…”


She
blinked.


“Two…—”


If
she had any spit, she would have swallowed.


“THREE…—!”


Kara
pushed herself off the ledge of the pool and plunged into the water beside
Brooke.


 


 











Chapter 14


Elemental


 


 


 


Kara opened her eyes and
blinked in the blackness. Vega still made her feel a little dizzy, but right
now the darkness troubled her. She tried to blink the blackness away, but it
didn’t work. She wiggled her mortal suit’s hand up to her face, but she
couldn’t see it. There was only blackness. The air was tight, and she could
hear the faint drippings of a water pipe.


“Brooke?”
whispered Kara. Her eyes strained to adjust themselves to the darkness that
they couldn’t penetrate.


“I’m
over here,” Brooke whispered back. 


Kara
heard the scrape of feet on concrete, and after a moment she felt a hand touch
her shoulder.


“I
think we’re in a basement. See if you can find a light switch on the wall to
your left…I’m gonna try over to the right.” Brooke let go of Kara’s shoulder,
and Kara heard her footsteps go in the opposite direction.


“Okay.”
Kara was in complete darkness. She forced herself to calm down and thought
about what she was going to do once she was alive again. When her nerves were
calm, she struggled to move her feet. After five steps, her hands touched a
cold hard surface. 


“I’ve
found a wall.” Kara slid her hands up and down and tried to feel for a switch
of some kind. She heard a faint click behind her, and the lights went
on. 


“Found
it,” declared Brooke, at the opposite end of the basement.


The
basement was unfinished, with a dirt-filled concrete floor and open walls with
exposed insulation. Cobwebs fell from the ceiling like see-through curtains and
covered some scraps of old wood furniture that were piled in the corners. The
room looked forgotten.


“There’s
some stairs over here.” Brooke pointed to her right and waved Kara to follow.
“Let’s get out of here.”


“Wait!”
said Kara. “Is this 1228 Pine Avenue?”


Brooke
shook her head. “No. The Legion wouldn’t transport us to the safe house
directly. But we’re probably really close.”


They
climbed out of the basement, pushed open a heavy wooden door, and found a
hallway. The old oak floors creaked as the girls sneaked down the hall, trying
to find the way out. A musty carpet smell lingered in the air…just like in
Kara’s grandma’s house. She loved that stink. She was certain this house
belonged to an elderly person. They came to a foyer, which opened to the front
door. Even in the dark, Kara could make out the flowered wallpaper covering the
walls. Brooke mouthed, “This way,” and trod towards the door. She turned the
lock very slowly and pulled open the front door. 


They
stepped down three concrete stairs onto a sidewalk. A full moon shone down from
a black sky. The cool September wind, carrying the smell of wet pavement,
caressed Kara’s cheeks, while a light drizzle of rain patted her hair. She
wiped the wet from her cheeks and turned to face Brooke.


Brooke
turned her head, “Look…we’re on 1194 Pine Avenue West.” She pointed to the
black numbers that were nailed to the front of the Cape Cod style house they
had just left. “We’re just a few blocks away.” 


Kara
glanced at her wrist watch. “It’s 8:40 pm. We have 20 minutes to get there.”


At
that moment, thunder exploded above their heads and released a deluge of rain.
The angry skies had sucked in the moonlight, and only the old street lamps
showed them the way. 


Squish, squish. 


Their
shoes pattered onward, squashing the water out as they trod up the street.
Crooked gray maple trees swayed back and forth in the wind. 


After
only a few minutes, Kara was drenched. The rain felt strange against her mortal
suit. It felt cool, but it was as though the wetness didn’t seep through, like
it stopped midway. Glancing down at the sidewalk while she walked, she saw two
dead birds: red cardinals, their necks twisted, resting in small puddles of water.
A feeling of dread crept inside her. She kept thinking back at what David had
said to Gabriel…that this was an impossible mission, and that the Legion was
sending them to their deaths. 


Brooke
stopped abruptly, and Kara nearly walked right into her. They had arrived at a
street corner. The heavy rains had turned to a soft drizzle. Kara glanced up
and read the street sign: Cedar Avenue. They were close. 


A
tingling sensation spread inside her as she surveyed the area. She imagined her
old life, where she painted and had a family. I’ll have my family again
soon. A group of teenagers appeared on the opposite side of the street,
giggling without a care in the world. That’ll be me soon enough.


They
crossed Cedar Avenue and were back on Pine Avenue. After four strides, Brooke
stopped again. She stared in front of her. Kara followed her gaze.


1228
Pine Avenue was staring back at them. It was an old Tudor-style home with a worn-down
paver walkway covered in black puddles. An overgrown cedar hedge covered most
of the front of the house. There was no light coming from inside. It stood
alone in the dark. And all the curtains were drawn. 


“Come…”
whispered Brooke, as she steered Kara by the elbow towards the neighboring
house’s cedar hedge. She crouched down, peeking through the trees. Kara
followed her example. There was no movement inside the house, from what Kara
could see. Brooke slipped her backpack from her shoulders, settling it on the
wet grass. She opened it and pulled out the blueprint of the house. Kara leaned
in for a closer look. She could see that there were three floors to the house:
a basement, a ground floor, and a second floor. She could see a back door
exiting from the kitchen area. 


“Two
ways out,” whispered Kara. “The front and back doors.”


After
a moment, Brooke looked up and met Kara’s eyes. 


“What
do you think if we separate?” she whispered. “If the elemental is here, they
probably put him in the basement,” she pointed to the blue rectangular shape on
the paper with “Basement” written under it. 


“Demons
like dark and dingy places, and my feeling is that he’s there.”


Kara
looked down and studied the blue print. “Okay.”


Brooke
raised her eyebrows. “So, since you’re still a rookie, I was thinking you could
check out the ground floor…” Her hand moved over a few inches as she pointed to
a new drawing, “Check out that area, and then we’ll rendezvous back near the
front door in about ten minutes. The child might not be here in this house. But
if you see the child, come back to the rendezvous spot, wait for me, and we’ll
go back in together with our Sparks.” An intense look flashed in Brooke’s blue
eyes as she stared at Kara. “You think you could do that?” 


A
gust of wind brushed Kara’s bangs into her eyes. “Yes,” she whispered back as
she glanced at her wristwatch. She sensed that Brooke had faith in her
abilities and wondered if she should tell her about the demon’s Mark—that she
was innocent—but decided against it. Tiny rain drops started to fall again. 


“I’m
ready,” Kara said after a moment. “I can do this. I know I can.” 


She
studied Brooke’s face. “But, are you sure you can handle the basement alone?”


“Don’t
worry about me. I haven’t lost a fight yet!”


With
determination spread across her face, Brooke shoved the blueprint back in her
bag. She rummaged through it and pulled out a long soul blade and two
firestones. She pocketed the firestones in her blue jeans and grasped the soul
blade in her right hand. Kara copied her and pulled out her soul blade from her
backpack. She jammed two firestones into the large front pocket of her hoodie
sweater. 


Brooke
nodded and the pair threw their packs on their shoulders and stepped out of the
cedar hedge. Glancing around, Brooke went up the front stairs first. Kara
followed a step behind, the hairs on the back of her neck standing up. With her
hand gently placed on the door handle, Brooke turned it slowly counter
clockwise, and with a soft pop, she pushed the door open. 


Their
eyes were already adjusted to the darkness around them, and they could see the
inside of the house in shadows of gray. They walked into a large foyer, which
opened up into a hallway with two rooms on either side of them. The air was
stale, with a lingering faint stink of mildew. Although it was dark inside,
Kara could tell the house was abandoned. The stairs to the second level stood
at the end of the foyer. She knew from studying the blueprints of the house
that the entrance to the basement was through the kitchen. She turned and
looked at Brooke, who gave her a nod. Kara nodded in return, and with her soul
blade in her right hand she pulled out a Firestone from her pocket, grasped it
tightly, and stepped into the room to her right. She felt Brooke moving on her
left, but she was as silent as a cat.


Kara
glanced at her watch: 9:02 p.m. She had ten minutes to scout out the first
floor and then rendezvous back in the foyer. She sneaked inside the large room.
She could make out a large sofa and chairs. The air was stale as she crept on.
Keeping close to the walls, Kara saw an opening at the left end of the room.
She walked carefully towards it. She gripped the soul blade tighter in her
hand…any tighter and she was sure her mortal fingers would snap off. She
stepped into the opening to her left and was in a hallway. She blinked. To her
right was the kitchen. A soft ray of street light came in through the kitchen
window above the sink…enough to make out the old nineteen-fifties style kitchen
with metal kitchenette table and matching vinyl and metal chairs. She brought
her left wrist to her face and glanced at her watch: 9:06 p.m.—she still had
five minutes.


Straight
in front of her was a room, probably a bedroom. The door was closed. She
strained for any sound and heard nothing. Nervously, she turned the door knob
and pushed open the door. The door swung open and revealed an empty bedroom.
Kara dropped her shoulders and closed the door. Moving down the hallway, she
came face to face with another closed bedroom. She pushed open the door, and
again it was empty. She shut the door behind her and glanced at her wrist
watch: 9:12 p.m. She turned to her right; the foyer stood empty. Kara walked
back into the foyer and watched the faint light in the kitchen down the hall
from where she stood. She would see Brooke coming back from the basement from
here.


9:15
p.m. 


Kara
blinked and looked up at the stairs leading to the other level.


9:22
p.m.


The
rain hit the foyer windows with soft continuous taps. Kara started to feel
uneasy. Brooke should have been there by now.


9:31
p.m.


Something
was definitely wrong. You’re responsible for your partners, she remembered the
oracle telling them.


CRASH!


The
loud noise came from the basement, as though a wall had come crashing down. 


Kara
sprinted down the hall and entered the kitchen. She turned to her right and saw
the doorway to the basement. She rushed to it and started to descend to the
basement. She could hear muffled voices…male voices. Quickly, she stepped down
the rest of the stairs. It was darker down in the basement. The windows had
been covered up with newspaper. She followed the voices, her soul blade in
front of her as she stepped deeper into the blackness.


BAM!


Kara
jumped. She heard a woman scream. They were torturing her. Kara ran blindly
into the dark, following the voices. A faint light shone from a room at the end
of the hall. She ran towards it; the door stood ajar. The voices were clearer
now.


“Commander
Urobach…kill the angel female! I want to taste her soul…” said a hoarse
voice. Kara could hear someone moaning. Brooke.


Heavy
boots thumped the ground. “Not yet, Zelar,” said another voice, as smooth as
silk. “Be patient. She still hasn’t told us what we need to know.”


“You
want me to rip off another arm, Commander?” said a high-pitched third voice.


Trembling,
Kara edged forward and then flattened herself on the wall. She inched forward.
Hidden in the shadows, she stared in horror. Brooke lay semi-unconscious,
spread-eagled on the ground. Her left arm was missing, a luminous hole near her
shoulder. Three men stood around her. Even from a distance, Kara could see their
black eyes—higher demons. Two were dressed in the same gray suits Kara had seen
before, and both carried death blades. Black mist emanated from the shafts. But
the third man stood out. His long leather jacket swished at his heels as he
paced around Brooke. Standing about six-foot-seven, he towered above the other
two. His black, oily hair hung loosely over his shoulders. He carried no
weapons. He crouched down near Brooke’s head, wiping her wet hair off her face.


“Come
on now, little angel…tell me, who else is coming?” asked the same silky
voice. “How many guardian angels has the Legion sent after the elemental?”
Urobach turned his attention away from Brooke for a moment and looked over to
the opposite side of the room. A rusted metal cage about the size of a large
bird cage rested on the floor.


And
inside the cage, Kara saw a young child. He was wearing only a thin pair of
white and blue pajamas. She could see him shivering. His eyes were red, and
dried tears smeared his dirty face.


Urobach
turned his attention back to Brooke. “How did the Legion know where to find us,
eh?” He stood crouched over her, his black eyes searching. “If you don’t answer
me, I will hurt you.”


After
a moment, Brooke struggled to open her mouth. “I...I don’t know,” she croaked.
Pain flashed in her eyes. “I was given an assignment…they told me where to go
…”


The
Commander’s lip curled into a smile. “Tut, tut, tut…. I’m afraid, little angel…that
is not a good enough answer for me…” With frightening speed, he jumped up, and
black electricity shot out of his fingertips and attacked Brooke. Her body
convulsed up and down. She cried out in pain. Kara watched in horror as
Brooke’s mortal body sizzled. Brilliant light shone through tiny holes all over
her body. Her angel core was spilling out. She was dying.


Without
another thought, Kara jumped through the door frame. “STOP! YOU’RE KILLING
HER!” She lifted her weapons in front of her and prayed silently that she was
going to make it out alive.


Urobach
snapped his head around towards the doorway. He stopped his attack on Brooke.
His eyebrows shot up on his forehead, and an evil grin materialized on his
face. “Well, well, well …what do we have here, my friends?” The Commander’s
black eyes widened, as though he was trying to suck her energy out. The other
higher demons turned to face her, their bodies bent.


The
Commander came closer to Kara. He flashed a crooked smile. “Hello, little one.
Aren’t you a pretty thing.”


Kara
glanced over at Brooke; was she still alive? She tried to move, but her legs seemed
to be glued to the spot. She turned her head and met Urobach’s black eyes
again. “W…what do y…you w…w…ant?” was all she could muster.


He
moved a massive leather boot a step closer to her. “Want?” answered Urobach.
“My friends and I just want to have a little chat.” 


The
demons nodded in agreement. Their bodies started to sway from side to side,
their eyes glaring at her, anticipating an attack.


A
tiny voice inside her head told her to run. She blinked hard and struggled to
find her voice. “S…stay away from her!” She yelled as she thrust her soul blade
into the air.


At
this, Urobach chuckled. He wrinkled his forehead. “I like this one better.” 


And
before Kara could react, he reached down and lifted Brooke’s rag doll body up
above his head, smiled at Kara…and ripped the body easily in half, as if it
were made of paper.


“NOOOOOO!”
screamed Kara. She watched hopelessly as Urobach threw her friend’s severed
body to the higher demons. They snatched up the body parts from the floor and
opened their mouths. Their jaws extended grotesquely down to their waists as
they swallowed her friend.


Kara’s
knees buckled beneath her. “Brooke!” She cried. She trembled uncontrollably.
She stole a glance at the child. It cried silently, eyes wide and on Kara; a
silent pleading. They were both going to die.


One
of the higher demons stepped forward, close enough that Kara could smell his
foul breath. “So, the question is, will you play with us now?” 


Licking
his lips, he displayed rows of rotten teeth. “My Commander requires some
information.” 


Urobach
cocked an eyebrow as he strolled over to Kara. “I will not lie to you, little angel.
It will hurt…yes. And you will die, eventually. My master wouldn't have
it any other way. Pain is necessary.” He was only a few feet away from her.


Kara
looked over to the elemental, and she cringed. Fear flashed in the child’s
eyes; its tiny little hand grasped the metal bars as it whimpered. Kara’s
training took over, and in one fluid movement she threw her firestone at the
Commander’s feet. It shattered as it hit the ground. A red mist engulfed the
demon.


But
then it evaporated. Urobach was still there. He grinned at her.


Kara
shook her head in disbelief. “What…?”


The
Commander wiped down his jacket, as though specs of dirt clung to it. “Your
little toys don’t work on us,” he laughed. He glanced at his cronies and
snapped his fingers. They charged.


Kara
ran out the room and raced up the basement stairs, the demons at her heels.
Summoning all the strength she could muster from her mortal legs, she pressed
on as fast as she could. Jolting down the hallway, she ripped open the front
door and bolted down the street.


Kara
ran down Pine Avenue West and headed towards the Mont Royal Park. She knew the
park well. She’d come here by herself during the summer holidays. She knew
perfectly well what lay beyond the forest…Beaver Lake.


She
reached the park, hopped the fence, and ran into the thick forest. It was an
uphill run from here on, and she prayed her mortal legs could keep up. She ran
for her angel life. She knew if they caught her, they would kill her. She shot
a glance behind her and spotted the higher demons, just a few yards behind. She
knew it was only a matter of time before they caught up. Images of Brooke’s
pale face pulsed in her mind, and a feeling of hopelessness washed over her.


“You
cannot hide from us, little angel!” yelled one of the higher demons from
behind. “And since you won't come quietly, it gives us great pleasure to use
force!” The demon wailed a high-pitched screeching laugh. 


His
laugh echoed in her ears. But Kara pressed on. She could see a clearing up
ahead. Almost there. Straining her mortal suit with everything it had,
she ran for her soul, and for Brooke’s. She reached the clearing at the top of
the mountain. She spotted Beaver Lake, its oval shape reflected in the
moonlight. Kara rocketed downhill, concentrating hard not to trip over tree
roots or rocks. She could hear the demons behind her, so close.


The
lake was getting bigger and bigger, bouncing into view. It was only a few yards
away. Soon she would be safe. 


A
sharp pain shot into her back, and she stumbled to the ground and rolled to a
stop. Dizzy, she pushed herself up; the pain was so intense that her vision
blurred. She blinked. She could make out dark shapes running towards; they were
almost upon her. She felt sick and weak. Excruciating pain shot from up her
back. The poison was paralyzing her.


Run, Kara, said the voices inside her head. You’re
almost there.


I can’t. I won’t make it, answered Kara.


Yes you can. Remove the death blade . . . it’s making
you weak. You can make it. Run.


She
felt a sudden rush of new energy and hope. She reached around and felt the
blade in her back. She wrapped her hand around it and pulled. She stared at the
black blade gleaming in the moonlight. She pushed herself up, threw the dagger
on the ground, and started to run again. Kara felt the blade’s poison inside
her, eating away at her soul. She knew she only had a few seconds.


Little
waves rippled in the moonlight as Kara reached the lake’s shore. She heard the
demons’ breathing behind her. She heard a hiss in the air, and something stung
the back of her neck. Then, with one last effort, Kara fell head first into
Beaver Lake. 











Chapter 15


Last Hope


 


 


 


Kara recuperated in a
rejuvenating orange bubble, at Level Three of the Miracles Division, in the
Healing-Xpress. When she was herself again, the Archangel Raphael sent her to
Operations on Level Two to debrief. 


Kara
ran out of patience with the elevator’s operator: a huge gorilla, who tried to
steal some of the dried flesh from her scalp. When the gorilla had turned
around, she grabbed a handful of fur from his butt. 


“Take
that, King Kong!” said Kara as she flicked the black fur from her
fingers and watched it fall on the ground. After that, King Kong did his best
to ignore her and kept to himself, rubbing the bald spot on his bottom.


She
jumped off the elevator and headed towards the white tent. The air was thick
with salt. Kara quickened her pace. She could see David at the head table,
speaking to another angel. She felt a stinging in her chest. She was a bit mad
that she had awoken at Miracles Division without a David to accompany her. But
why would he be there, anyway? He had labeled her a traitor. Maybe he’d hoped
she wouldn’t make it back? She watched Gabriel converse with another Archangel
whom she had never seen before. He was even larger than Gabriel. His golden-brown
skin shone brightly in the sunlight and contrasted with his silver and golden
robes. Silky, dark brown hair brushed his muscular shoulders, and his face was
the fairest Kara had ever seen…a male model fresh out of a fashion magazine. 


Kara
walked up to the table. Her eyes turned to David immediately. He turned towards
her.


“Hey…how
you feeling?” He lifted his hand, but as he was about to place it on her
shoulder he withdrew it, as though her body was contagious, still hot with the
Mark. He let his hand drop at his side. His face was screwed up, as if he had
bitten into something sour. 


Kara
looked away, hiding the pain in her eyes. “I’m okay, I guess.” 


She
turned her head around and looked for the members of the other two groups.
Images of Brooke haunted her. Maybe she could have done more to try and save
Brooke. She searched the tent. There were angels in combat practice, but no
recognizable faces from the life-quest mission. 


“Where
is everyone?” Her eyes locked with David’s. “Am I the first one back?”


David
threw a quick glance over to the Archangels, before turning back to Kara. He
dropped his shoulders. 


“They
didn’t make it.” He spoke in a whisper.


The
floor started to spin. Kara blinked several times, trying to compose herself.
“What do you mean…they didn’t make it? What are you saying?” 


Although
she had no lungs, at that moment she felt as though she was suffocating.


“They
were all killed.” The husky voice came from the handsome Archangel, as he broke
away from Gabriel and took a step towards Kara. 


“You’re
the only survivor, Kara.” 


He
wiped a long fringe of hair away from his face as his piercing green eyes
studied her closely, as if she were an abstract painting. 


“I’m
the only survivor?” Kara croaked, “No…that can’t be … I don’t believe it.” 


“It’s
true,” said David.


Kara
shook her head stubbornly. “No! The elemental child was at the safe house where
Brooke and I went, not the others. They’re probably late…yeah, maybe they’re on
their way back now.”


“They
didn’t make it, Kara. They’re all gone,” said David.


“What…?”
Her mind wandered to Benson, and she felt a sting in her chest. She didn’t
really like him, but he didn’t deserve to die.


Kara
cleared her throat. “I…I don’t understand.” Brooke’s death flashed before her.
A chill rippled through her being. 


“I’m
just a rookie . . . I’m the one who should be dead…not them.” She felt numb all
over.


“The
Archangel Raphael informed us about what had happened to your partner, Brooke
Miller, when you arrived at the Miracles Division,” said Gabriel. His black
eyes glowered beneath his scowling brow. “Raphael told us what you told her,
before you entered the Healing-Xpress shop. We knew then that you were the sole
survivor.”


As
the words reached her ears, Kara flinched. How was this possible? She shook her
head, frowning, and looked at David. His face was twisted in sadness as he met
her eyes. But when Kara turned and looked at the Archangels, they weren’t
looking at her with sadness as David did; their eyes were filled with
bewilderment…and was there also fear? She forced herself to look away.


“Kara
Nightingale,” declared the larger archangel. “I am the Archangel Michael, the
Legion’s commander.” 


He
bent his head, looking down on the rookie, like a redwood tree towering over a
misty shrub below. “I would like you to tell us what happened. And don’t leave anything
out.”


Kara
watched Michael’s full lips compress, his eyes locked onto hers. She couldn’t
look away. She recalled the events of the assignment, starting with the killing
of her friend, Brooke, to the caged elemental child, and finally to her escape
from the higher demons into Beaver Lake. When she had finished, the Archangels
were silent. They looked at each other with disbelief.


“We
will send the Scouts out again,” Gabriel broke the silence. “She came very
close…there is still a chance. We should meet with the others.”


Kara
thought about the life-quest. “So . . . I can still get my life back, right?” 


A
bit of hope came flooding back into her. 


“So…when
do we get more chosen GAs to pair into groups?” She wondered who she’d be
paired with this time. 


She
looked at the Archangels’ puzzled faces and cocked an eyebrow. “Why are you staring
at me like that? What is it?”


It
was Michael’s turn to speak. “There won’t be any other groups.”


Kara
shook her head. “I don’t understand? What do you mean by there won’t be
any other groups?” She looked to David, who avoided her gaze and stared at his
boots. 


“What
are you talking about? Are you saying we’re not going to be paired up again?”


Archangel
Michael’s green eyes fixed on Kara. “There are no other guardian angels on this
mission. You are the only one, Kara.”


The
words hit like a ton of bricks. Her jaw dropped. “What!” She stared at him in
disbelief. 


“You
are the only one left who can save the elemental child. No one else,” said
Michael.


“But…but
can’t you choose more angels? Aren’t there like…thousands to
choose from?”


Kara
felt a wave of panic coming on. Soon she would be drowned in it.


Michael
clasped his hands in front of him and closed his eyes for a moment, as if he
was listening to another voice from inside his head. 


When
he opened his eyes he spoke to Kara. “Six were chosen from the entire Legion.
Only those special six were destined to save the child…no others. That order
comes from The Chief himself.”


Kara
shook her head. She exchanged a nervous look with David. “But, that doesn’t
make sense…I can’t do this alone. That’s crazy!”


“She’s
right,” shot David, “you can’t ask her to do this!” Kara was relieved David
agreed with her.


David
let out a soft yell of frustration as he paced the ground, his hands on his
head. “She’s just a rookie…it’s not right!” 


“She
was chosen, David…this is out of our hands,” answered Michael.


“I’m
not going to let you send her off like that…I won’t!” spat David. 


Kara
was surprised to see how flustered David was; it almost felt as if he cared,
like before.


Gabriel
stepped up to David. “It’s not up to you. You can’t stop this, David.”


“There
has to be another way!” David shouted. “It was a miracle she came back at all!
Now you want to send her back? She…she needs more time to train!”


“You
know how important this is, David. You know what’ll happen if the demons use
the child.” Michael’s green eyes flashed dangerously. “You know…this is
the only way.”


David
opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He kicked the ground.


Michael
stepped over to Kara and placed his large hand gently on her shoulder. She felt
lost in his brilliant green eyes, as though she would do anything he asked her.



She
shook off the feeling and looked away. “I’m not going to let you hypnotize me
with your good looks.”


“Kara,”
said Michael, his expression softened by a degree. “You are part of this
Legion, chosen by The Chief to be a soldier. He has chosen you to do this
task—you alone—because no one else can do it.”


“The
demon leader, Asmodeus, is waiting for the elemental child’s power to grow to
its full potential, which could be anytime now, and he will use it to destroy
us. Elementals are creatures of great power—of wild, uncontrollable power—and
if Asmodeus uses it, he will become more powerful than any of us. We will not
be able to fight him. If you don’t succeed in your mission, Asmodeus will
overthrow the Legion and destroy the world of the living. He will bring havoc
to the Earth. Horizon’s fate rests with you.”


Kara’s
mind was working overtime. “But…you’re stronger than me,” she looked at
Gabriel and then back to Michael, “why can’t you look for the elemental?
I’m sure you’ll have a much easier time than me.” 


She
stared down at her puny body, wishing it were strong and skilled like
Brooke’s—maybe then she’d have a chance. She wished she could throw up.


“Because
only the chosen can do this task,” said Gabriel, his dark eyes piercing through
her.


Michael
squeezed her shoulder lightly. “That is why, you, Kara Nightingale, are the
Legion’s only hope.”


 


 











Chapter 16


Asmodeus


 


 


 


Kara blinked as she
stared at the reflections rippling along the water. She wondered if this was
her last time staring down at the shining waters of the pools. Or her last
mission jump? The jumps were by far her favorite things so far. She would miss
the tingling sensation she felt all over her body, right before she’d
disappear. It reminded her of the crazy rides at La Ronde—the saucer-like ride
that spun extremely fast, which pinned your back against the wall so that you
were unable to move…and when the machine went into overdrive you felt as if
your body was coming apart, piece by piece. It was really cool. 


The
salt water smell filled her nostrils. The plops and splashes from
the neighboring pools echoed in her ears. She tried to think positively about
her assignment, even though the outcome was ninety-nine point nine percent sure
to fail. She wondered what the Archangels felt about leaving Horizon in the
hands of a rookie guardian angel. She was probably going to die today, which
meant she’d be responsible for destroying the entire Legion…just a wee bit of
stress on her life-quest. 


David
had taken Kara to train for a few hours before her mission, so that she could
practice a few moves before taking the big plunge. She wasn’t focused and she
kept falling, missing her strikes and landing with her face three inches deep
in the sand. Frustrated, she couldn’t concentrate on anything except David and
how he still didn’t trust her. She just couldn’t get it out of her head. 


He
put on a brave face for everyone else, but she sensed the suspicion; saw it
flash in his eyes and in his body language. He tried to hide it, even now, with
the fake training…the fake caring. She felt betrayed…the kiss had meant nothing
to him. 


It
was a strange thing to fall in love in Horizon, without a heart to break…but a
broken soul felt just as painful as a broken heart to Kara. She noticed that
David never made eye contact with her either and he kept yelling out words to
the invisible person above her head. She felt anger…she wanted to hit him hard
in the face.


Soon,
David gave up. He sensed she wasn’t there in spirit. Kara stopped lifting her
blade entirely. They walked back in silence to the big white tent. Kara
received her new assignment. The oracle told her that the Scouts had only just
arrived back. They had given one positive location of the elemental. She had
only one hour to find the child this time. Time was of the essence, and she
knew her own time was running out.


To
make matters worse, the entire Legion seemed to have come to Operations to see
Kara off. She looked around at the hundreds of gathered guardian angels staring
at her. She heard them whispering.


“Look!
That’s her, she’s the one…”


“Is
she really a traitor?”


“Tom
says he saw the demon’s Mark himself…she must be…”


“Look!
I can see the Mark on her…”


“Strange
how she was still chosen.”


“Yeah,
but she’s a rookie, she’ll never make it back.”


Kara
stood in silence for a moment, absorbing the stings from the words she had just
heard. She wiggled her backpack and tightened the straps. She thought of her
mother. If she succeeded, not only would Horizon be safe but she would have her
life back. She would take care of her mother. For now, it was the only glint of
hope she had left. Her mortal life would have to do.


“You
ready?” called David from below. He gave her half a smile, the one where the
corners of the mouth stretch out and snap right back. He was joined by hundreds
of onlookers. She felt like a celebrity, and hated it.


“As
ready as I’ll ever be,” Kara answered, keeping her eyes on the shimmering
waters.


“If
the elemental isn’t there, you come straight back! Don’t wait for things to
happen.”


Kara
turned her head and met David’s eyes. She wasn’t sure if this was a charade or
real concern. How distant they seemed from each other now, not how they had
once been…that night at the club when they had kissed. She bit her lip and
wiped that thought from her mind. She might never see him again. She gazed into
his brilliant blue eyes, stepped off the ledge of the pool, and plummeted to
the bottom of the water.


 


Kara
stood in the shadows of Sources Boulevard. She looked up at the brass letters
hanging from a black metal gate door: Birch View Cemetery. She glanced at her
watch. It was almost midnight, and the eerie garden of dead bodies glowed in
the moonlight. Tall dark shadows edged the length of the rock walls around the
cemetery. The front gate was padlocked and topped with barbed wire. Through the
spaces between the metal gate, Kara could see hundreds of gray headstones with
withered flowers lying at their feet. The night air was cool against Kara’s
mortal suit. The place looked sad and creepy. 


 Perfect for demons, though Kara.


She
couldn’t squeeze through the front gate, so she walked around the stone border
of the cemetery until she found a spot where she could climb over. She pressed
her hands against the cold rock and pulled herself up. She crawled over the
edge and jumped down on the opposite side of the wall. She pushed herself up
and dusted off her jeans.


She
strained her ears for any sudden sound and watched for movement. The park, it
seemed, was holding its breath. She walked in the silent darkness, trying to
fit parts of a plan together, like a jigsaw puzzle with a missing piece. 


Then
she heard muffled voices in the dark. 


Kara
slid behind a large headstone and dropped her bag. She pulled out her soul
blade and threw her bag back onto her shoulders. She followed the voices.
Sneaking from headstone to large bush to more headstones, Kara edged her way
deep into the cemetery until the demons came into view. She counted three
higher demons sitting in a circle. The odds weren’t good. She recognized the
demon, Urobach—Brooke’s murderer. She felt her body shake with hatred as she
remembered how he killed her. Revenge would be bittersweet.


Kara
sighed. How the Legion believed she alone could do this was beyond insane.


She
scanned the area and saw the small cage with the elemental child inside. The
cage rested at one of the higher demon’s feet.


“We
should be moving soon, Asmodeus…the angel Legion will have sent Scouts by now,”
said a voice in the dark.


“Let
them come…I’m in the mood for a little excitement,” answered another
voice. “Soon, my friends, when the elemental’s power has reached its full
potential, we will be invincible! And we will crush the Legion and take
back what is ours!”


Kara
heard grunts of agreements. 


One
of the demons kicked the elemental’s cage. Kara’s soul ached as she heard the
little child whimper. She crouched in the dark, thinking. 


She
needed a diversion. 


She
felt the ground and wrapped her hands around a stone the size of a softball.
With the rock in her hand, she crawled out of her hiding place and sneaked
behind the demons. With all the strength her mortal suit could muster, she
threw the rock past the demons and into the darkness behind them. The rock
landed with a loud crash.


The
three higher demons jumped up. “Zanu, stay with the elemental…Urobach, take the
left side. I’ll take the right.” With their weapons drawn, the demons ran into
the darkness.


Kara
grabbed another rock and threw it close to the ground near the one they called
Zanu. He whirled around and began searching the ground. Kara threw her soul
blade. It hit the demon’s chest. The demon cried out in pain, as he fell to the
ground convulsing. 


She
only had seconds to react before the others came back.


Jumping
over the body, Kara ran to the cage. The elemental child’s eyes were wide and
wet. She wondered how a thing so cute could be so deadly.


“I’m
here to help you,” she said, hoping he understood. 


There
was a lock on the cage’s door. Kara searched the ground and grabbed a large
stone. She hit the lock over and over until it broke. She yanked open the
cage’s door. The little child trembled uncontrollably. She knew she couldn’t
touch him. She dropped her bag and searched inside it for her Sparks. Seconds later,
she pulled out the shinning gloves. 


“Ahhh!”
Kara cried out as something hit her hard in the back. 


She
fell over the cage and landed on the ground. The gloves flew out of her hands.


Crying
out in excruciating pain, she rolled over and pushed herself up on her elbows.
The cage was empty. 


Something
moved in the darkness twenty feet in front of her. The elemental’s bare limbs
shone in the moonlight as he ran. He disappeared from sight behind a head
stone. He was safe for now. 


Kara
turned around and faced the demons. They walked casually towards her. Urobach
picked up the metal cage as they approached. 


“You
think you can run away with my prize? You stupid little angel!” 


Kara
blinked. She
could feel the poison of the death blade in her back. The demon leader’s face
shone in the moonlight. He looked exactly like an Archangel…unbelievably
handsome, with short black hair framing a strong jaw. His gray eyes glimmered
in the moonlight. He wore a dark tailored suit. He pulled out a long sword from
under his black leather trench coat. He then snapped his fingers and glanced at
the other higher demon. “Urobach, take care of this monkey!”


Urobach
dropped the metal cage. He brought his death sword up to his mouth and licked
the blade. Grinning widely, he walked towards Kara, his long leather coat
trailing behind him. “I’m glad we meet again, my little angel. You won’t escape
me a second time.”


Kara
wrenched the death blade out of her back, and sick with the pain, wincing, she
threw it ineffectually at Urobach. She scrambled for her backpack, digging
frantically inside for her soul blade. She pushed herself up and planted her
feet. With her body bent, she was ready. 


The
demon lunged. He stroked downward toward her head, but she wasn’t there. She
jumped over him, slashing as she came down. But Urobach was quick. He twisted
away from her and blocked her blade with the end of his hilt.


His
face twisted into an evil grin. “Not bad, little angel. I’m almost having fun.”


He
came at her again, slashing with force…and cut her in the chest. Kara cried out
in pain as she sidestepped, backing away from his killing strikes. She felt her
energy drain from her body, as the death blade’s poison spread through her
core. He slashed again, outmaneuvering her as she desperately concentrated on
not getting cut into tiny little pieces…like an angel shish kabob. The poison
burned her from the inside, and Kara began to see double. Urobach grinned as he
licked his lips when he sensed that Kara’s strength was fading.


You’ve got to put your blade into his head, said the voices inside
her head. Get in closer and strike. Do it now, Kara.


Kara
felt energy surge inside her body, as the voices spoke to her again. Under
normal earthly circumstances they’d lock her away in a loony bin, but Kara
didn’t care. The voices inside her head were like invisible sidekicks, enabling
her to see opportunities that she might have missed. 


Kara
backed away from Urobach, trying to find an opening. And then she saw it.
Urobach came forward, grinning confidently as he swung his blade up towards her
head. Kara sidestepped, whirled around, and jammed her soul blade into his
chin…pushing it right into his head. Black blood spilled around the hilt and
down his throat. The higher demon dropped and lay motionless on the cold ground.


Asmodeus
screamed with rage. “YOU’VE KILLED MY LIEUTENANT!” 


In
one rapid movement Asmodeus lifted his arms, and a large jet of black
electricity shot out of his fingers. The brute force picked her up and threw
her hard against a large headstone. 


CRUNCH!



Kara
crashed against the hard rock and slumped to the ground like a rag doll. She
winced in pain and pushed herself up on her elbows in search of the child. She
spotted him crouched in a corner, shaking. His big watery eyes glistened in the
soft light. Blinking, she felt dizzy, as her vision blurred. She wasn’t
sure she was going to make it.


Have faith, Kara, said the voices inside her.
Take the child into your arms. Kara turned around. “Those gloves! Where are
they?” she breathed.


Asmodeus
roared with laughter. “Where’s who? No one is here. Now, little angel…you are
going to die. And I’m going to enjoy it immensely. But I think I’ll start with
the kid. Why wait? I can feel his power strengthening.” He took a step forward.


Kara
turned towards the child. Her body prickled as she felt a wave of energy wash
through her. 


Take the child, Kara. Don’t be afraid . . . he will
not harm you.


Without
a second thought, Kara jumped to her feet and ran towards the elemental. She
reached out her hand and touched his face.


“What
the…? Nothing’s happening? I’m…I’m still here!” She held his face with both of
her hands. “I can touch you?” She opened her arms. “Come,” she said smiling,
“we have to go.” 


A
tear escaped the little child’s eyes as he stretched out his tiny arms towards
Kara. She lifted the little boy in the air and clasped him tightly against her
chest.


“Well,
well, well…what do we have here?” Asmodeus strolled towards them, a confused
look on his face. “How is that possible? You are touching an elemental…and your
angel soul is still intact! This is very, very interesting.” 


The
warmth of the child felt good against Kara’s cold mortal suit. She felt him
shivering and held him tighter.


“I
would never have believed it possible, but yet here you are … with this child
against your breast. Only mortals can survive the touch of an elemental. So how
can this be? You are an angel, no doubt, and yet you can survive his touch.
Tell me, little angel…what is your name? You seem … familiar.” Asmodeus edged
closer.


“Stay
back!” she yelled. “Don’t you touch him!”


The
demon lord laughed. “Touch him? I certainly don’t want to touch him . .
. I want to kill him and use his power! With the elemental’s energy, I will
become invincible! I will destroy the Legion!” His forehead came together in a
frown and his evil eyes mocked her. 


Kara
narrowed her eyes and made fists with her hands. “You will never hurt him!”


“My,
my, aren’t we motherly…tell me, what is your name, little angel?” Asmodeus
walked slowly towards Kara. Pain spilled inside her core, but she wouldn’t give
up the child.


Asmodeus
flashed his white teeth. “No name? Perhaps I can guess. Let me see…” He closed
his eyes and lifted his eyebrows. Kara sensed a sudden chill forming inside her
forehead behind her eyes, the same kind of brain freeze she’d feel when
drinking an iced coffee too fast. And then the brain freeze faded. She felt
lightheaded, with a tickling sensation as though hundreds of tiny fingers were
going through the files inside her brain, reading all her thoughts. 


“Ah,
of course. Kara … Kara … Kara … tut, tut, tut. We meet at last.”


“What?”
Kara backed away, she didn’t like anyone prying inside her most intimate
thoughts. “How…how do you know my name?” She shook her head, trying to rid it
of the awful tickling.


“Kara
Nightingale…rookie in the famous guardian angel Legion…on a life-quest,” said
Asmodeus. “Hmm. This is very interesting.” 


Kara
saw his lips curl. “You’re in love with someone called David…how very mortal
of you,” laughed Asmodeus. “And he is not returning your amour anymore,
is he?” He rolled his eyes at the sky. “Romance is so overrated. So many
insignificant feelings get in the way. It’s too distracting. Who has time for
love nowadays, anyway?” 


He
closed his eyes and raised his eyebrows. “Ah, yes…you want your life back. I
can feel it…yes, very strongly. You want to be with your mother again, don’t
you?” Asmodeus’s gaze searched Kara’s face. “You were going to become a famous
painter before the bus hit you, were you not?”


Kara
pressed her mouth shut.


Asmodeus
closed his eyes again. “Ah…what is this? I feel something else inside you …
something different from anything I’ve ever felt before. I feel a sense of power…of
a wild power.” He opened his eyes and smiled. “It feels almost … elemental.”


“That’s
impossible. You’re lying!”


“But
it’s the truth, my dear.” The demon lord cocked his head to the side. A strange
eagerness flashed in his eyes and his hands trembled. “Such a pity you’re
playing for the wrong team.” His face twisted in disdain as he shook his
head. “But you’re still so weak…look at you! Getting emotionally
attached to the job! Regardless, with your power and my power combined … we
could achieve greatness!” 


“No
thanks, I think I’ll pass,” she hissed.


There
was a short pause, and then Asmodeus continued, a sly smile forming across his
face. “You see…you were supposed to be on my team, Kara. I had chosen
you to be part of my army.”


Kara’s
jaw dropped to the ground. This couldn’t be true. “W…what?”


“It’s
true,” continued Asmodeus, his voice pleasantly soft. “Who do you think gave
you that Mark?” 


“What?”
It was as if a ton of bricks had fallen on her. “You … you gave me that Mark?
You did this to me! Why?” She felt paralyzed by his words.


“You
have the potential to become a great warrior…the greatest perhaps.” Asmodeus
placed his right hand on his chest. “I can feel it…just like I felt it before.
You are destined for greatness!” 


Kara
saw him lift his shoulders and then let them drop. 


“Some
guardians beat me to you. When we got to the crash site, your dying body was
already protected. But not before I grazed your leg with my hand. Half a second
earlier . . . your soul would have been mine.”


“I
would never have been yours!” said Kara, her voice shaking.


Asmodeus
twisted his face in a smile and chuckled. “Either way, you have something of
mine. I’ll give you what you want, if you give me what I want.”


Kara
shook her head like a stubborn child.


Asmodeus
took a step forward. 


“I
can give you your life back, little angel. Just like that…” He snapped his fingers.


Kara
frowned. “No…you can’t. You’re lying!”


“Oh
yes, I can. And all I ask in return,” he kicked the metal cage between
him and Kara, “is that you put this silly little boy back in his cage.”
Asmodeus’s beautiful face creased into a smile.


Fragments
of her past life flashed before her eyes. She felt her grip on the child
loosen.


Asmodeus
spoke softly. “I was an Archangel once…the most powerful angel in all of
Horizon! They resented me for it, and that’s why I left.” 


He
paused for a brief moment and then held out his arms. “I can give you back your
life, Kara, I promise. All I need from you,” he said, his voice as smooth as
silk, “is to put the child in the cage, and…” he snapped his fingers, “…you’ll
be back on Earth, in your old body, without any knowledge of your angel
experiences. Your life will be as it was. As it should be.”


Kara
felt sick and confused. She looked down into the child’s wet blue eyes and
cringed at his tears. She knew the demon would kill the little boy. She
couldn’t live with that. She might never remember any of this once she was
inside her old mortal body again, but she believed in karma. And karma would
eventually bite her in the ass. She wouldn’t give him up…not even for her own
life.


“No
… I will never give him to you. I would rather die.” said Kara.


Asmodeus’s
eyebrows lowered dangerously. 


“NO?”
he repeated as he came rushing towards her. “PUT HIM IN THE CAGE—OR I’LL KILL
YOU!”


She
stepped back shaking her head. 


“I—SAID—PUT—HIM—IN!”
Asmodeus scooped up the cage and threw it at Kara. It hit her hard and then
bounced on the ground. He edged closer. He was nearly on top of her.


Kara
tightened her grip on the child, cradling him. “Don’t be frightened. I’m here
with you.” 


An
image of David flashed suddenly before her eyes. She trembled. She was ready.


In
a frightening rage, Asmodeus lurched forward and charged. He moved with lightning
speed, striking out at her with lines of black electric current. 


Kara
threw out an open hand protectively in front of her. Her palm hit his chest and
golden light exploded from her hand. Asmodeus was propelled back in the air and
landed hard on the ground. He rolled over, howling in pain. A golden glow
emanated from his chest and spread slowly all the way around his body until he
was covered in golden light.


Kara
stared at her hand. Traces of gold light hovered over her palm and fingertips. 


She
backed away and watched as the demon lord convulsed uncontrollably. He spit up
a thick liquid that showered the floor in black puddles. He wailed as he clawed
at his own flesh, scratching bloody holes into his body and face. He let out an
ear-piercing scream. And then his body twisted, bent inwards and with a pop…he
vanished.


Kara
blinked several times. She walked over to where Asmodeus had stood seconds before.
There was nothing left of the demon lord, not even a burn mark. Kara searched
the ground with her shoe, brushing away clumps of dirt and dry leaves. The
ground underneath was bare. 


She
stared at her hand again and made a fist. 


Pursing
her lips, she turned her attention to the little boy. Kara lifted the child by
its armpits and searched his grinning face. 


“You
know, we were really lucky…you’re like my good luck charm. But how come I can
touch you and no one else can, eh?” She lowered him into her breast. “I guess
you don’t know either. Boy, do I have a lot of debriefing to do!” She laughed.
“I’ll be in there for weeks! But the important thing is…you’re okay!”


The
child grinned and clapped his tiny hands together. 


Kara
laughed. “We make a good team! Good job, little one. High five…” she held out
her hand, palm facing the little boy. He smacked it and giggled.


She
studied the boy for a moment, her eyebrows low. “You need a name.” She bit her
lip and squinted. “From now on, I’m calling you … Lucky. You like that?”


The
child smiled and wrapped his small arms around Kara’s neck. His cool skin
brushed against the nape of her neck. She felt a shiver. She knew that Lucky
was part human and was probably cold.


“Here…let
me put this over you.” She took off her jacket and wrapped him in it. “There
you go. I don’t want you to catch a cold, now.” 


Lucky
looked up at her and smiled. His big fat cheeks wrinkled his face.


“Okay.
Let’s get out of here.”


She
held him tight in her arms as they walked out of the cemetery. 


 


 











Chapter 17


Level Seven


 


 


 


Kara debriefed for hours
back at Operations. Gabriel was speechless when she told him she could touch
the elemental without the silver gloves. But when she got to the part where a
golden beam shot out from her hand, Gabriel stopped blinking. The three oracles
writing up the reports fainted and fell off their crystals.


“Golden
light shot out of your hand?”


“Yup.”


“It…it
came out of your hand?”


“Yes,
like I told you … it just sort of came out … and bam! Asmodeus went flying.
Then he started to shake and twitch. He was all covered in a golden light, and
then he vanished. I’m sure that’s happened before, right? Um…are you okay? You
look like a little worried?”


“I
have to speak to the Council of Ministers. Stay here.” Gabriel stormed out of
the tent.


“Okay
…?” Kara watched him disappear beyond the red dunes. 


A
few hours later, an oracle found her and told her to present herself to Level
Six, where the Council of Ministers awaited her. 


She
had succeeded in her mission, her life-quest. Soon she would be reunited with
her mother, back in her old mortal body. She needed to make up for all the
years she had wronged her mother…her mother who has been a guardian angel all
along. She was restless. She ran all the way back to the elevator.


Kara
followed the oracle down the platform towards the entrance to the Council of
Minister’s chamber. Her mind flashed back to Asmodeus and she wondered if she
should tell the council that he had given her the Mark, but she decided against
it. It didn’t matter anymore, she was going home. 


The
oracle pulled open the metal door to the building and rolled himself back out
of the way. 


Kara
stepped inside. 


Cheers
exploded all around her, like a sudden burst of thunder. In the thousands, the
entire Legion of guardian angels was gathered along the length of the hall to
welcome her back. The thousands of clapping hands sounded like firecrackers.
She walked through the crowds. She saw angels pushing and shoving each other
just to get a look at her. She saw a young angel fall flat on her face in a
faint.


“Look,
it’s her! That’s Kara Nightingale!”


“The
one who beat Asmodeus!”


“She
saved the elemental!”


“She
saved us all!”


Kara
couldn’t help but laugh. It was strange to have her own paparazzi.


The
oracle plowed his way through the mob and down the hall to the large council
doors. He pushed them open and rolled to the side. Kara left the crowd behind
and entered the council chamber. The doors shut behind her. 


One
by one, the council members stood up and started clapping. Embarrassed, she
looked at the floor. A long red carpet spread all the way down to the dais.
She’d never thought that one day she’d be walking down a red carpet.


Kara
followed the red carpet until she was near the dais. Gabriel, Raphael, Uriel,
and Michael stood at the head of the council table, their faces cracked in wide
grins. Kara turned her head to her right and saw David. She couldn’t believe
she had forgotten about him. She felt a tingling of hope. He made his way over
to her, smiling broadly. His perfect face was just as she had last seen it. But
his eyes seemed darker than usual. She saw a trace of sadness in them.


He
stopped at her side and passed his hands through his hair. Lifting his head
high, he squared his shoulders. “You did good…and I think you scared the crap
out of everyone…”


Kara
gestured with her hand. “But I’m okay. See? Still in one piece. So…what happens
with Lucky? Is he going to be okay?” She remembered his tiny smiling face and
realized that she missed him. 


“He’s
fine. A family of Sensitives took him in. They’ll take good care of him, don’t
worry. They’re the best mortal guardians the little elemental could ask for.”


“I
guess so.” Kara studied David’s face, searching for a whisper of some sort of
affection…anything which might give her the hope she desired. The smallest
spark would suffice. 


Their
eyes locked for a moment, and David looked quickly away. “I’m…I’m sorry, Kara.
I should have believed you…I’m such a jackass. Will you ever forgive me?”


Kara
felt her bottom lip start to shake. “Of course I forgive you. Besides, what
would I do without my favorite jackass?” She strained to keep her true feelings
hidden. 


David
laughed. He fumbled with the zipper on his jacket. “So … have you decided what
you’re going to do? Are you staying … or going …?”


Kara
felt a strange prickling on her cheeks reminiscent of a flush. She brushed a
strand of hair behind her ear and sighed. “You know what I’ve always wanted. I
want to go back home…to my mother. I need to take care of her. It’s like—I feel
I was robbed by having only sixteen years on earth. I want to experience life,
my mortal life. I want to do all the stupid things that young people do.
I need that…before I die…again. I have the chance to get my life back just as
it was before I died. I’m going to take that chance.” 


She
felt a sharp pain in her chest. She was glad that angels couldn’t cry,
otherwise her face would be soaked.


David
dropped his shoulders. He was silent for a long moment. “I know. If I had the
chance to go back one last time…I’d want to go back too. I miss my dad’s purple
face when he’d yell at me for using the car.” He shoved his hands in his front
pockets. “I just wanted to check.” 


 “Maybe
we’ll meet again?” Kara asked, trying not to sound too desperate.


“I
know we will. You can count on that.” He looked over to the dais. “They’re
waiting for you.” He stepped back.


Kara
stared at David. There was so much she wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t
come. Someone cleared their throat, and Kara turned her head towards the
council.


Dressed
in red robes, Uriel lifted his arms before the crowd. His long sleeves brushed
the black marble desk. “Welcome, guardian angels, to the Council of Ministers,”
his voiced echoed throughout the chamber, bouncing off the walls. “We are
gathered here at this hour for a special celebration…a celebration of life and
of the success of a life-quest. I’m honored to present to you all, Kara
Nightingale…a rookie guardian angel who has saved us from great peril. Without
her, we would be lost.”


Kara
pursed her lips, her eyes wide as she continued to stare at Uriel.


“She
has shown us the true meaning of courage and devotion—a true guardian angel.”
Uriel stretched a long arm in Kara’s direction and beckoned her to come
forward. “Come, Kara Nightingale.”


Kara
stepped up onto the dais before Uriel. She bent her head back and looked up
into his face. She watched him turn around momentarily to pick up a shiny
golden medal on a fine golden chain.


“Kara
Nightingale,” declared Uriel. “It is with great honor, that we, the Council of
Ministers, award you with a life-quest. This medal celebrates our world’s
highest honor.” He slipped the chain over Kara’s head and smiled. “We are
forever grateful to you.” He stepped back and clapped. The rest of the council
members joined in and clapped enthusiastically. 


Kara
clasped the medal in her hands, feeling its smooth surface against her palm.
She moved it around so that it caught the light. She traced her fingers around
the silhouette of a person with widespread wings. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”


After
a moment the clapping slowly died, and Uriel cleared his throat. 


“And
now we must discuss something that is most important.” He looked at her with
kind eyes. 


“Gabriel
and I have had a long chat with the council members about the events leading to
your rescue of the elemental. We have learned of your extraordinary
abilities…abilities which are unknown to us. Since the very beginning of
Horizon, no angel has ever touched an elemental and survived."


Kara
fidgeted on the spot. She felt something was wrong. “So … what are you saying?
That it was a mistake to touch that little boy? I had to do something to
save him…I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”


“Let
me explain. That golden beam you conjured against Asmodeus…that is an
elemental’s power. Only elementals have that kind of immense energy. We believe
that your soul is part elemental, Kara. It explains why you were able to touch
the child without your Sparks. It explains how you were able to vanquish
Asmodeus. It would have taken a team of our most skilled guardians to challenge
the demon lord…yet you faced him alone…and vanquished him.


“You
are special, Kara. You have powers—strong and wild powers that have the
potential to do great things. And that is very unfortunate. You see, Asmodeus
desires power above all else, and now he has had a taste of yours. He will stop
at nothing to try and possess it.” 


“Wait
a minute…I killed Asmodeus!” said Kara. “I saw him die with my own eyes. He’s
dead, I swear he is…”


“I’m
afraid it’s not that simple. Asmodeus is not dead, but simply weakened. We have
gathered information from our Scouts which tells us he is back in the
Netherworld…weak, but still alive. 


“We
must send you back to Earth for your own protection,” Uriel continued. “You
cannot stay here in Horizon, vulnerable and exposed to traitors. We still do
not know your full potential, Kara. And while we ponder this, we need to keep
you hidden and safe. Asmodeus and his demons will not be able to find you if
you are hidden in your mortal body. He will search for you in Horizon.”


Kara’s
eyes flicked at David. He stood tall, his strong shoulders back, his eyes fixed
on the council. She didn’t know why, but she waited, staring at him. After a
second or so she turned to face the council. “So…am I going to remember any of
this? When I’m back on Earth, will I remember you, or me—or the fact that
Asmodeus wants to kill me? Any of this?” 


“No,”
said Uriel softly. “Once you are back within your own mortal body, you will
have no memories of your time spent in Horizon. You won’t remember a thing.”


She
remembered her kiss with David. She was sorry she wouldn’t remember it…it was
such a good kiss. But something else occurred to her. “What about my mother? I
want to remember that I know she’s a guardian. I mean…does she know what’s
happened to me?”


“Your
mother knows about the situation. She will look after you. But for your own
protection, your memory will be erased. A group of guardian angels have already
been assigned to look after you while you are on Earth.”


Kara
opened her mouth to protest, but shut it again. She knew that things would be
different this time around…that she would eventually figure out that her mother
was special.


“But,”
said Kara, “will I ever come back here? To Horizon?”


“Of
course.” 


A
hint of a smile reached Uriel’s lips. “When the time is right, we will call
upon your services as a guardian of the Legion again. I’m sure that we will
need your special talents again. But for now, it is best that you return to
Earth.”


“Okay.
I understand.”


“Although
you will be sadly missed by your friends,” Uriel’s eyes darted to David and
back to Kara, “we believe it is the right decision.” 


He
studied her for a moment and then addressed the council. “Let us give our
thanks to our fellow angel, Kara Nightingale…who has surpassed all obstacles
and proven herself to be a true and devoted soldier. She shall be missed. We
salute you!”


Loud
voices echoed from the chamber walls as the council members repeated, “We
salute you!”


Kara
felt very small. She fumbled with her medal. Her eyes fell on David, who beamed
at her. She couldn’t help but to grin back.


Uriel
clapped his hands together. “It is time, Kara. Report to Level Seven.”


Kara
turned and was immediately lifted in the air in a bear hug. 


“See
you soon,” said David. He let Kara go and stepped back.


She
looked into his eyes. Her body tingled, “I hate goodbyes…I never know what to
say.” Her eyes darted to the council for a moment. She fumbled with her
fingers. “Plus, we have an audience.”


“It’ll
be okay, we’ll see each other soon enough.”


“Just
try to behave, David. And don’t piss off any of the Archangels.”


“I
won’t, if they don’t.”


“God,
you’re such a baby,” she laughed. Part of her wished she could stay. But she
knew it was impossible. She sighed and looked into his eyes. “Goodbye, David.”


“Bye,
Kara.”


 


As
Kara rode in the sky-car back to the elevator her mind was a storm of thoughts.
She was part elemental. She had these extraordinary powers. David was her
friend again. And best of all, she would be with her mother very soon. The only
down side was that Asmodeus was still alive. She tried not to think about their
next encounter. 


After
a short ride, she jumped off the sky-car and hopped into the elevator. To her
surprise, it was chimp 5M51 at the controls. He lifted his eyebrows at the
sight of her.


“Oh,
it’s you,” said the chimp.


Kara
made a face. “Oh, it’s you, too!” she spat. She stepped to the back of
the elevator.


Chimp
5M51 scratched his butt. “I’m told to bring you to Level Seven?” He eyed her
suspiciously. “Not many guardian angels get to go to that level. Why are you
so special?” He frowned as he studied her.


Kara
lifted her chin. “Well, I am.” Her body tingled in excitement. 


“Um…did
you ever meet The Chief? What’s he like?”


“I
have no idea, Miss. I have never met him.”


“Oh.”


The
chimp sighed and turned his attention to the control panel. “Level Seven…The
Chief!” Kara watched as his long finger pressed on the brass number seven
button.


The
elevator rocked slightly as it ascended higher. Kara felt a mixture of
excitement and regret. She was excited to go home again, but she already missed
David and her life in Horizon. It was impossible to know if she’d ever see him
again, and that left a mark on her soul. 


The
elevator shook and stopped.


“Level
Seven!” cried chimp 5M51.


Kara
pushed herself off the panel with her hands and walked up to the elevator
doors. Her eyes flashed at the chimp. He raised his eyebrows and stuck out his
tongue.


She
shook her head and laughed. “Moron.”


With
a swish, the doors swung open. Immediately, blinding white light spilled into
the tiny elevator. Kara covered her eyes. A few seconds later, her eyes
adjusted and a feeling of warmth spread through her body. 


This is it, she said to herself. I’m going
home.


She
stepped into the light.


 


 











Chapter 18


Déjà vu


 


 


 


Kara ran along Saint Paul
Street. Her long brown hair flowed behind her. She balanced her portfolio in
one hand and pressed her cell phone against her ear with the other. She jumped
onto the sidewalk and rushed through the oncoming crowd, her mind on her big
presentation.


“Wait
for me! I’ll be there like in … two minutes!”


“I
can’t believe you’re not here yet,” said the voice on the other line. “You had
to pick today of all days to be late.”


“Okay,
okay! I’m already freaking out about the presentation. You’re not exactly
helping, Mat.”


A
laugh came through the speaker. “I’m just saying … that this is supposed to be
the most important day of your life…and you’re late.”


“Yes,
I heard you the first time…Mother. My stupid alarm didn’t go off!” Kara
dashed along the busy street. “Excuse me! Coming through…coming through…” 


She
squeezed herself through the crowd and kept running.


“You
know, the presentation won’t wait for you…”


“I
swear I’m gonna kick your butt when I get there!” Kara looked behind her as she
jumped back onto the street. 


Her
heart skipped a beat. 


Less
than half a block behind, a man with white hair and dressed in a gray tailored
suit stood staring at her. 


His eyes are black, she realized. A chill rolled up
her spine. The man vanished back into the crowd. 


“I
think I’m being followed,” said Kara, after a moment.


“You
always think you’re being followed.”


“No…I’m
serious! I swear this guy is following me—some psycho with white hair.
I’ve seen him before. Or at least my mother has…”


“We
all know your mother is a little nutty sometimes…no offense… I love your mom,
but she’s been seeing and talking to invisible people since we were five. I
think it’s rubbing off on you.”


“Listen.
I was with my mom yesterday, on Saint Catherine Street, and she said we were
being followed by someone. What if this is the same guy? Maybe she’s not
as crazy as everyone thinks.” Kara wondered if there was a little truth in her
mother’s visions.


Mathieu
laughed on the other end of the phone. “Are you serious? It’s bad enough that
your mom sees spirits and demons. If you start believing in all that…they’ll
lock you up.”


“Thanks
for the vote of confidence. Remind me why you’re my best friend again?” Kara
focused on her presentation as she ran. “Okay…I can see you now.”


Mat
was leaning against the gallery’s front brick exterior. “I think it’s
starting…hurry up!”


Kara
took a deep breath and sprinted onto Saint Laurence Boulevard. Her cell phone
slipped out of her hand as she ran. It hit the ground with a crash.


“Crap!”
Kara crouched down to grab her phone.


A
flicker of movement appeared in the corner of her eye.


“WATCH
OUT!” Someone shouted. She stood up and turned around.


A
city bus hurtled towards her.


EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEHHH!!!


Kara
watched in horror as a city bus came charging straight for her. In a second it
would hit.


Kara
closed her eyes and braced herself for impact…


But
the impact never came.


Kara
felt something hard wrap around her left arm. She was lifted off the ground.
She floated in the air as something pulled her body away from the bus, and not
a second too soon. In a blink of an eye, Kara watched the bus as it skidded to
a stop and plowed through the spot where she had stood moments before.


She
landed a few feet away. Her portfolio flew out of her hand.


Crowds
of people ran to her, all yelling at the same time.


“Oh,
my God! Are you okay?”


“Is
she hurt?”


“Did
you see that? That guy saved her life!”


Feeling
the touch of a hand still wrapped tightly around her arm, she turned around to
get a glimpse of her savior. She met a grinning face. He was young and
extremely handsome, with blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. His full lips were
curled up into a sly smile. He wore a brown leather jacket, weather worn, with
the collar rolled up. He cocked an eyebrow. 


“Careful
there, kiddo,” said the stranger. “It’s not time yet…not for a little while,
anyway.” 


He
stood there searching her eyes for a moment. His closeness made her skin
prickle with goose bumps. She inhaled a strong musky smell. 


“Huh?
Time for what?” It took Kara a moment to compose herself. “What just happened?”
She swayed on the spot.


“Looks
like you were almost hit by a bus.”


Kara
looked at the stranger. Their eyes locked. Her heart hammered at her chest.
“Hey…you look familiar … do I know you?”


“No,
I don’t think so.”


She
couldn’t take her eyes off his face. “This is going to sound really crazy,
but…I feel like…like I know you? Are you sure we’ve never met?”


“I’m
sure.”


Her
cheeks burned. “Whoa…this is the biggest feeling of déjà vu I’ve ever had!” She
pressed her hands on her head, feeling dizzy.


“Take
care of yourself,” said the stranger.


He
let go of her arm. And with a smile, he turned on his heel and walked away.
Kara stared after him until he was lost in the crowd. 


“Wait!”
she cried. But he was gone.


Kara
stood staring at the spot where the stranger had stood.


Then
she picked up her portfolio. The pedestrian walk sign flashed green. She took a
deep breath, walked to the other side of street, and pulled open the gallery
door. 
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 Chapter 1


Lightning Strike


 


 


 


Kara and a little boy stand
together, alone in a small river. He clutches her hand. The cool water tickles
their toes. A fine mist rises and twines around them, and Kara smells the faint
stink of rotten flesh. Something touches her toes. She looks down. 


White
hands reach up out of the water and claw at her ankles. She jumps back, pulling
the child with her. More hands reach out all around her. A thick black mist
rises and blankets the stream. Long tendrils coil around their legs, like white
snakes. Kara screams and kicks at the mist. 


A
stench of iron overpowers her. The mist parts. Kara struggles for her balance.
She stands in a river of blood. The little boy has blood to his thighs. She is
nauseated.


She
hears a splash. 


A
figure, in the river … a man, no … the twisted human head and diseased torso
that rise up from the river grow out of a confusion of human and insect guts on
the back of a hideous monster. Long insect-like legs thrash towards her, black
and razor sharp. Boils and sores cover the monster’s skin, like leprosy. Its
red eyes glow in the black mist. It snaps its jaws. 


The
child lets go of Kara’s hand. He is dragged under the bloody river. Kara bends
down and waves her hands around in the blood, searching for the boy. 


A
sob. Kara looks up. 


The
creature has the child. It grabs the wailing boy by the neck and squeezes. It
opens its mouth. Blood trickles down its yellow pointy teeth. Slowly, it brings
the screaming child towards its wet mouth …


 


Kara
woke up with a start. 


Her
heart pounded hard against her chest. 


She
blinked through eyes crusty with dried tears and sweat. Still half asleep, she
sat up on her bed with her arms stretched out before her, ready to save the
little boy from the monster. She brushed her sticky bangs from her sweaty
forehead and waited, calming herself, till the effects of the dream wore off.
She’d been crying. 


She
wiped her face, and her eyes slowly adjusted to the early morning light in her
room. Dark shadows became focused. Her demon and angel paintings that covered
the walls like wallpaper looked even more sinister in the dim light. She shook
off a chill. 


The
paintings were part of a story Kara needed to tell. Fresh from her nightmares,
she had taken her paintbrush and painted the recurring stories again and again.
She told herself that it was sort of therapeutic, and that perhaps, one day,
the nightmares would stop. 


After
a while, her mother refused to go into her room. Kara remembered that her
mother had thrown her hands in the air and screamed that the monsters were out
to get them. 


But
to Kara they were only paintings. She figured they couldn’t hurt anyone.


5:00
am—still too early to get up for school. She forced her eyes shut and fell back
onto her bed. The faint snore coming from the second bedroom down the hall
confirmed that her mother wasn’t awakened by Kara’s screams. That comforted
her. Her mother worked long hours, so she deserved a good night’s sleep.


Every
night Kara dreamt of horrifying monsters, and of a scared little boy with
tangled blond hair and blue and white pajamas… about to be eaten. She’d wake up
screaming the moment the child disappeared into the monster’s mouth.


Kara
let out a long breath. She couldn’t fall back asleep. 


She
swung her legs off her bed and tiptoed to her dresser. The pine floor boards
creaked. White paint peeled from the dresser’s top and legs, giving a false
antique look. A few knobs were missing from the top drawers, and Kara had used
dried up pens as knobs. She picked up a metal picture frame. 


The
glass cover was cracked and chipped. Kara held it close. A man with disheveled
brown hair and a friendly smile held up a little girl with long brown pigtails
and yellow overalls. Kara’s chest tightened. She could barely remember that day
anymore. Her father’s image had drifted away. He had died when she was only
five, and Kara couldn’t remember him at all. She traced his face with her
finger. What wouldn’t she give to have a real dad! Maybe her mother would be a
little saner if a man was around. Kara felt an ache in her heart. And with a
sigh, she placed the frame back on the dresser.


Kara’s
face stared back at her through the cracked mirror. She forced a smile. Today
was her seventeenth birthday. Seventeen was supposed to be the age when girls
fell in love and went off to college to follow their dreams. Her smile fell.
Kara’s summer job barely gave her enough to help pay for groceries. She could
never save enough for college.


A
cockroach skittered up her mirror and stopped right in the middle. It was eye
level with Kara; its two beady black eyes stared up at her with eerie
intelligence. Its antennae twitched nervously.


BAM!


Kara
removed the book from the mirror and tossed the dead roach into her garbage
can. She felt guilty about killing the insect. She pursed her lips and glanced
at the mirror again. She should be happy, she knew. But she felt empty inside.
A part of her was missing, like a car missing a wheel so that it couldn’t
drive. For months now, she had been moping around school, not wanting to do
anything besides painting and reading books. Even her best friend Mat avoided
her. Two weeks ago at lunch time, he told her that hanging around with her was
making his brain melt. She was making him depressed. Without Mat to support
her, she felt even more lost and confused. She tried to shake off the feeling,
but nothing worked. She felt alone.


The
soft chirping of birds reached her ears. Kara smiled. Even though they annoyed
her sometimes, they sang beautifully. The chirpings became louder, more
intense. Then she heard the loud cawing of crows, lots of them …


Strange, Kara thought to herself. 


She
sneaked over to her window sill. The wood floors were cool under the balls of
her feet. She pressed her head against the glass and looked out. Nearly twenty
crows were perched in the tall maple trees. With their heads bent, they cawed
at something below that Kara couldn’t see. She strained to look through the
branches. A chill rolled up her spine. 


Her
heart was caught in her throat. There in the middle of the road was a little
boy—the same little boy from her dreams.


Kara
flattened her nose against the glass as she stared at the small figure in
pajamas waddling down the street. He was barefoot. In August, the Montreal
weather was still warm, even in the early hours of the morning. She watched him
plant his feet and steady himself. The little boy shuffled past parked cars.
Newspapers rolled around him, caught in the invisible wind.


I have to go get him, Kara said to the window. She made
up her mind and pulled on a pair of grey sweat pants and a sweater. With a
click, she opened her bedroom door and stepped into the shadows. Careful not to
wake her mother, she stealthily crept across the dark hall and ran out her
apartment’s front door.


She
jumped down the stairs two at a time and bounced into the lobby. She caught her
breath and pushed open the glass doors. The air outside smelled of wet leaves
and grass, cool against her skin, hinting on the approaching autumn. Grey
puddles littered the sidewalks, and Kara jumped to avoid them. She ran to the
spot in the street where she’d last seen the little boy.


He
was gone.


The
street was very quiet. And Kara noticed that the birds had suddenly stopped chirping.
The wind died. Kara shivered. A chill crawled up her back, and her heart
hammered in her ears.


“Hey,
little boy!” she said in a hushed voice, not wanting to wake up the
neighborhood. “Little boy—where are you?” 


She
jogged past the spot and stopped. She dropped to her knees and searched beneath
the parked cars. Nothing.


He couldn’t have gotten far. He’s just a little boy, she thought. Kara took
a few steps forward and stopped. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up.
She felt something wasn’t quite right, an inkling that told her to run—


And
there he was.


Kara
held her breath. She could see him clearly now—not the child, but a handsome
stranger she had seen before. He leaned against a parked car, his arms crossed
over his chest. The stranger’s gaze locked onto her. Kara’s heart stopped. He
was tall and lean. A brown leather jacket embraced his powerful shoulders, and
he wore ragged jeans with a tight T-shirt that emphasized his muscular chest.
He stared at her with a silly almost-there grin painted across his face. With
barely there dimples, his face was unmistakably gorgeous. Too perfect. The kind
of face which sent millions of butterflies jolting in the pit of her stomach.
Kara had given him the nickname, hot stalker—her gorgeous shadow.


What the hell is he doing here at this hour?


She
scowled. Something didn’t make sense to her. Part of her felt the excitement of
having such a good-looking guy gawk at her like that, but the other part gave
her goose bumps—and not the good kind. There was something very creepy about
the way he looked at her. 


Hot
stalker combed his messy blond hair with his fingers and turned around. He
caught Kara’s eye, and looked away, pretending to be interested in some parked
cars. He didn’t look anything like the Jeffrey Dahmer serial killer type to
Kara—the kind that dismembered and ate their victims, like some kind of exotic
stew. No, he had such a gorgeous mouth that she couldn’t bring herself to
imagine him eating anyone. Kara couldn’t figure out why he was stalking her. With
her lack-of-bosom and her invisible curves, she didn’t have much to offer the
opposite sex in the way of looks. What was so engaging and ‘stalk-o-licious’
about her? Nothing. And that made her very suspicious of him. Things that are
too good to be true—usually are, she realized, especially when they involved
her.


She
tore her eyes away from him for a moment, to look for the child again. Dark
shadows lurked along the quiet street, and Kara felt herself tense. But nothing
else moved. The boy was nowhere in sight. And when she looked back at her hot
stalker, he had vanished as well, as though he were a figment of her
imagination.


I’m seriously losing my mind. Kara thought as she
brushed her bangs from her face. A light drizzle cooled her hot cheeks, and Kara
welcomed it—


Something
moved in the corner of her eye.


At
first, she thought it was her hot stalker returning. But she quickly realized
it wasn’t him. This man had white hair and pale grayish skin. He wore a dark
tailored suit, and Kara believed it looked expensive and out of place at this
hour of the morning. He leaned against a lamp post across the street. Even from
a distance she could tell there was something very wrong with his eyes. 


They
were black. And they were watching her.


Kara’s
stomach lurched; she caught her breath and a nasty feeling crawled along the
back of her neck, making her hair stand up. Her heart pounded in her ears. She
trembled. She recognized that face. It belonged to the foul monster from her
nightmares. It sneered and licked its lips, showing off a mouthful of pointed
yellow teeth. 


Her
insides twisted. A sick feeling rose to her throat. Kara bolted down the
street.


With
her flats scraping the pavement, she picked up speed. Kara became aware of the
stillness around her even more. It was as though the world stood still, and
only she moved within it. A sudden gust of wind pushed against her back.
Darkness grew, sucking out the light. Kara heard thunder rumble in the
distance. A large shadow suddenly appeared on the ground before her, as though
a bucket of black paint was spilled by her feet. She looked up. A single dark
grey cloud raced alongside her in the pink and blue sky. It travelled fast
against the wind and headed towards her.


Kara
gasped and focused on putting as much distance between herself and the
black-eyed monster. She stole a look behind. Her heart caught in her throat.


The
demon was right behind her. 


A
loud roar made her jump. Thunder cracked all around. Kara glanced up. The grey
cloud was now above her. She choked a scream. Goose bumps prickled on her skin.
How could a cloud move like that? She knew it wasn’t natural. Panic
surged through her body. 


Kara
made a run towards a bus stop across the street and collapsed into the glass
shelter. A shadow covered the ground and darkness crept around her. She looked
up and stared through the top of the shelter. The grey cloud was directly on
top of it. It had followed her.


Kara
followed it with her eyes. A spark emanated from the cloud. And then another,
until the cloud was consumed entirely by tiny electric flashes. She shook her
head in disbelief.


Something
moved in the corner of her eye. She caught sight of the demon—he stood in the
doorway. He snarled, bared teeth shining in the darkness. She shut her eyes and
willed the nightmare to end. There was a sudden loud crack. Kara opened her
eyes.


A
bolt of lightning charged out of the cloud.


It
hit the demon.


Kara
screamed as she watched him sizzle and crackle before her eyes. His limbs
crumbled to pieces like overcooked toast. Ashes floated in the air like dried
leaves from a tree in a breeze. A pile of dirt was all that remained of the
demon. And Kara felt a moment of nausea wash over her.


ZAP!


A
bolt of lightning struck the shelter. In a flash of white light, the entire
shelter disappeared, leaving only a few traces of smoke and the smell of burnt
plastic. Horrified, Kara glanced around her. How was this even possible? She
shivered as her stomach tightened into a ball. Her hands were shaking, and she
clenched them into fists.


She
hopped out of the blackened shelter, back onto the street and ran towards the
nearest house. A sizzling sound, too close … she felt a sensation of something
behind her. Something touched her hair, brushed the back of her neck. She
whirled around to look—and nearly fainted.


The
demon with the black eyes ran behind her with unnatural speed, like an image
being played in fast forward. He hissed and spit furiously. His pale grimace
revealed rows of thin pointed teeth. He didn’t have a scratch on him, she
realized. No signs of any burns from the lightning that had immolated him, not
even on his tailored suit.


Why is this happening to me!


Kara’s
knees gave in. She crashed to the ground and cried out. She rolled over and
clasped her foot. The skin around her ankle swelled and instantly turned red
and purple. She strained to stand, but fell back down. A shadow crept along the
ground. She looked up. The grey cloud was inches from her head, so close she
could reach out and touch it. A loud scraping sound came from behind. Kara
whirled around.


The
demon was only a few strides away. He would be on top of her in a matter of
seconds. A weird smile spread across his face as he ran, like he was about to
win the lottery.


“Help!”
Kara screamed in desperation. “Someone help me!”


The
demon’s mouth opened, and his chin dropped to the middle of his chest, like a
snake unhooking its jaws ready to swallow his prey. In that horrible moment,
Kara realized she was about to be eaten—just like the little boy in her dreams.
She could only tremble and watch.


At
the same time, the grey cloud settled above her. Blue and white sparks danced
in and out of the cloud.


And
then another bolt of lightning shot out.


Kara
blinked as white light burned her eyes. 


She
felt a surge of electricity flow through her body. It burned. She didn’t have
time to scream. 


And
then everything went dark. 


 


 











Chapter 2


Missing in Action


 


 


Light flickered in front of Kara’s
closed eyelids. She forced them open. A mist like a thin white veil blowing in
the wind obscured her vision. At first she thought she was back in her room,
but as the images cleared, she realized that she was standing in an elevator.
She blinked and waited as the images before her came into focus.


The
elevator looked old, like from a hotel in the 1920’s, with beautiful polished
wood panels and tan marble floors. She didn’t remember getting into an
elevator. How did I get here? A smell of burnt toast and mothballs
lingered in the air. She heard faint sizzling and cracking sounds, and when she
glanced down she became aware that the noise was coming from her. She lifted up
her arm and examined it. Long coils of grey smoke emanated from her limbs. Her
entire body was smoking, like a log on a fireplace. 


“Ahem,”
said a raspy voice.


Kara
recoiled. At first, she was certain her eyes were playing tricks on her. But
she soon realized she was indeed staring at a large chimpanzee. He sat on a
wooden chair in front of her and picked at his callused feet in a nonchalant
kind of way. He straightened up and brushed crumbs from his green Bermuda
shorts. He sighed heavily and regarded her with contempt. The monkey looked
oddly familiar to Kara. It lifted its chin and made a face.


“Haven’t
seen you around these parts lately,” said the chimp. “Been on vacation, have
you?”


Kara
blinked in confusion. She wasn’t surprised the chimp could speak. And she
wondered why that was. She made a face. 


“Don’t
look so surprised, Miss Nightingale. We’ve met before. Only … it’ll take a few
minutes for your memories to come back. It always does.”


“My
memories?” As soon as she uttered the words, images flooded inside her mind
like a massive waterfall. But none of them made any sense to her. It was like
watching a movie in fast forward without the pause button. She saw flashes of
people, beautiful people, tall and commanding. Images of brilliant spheres
dashed across a black sky, like hundreds of falling stars. She shook her head
and a clear picture of a city soared in a magnificent blue sky and floated
amongst white clouds. Different primates flashed in her mind’s eye. The nasty
breath. Those yellow teeth. She knew only one monkey who had that kind of
attitude. Kara suddenly realized why the chimp had such a familiar demeanor. 


When
the chimp saw that she had finally recognized him, he grinned triumphantly.


“And
we meet again, Miss Nightingale.”


 “You’re
that Chimp Number 5M51. Yes . . . I remember now. You were pretty awful. How
can I forget—?”


“Bravo.
It took you long enough,” muttered the chimp, and he clapped his hands. “I was
beginning to think we were going to be here for a while, and I haven’t packed a
lunch. I tell you, angels have no consideration for our work! Think they’re
better than us, do they?”


Kara
didn’t hear him. She was lost in thought, focused on the memories that poured
inside her brain. She felt lightheaded. The ground around her swayed slightly.
She steadied herself against the panels. As her mortal memories slipped away,
they were replaced by guardian angel recollections. 


Kara’s
body suddenly cracked and popped. She studied her smoking limbs. “That—that
black cloud! The lighting! It—it killed me. Just like the first time I got
killed by the bus! I’m back in Horizon! I’ve died, and now I’m back.”


Chimp
5M51 pursed his lips, clearly getting annoyed at Kara’s slow recovery. “Yes,
yes, very clever Miss. I don’t know why I was told that the guardian angels
were the ones with the brains.” He rolled his eyes. “Clearly, I was
misinformed.”


Kara
glared at the chimp. She decided to ignore his remarks and opened her mind
instead. She shivered as it all came back to her—her experiences and feelings
for David, her training as a guardian angel, and how she vanquished Asmodeus.
She remembered vaguely the golden light that shot out of her hand and caused
the demise of the demon lord. She remembered that she had saved the elemental
child, an entity with tremendous power, and that her golden light was
elemental, too. Kara’s wild power was wielded by only those born of human and
angel parents, an extremely rare combination. And Kara possessed that power.
She remembered. Her soul was part elemental.


The
chimp sighed heavily, as though this was the most boring thing in the world.
“Have you figured it all yet, Miss? Or do we have to stay here in limbo till
the end of time, waiting for your feather brain to wake up. I tell you, we
should be the guardians, and the angels should be working the elevators.
How it came to be—is beyond me. Evidently, you are not a very competent
guardian. Perhaps you thought we were at the zoo?” He chuckled.


Kara
continued to ignore him and ransacked her brain. She remembered the seven
different levels in Horizon and the beautiful archangels who managed them.
Excitement rushed through her breast.


“So
… do you know which level I’m supposed to go now?” Her body prickled as she reminisced
about David. The image of a kiss dangled before her eyes, so real that she
could almost feel his full lips pressed against hers.


“Level
two, Miss. Operations.” 


The
chimp lifted a long swarthy arm and pressed the number two brass button on the
control panel. The elevator shifted slightly back and forth. It ascended to a
higher level.


Her
spirits lifted as she remembered Operations, the second of the seven levels in
Horizon, where colossal red dunes rolled and disappeared in a vast red desert,
and where David, her petty officer, had taught her to fight as a guardian
angel—to save the mortal souls from the demons, she remembered. 


The
elevator swayed and bounced to a stop. She heard a ting, and with a swish,
the doors slid open.


“Level
two, Operations!” cried the chimp. He gestured impatiently with his hands. “Off
you go, Miss.”


Kara
started to feel anxious. She bit her lower lip. “Wait a minute. I need time to
think. I believe I’m supposed to go see Gabriel.”


“I
don’t know, and I don’t care,” declared the chimp. He wrinkled his nose. “Now
get out! You are stinking up my elevator!”


“What?
Just a second,” she groaned and tried to put out the fire along her arms. “That
wasn’t my fault! It was a lightning—”


The
chimp grabbed Kara by the arm and threw her out of the elevator.


Kara
landed in the red sand. A handful of sand gushed into her nose and mouth.


She
spit and wiped her mouth with her hand. “You’ll pay for this! You freaking monkey!
I’m going to report you to the High Council! Hopefully they’ll throw you in
those white fires of Atma,” she mumbled crossly. She jammed her fingers in her
mouth and scraped away the smallest specks of sand that still stuck to her
teeth.


She
heard a snort. Chimp 5M51 regarded her with lazy yellow eyes.


“Is
that a threat? How terribly uninteresting. I would have thought you could have
conjured up something with more—originality,” said the chimp, patronizing her.
He curled his fat grey lips, wiggled his arm theatrically in the air and gave
her the Queen’s wave just as the elevator began its decent.


Kara
pulled herself out of the sand and struggled into a sitting position. Without
thinking, she grabbed a handful of sand and threw it directly at the elevator.


“You
missed,” laughed the chimp as the doors closed.


She
watched the elevator disappear back into the sand.


“You
better hope to never see me again!” she yelled and raised her fist. “Because
it’ll be your last, monkey!”


Frustrated,
Kara pushed herself up and dusted off the sand. Miraculously her body wasn’t
smoking anymore. There were no burn marks anywhere, no traces of her lightning
attacker. 


She
brushed her bangs out of her eyes and looked around. She smiled. How could she
have forgotten the beautiful red dunes of Operations? 


The
red sand flashed like jewels as they caught the sun. Rolling hills of ruby-red
sand stretched out before her for miles and disappeared out of sight. A cool
breeze lifted the hair from her back, bringing with it the smell of the ocean.
She remembered Operations as her favorite place in Horizon. She sighed. It
still was.


There
must be a reason they had brought her back so soon. She figured she had only
been home for about ten months. The High Council had informed her that they
would call upon her services again. She just hadn’t expected it to be so soon.


An
image of David flashed in her mind’s eye. She shivered. She longed to see him.
To touch him. Even though David had loathed her when he found the Mark on her
and believed she was a demon, he had come around in the end and believed she
was innocent and good, and that had only made her care for him more. She
wondered if he still felt the same way. But she knew that her feelings towards
him were dangerous. Romance was forbidden in Horizon. But she couldn’t help
what she felt. It was natural. If angels weren’t supposed to fall in love, then
why was she filled with such intense feelings—her angel body had all the other
four senses. How could these feelings be wrong? 


Kara
made her way down the sandy slopes. She passed a giant maze of salt pyramids,
as tall as a two-story house. Golden-haired children with identical faces drove
large contraptions with metal hoses that sucked out the salt. Their blue robes
swished behind them.


Kara
jumped out of the way of a machine … she appeared to be invisible to the
cherubs. She left the loud thumping and grinding noises behind her and climbed
to the ridge on the next dune. Thousands of open blue tents stretched out in
rows in front of her, their tops rippling in the soft wind like waves on the
sea. The air around her was loud with the sounds of battle. Guardian angels
fought each other in combat practice, hitting and blocking one another with
shiny silver swords.


A
quiver passed through her as she thought of her combat training lessons with
David. Anxious to see his face, she walked on.


A
familiar massive white tent stretched before her, and Kara was embraced by an
even stronger scent of the sea. She could see the hundreds of round pools … in
place for guardian angels to jump in for their next assignment. She watched as
flashes of light appeared above the pools, only to disappear seconds later. She
recalled journeying to Earth by jumping into the pools. She remembered how the
water didn’t feel like water at all, but more like a mist spilling all around
right after a long hot shower … and then brilliant light exploding all around
as her angel body disintegrated.


Kara
bit her lip and clenched her fists. She walked into the tent. She recognized
the archangel Gabriel at once. He towered over the oracles and guardian angels
around him. He stood at the head of a great oak table, its polished legs
reflecting in the light. Even in his loose white linen clothes, his arms and
chest muscles bulged through the fabric, buttons ready to pop. He had powerful
shoulders and thick muscular forearms. His dark skin glistened like a black
panther’s, and Kara was sure if she were to touch it, it would be silky smooth.
He looked like one of those Greek gods—surreal. His face was beautiful and
fierce. He always made Kara a little nervous. His massive hands typed on a
keyboard. He didn’t notice Kara until she stood in front of him. 


She
tried to clear her throat, but a strange cackle came out instead.


Gabriel
looked up. His dark brown eyes glimmered beneath heavy brows. When he realized
who it was, he straightened himself, and Kara thought she saw relief flashing
across his face. It confused her.


“Kara.
I’m glad to see you’ve made it. We were a little worried—”


A
giant crystal ball rolled towards Kara. It crunched the sand beneath with an
explosion of loud cracks and pops. 


“Ah!
Here she is at last! The one and only . . .!” A tiny white-haired man with a
long wispy beard trailing behind him, like a white scarf, maneuvered the
crystal ball effortlessly with his feet. He swayed for a moment and stopped
inches from Kara’s face. 


The
oracle jumped in the air and clapped his grubby little hands together in
excitement. “Let’s see here . . .so this is your first time in Horizon.
Welcome! Welcome!” He stopped and wrinkled his face. “But you really should be
at Orientation. You see, all the new angels are gathered there to—”


“Uh—this
isn’t my first time here, oracle.” Kara smiled kindly and hoped she wasn’t
being rude. “This is my second time in Horizon. I was here … about ten
months ago, I think.”


The
oracle scratched his head aggressively. “Oh dear. I think I’ve gotten the time
periods mixed up again. This business of seeing the future never gets any
easier. I swear it’ll be the death of me.” 


His
expression became perplexed as he twirled his long white beard with his
fingers. “So this is not your first day here? Oh dear. I seem to have forgotten
what I was about to do?” 


“You’re
to give her the second star, Oracle,” said Gabriel a little annoyed.


The second star, repeated Kara in her head. She
felt a jolt of excitement. Second stars meant more responsibility. She guessed
she wasn’t a rookie anymore. Maybe even a petty officer like David, she hoped.


The
oracle’s eyes widened. “Of course I was! How can I forget? This is so exciting!
I can hardly control myself, let alone my own mind!” 


He
pressed his hands together in front of him and edged closer to Kara. He wiggled
his toes with eagerness. Suddenly a white glow emanated from the oracle’s
crystal ball. It illuminated most of his lower body and then it slowly
subsided. A maelstrom of white smoke appeared inside the crystal, like trapped
clouds.


“Come
closer, Clara.”


They
were practically touching, Kara realized. She wondered how much closer he
wanted her to be. She could see her reflection in his sparkling blue eyes. She liked
the oracles. She shook her head and laughed. “It’s Kara, not Clara.”


“Yes,
you are right, Kara. Now come closer.” He waved his arms impatiently.


Before
Kara could react, the little man reached out and pressed his thumb on her
forehead. Her head tipped backwards as his touch burned a spot between her
eyebrows. A rush of energy spilled through her body, like a shot of adrenaline.
She shuddered as warmth spread all the way from her head to her fingertips. 


And
then it was over. 


The
oracle leaned back. His eyes changed back from gold to their bright blue color.
His crystal ball lost its luminescence, like a light bulb slowly burning out. 


“Here
we are, Clara” said the oracle brightly and balanced himself on his toes. “You
have now officially graduated from your status as a rookie in the Guardian
Angel Legion, and have been promoted to the next rank—as a petty officer. May
you perform your duties as a guardian angel wholeheartedly, with honor and
justice.”


Kara
felt a sense of pride swell inside her. She had never really accomplished much
in her seventeen years of existence on Earth; she hadn’t the time or the
inclination. David was a petty officer, she knew. And now she was one as well.
She wondered if they’d be paired together again. They did make a good team. 


“Thank
you. This means a lot to me. I won’t let you down.” Kara made sure Gabriel
wasn’t paying attention and lowered her voice. “And my name is Kara, by
the way. Not Clara.”


“Oh
dear—did I get it wrong again? I tell you, this ongoing business is messing up
my head.” The oracle pulled on his ear lobes with his fingers. And in one swift
movement, the giant crystal ball rolled away, with the oracle running above it.


“Told
you they only get your name right after a hundred times,” said a voice coming
from behind Kara.


Kara
felt tiny pricks all over her body and turned around quickly. She wished she
hadn’t looked so eager. David sauntered towards her. Kara found that she
couldn’t look away. He had on his usual leather jacket and tight white T-shirt.
His usual grin was plastered across his face. 


“Hey,
kiddo. You miss me?”


With
a million questions and feelings about to burst out of her, Kara strained to
control her composure. She had to look cool in front of Gabriel. 


“Hey,
David.” She flashed a tiny smile and bit the inside of her cheek.


Neither
of them knew what to do. Kara wondered if they should hug. But she dismissed
the idea when she thought that Gabriel wouldn’t approve. She looked into
David’s blue eyes. He had an unforgettable face.


Then
she remembered something else, something about David, she realized. It became
clear—


She
punched David hard on the arm.


“Ouch!
Why did you do that for?” David laughed as he rubbed his arm. “I miss you too,
you know. But you don’t have to beat your love into me, woman. Unless you’re
into that—I’m sure we can come to an arrangement—”


“It
was you!” Kara glared at David. “You’re the guy who’s been stalking me!” 


She
struggled to control her anger as she realized that her hot stalker had indeed
been hot David. She frowned. “And there I was scared out of my mind for months
because some freak was stalking me—you gave me the creeps—freaked me out. I
thought I was going mad. And all this time, it was you!” She punched him
again, harder. 


David
jumped back and laughed. He tried his best to avoid Kara’s assault. “Ow—let me
explain! Ow! Hang on … just a second! Stop it—ow. Gabe, help me!”


For
the first time ever, Kara saw Gabriel smile. His lips curled, and she thought
he looked even more handsome. 


“Help
you? Why should I help you? You’ve done this to yourself, David. Besides, I’m
enjoying watching this.” Gabriel chuckled and interlaced his fingers. “This is
greatly amusing.” 


With
two more punches, Kara crossed her arms and glared at David. “How could you!
You scared me half to death! I thought we were friends. I didn’t realize you
were some psycho. Tell me something, do you stalk all of your friends?”


“Okay,
okay! Listen to me, Kara. It was my assignment to track you. You were my
mission. I had to keep an eye on you, you see. I had to make sure you were
safe. That’s why it appeared that I was stalking you.”


“Safe?
Safe from what?”


A
flicker of fear flashed behind David’s eyes, and Kara felt herself tense. “From
the freakin’ albino clones—the damned Higher demons—white hair, black eyes,
identical to each other, eating the souls of angels—higher demons.” 


Kara
remembered. A shiver passed along her back. She had nearly lost her soul to
these demons . . . more times than she cared to recall. 


David
stepped closer to Kara and spoke to her more gently this time. 


“They
found you out, Kara. They found out where you lived. We did our best to throw
them off your tracks, but they found your apartment.” 


He
let out a long sigh and passed his fingers through his hair. “And they nearly
got you. We pulled you back in the nick of time. We almost lost you.” He looked
into her eyes. Kara felt a shadow of terror for a moment, and then the feeling
was gone. 


She
remembered the man with grayish skin and black eyes—his mouth filled with
pointed teeth, foul, vinegar like breath, and a hungry look that made her skin
crawl. She thought of the lightning.


“…
so you vaporized me by a bolt of lightning?” said Kara. “Isn’t that a little
excessive? Even for you? Why not die in my sleep? At least I would have been
comfortable.” 


“Well,
it saved you—didn’t it?” David rolled up the collar from his jacket. “It was my
idea. Yup. You can thank me later. I thought it was a pretty badass way of
dying.” He jammed his hands in his front pockets.


Kara
thought about the headline in tomorrow’s Montreal Gazette: 


 


Death by lightning!


Seventeen year-old girl sizzles to death in bizarre lighting attack.


Gruesome pictures on page 13.


 


“Wait
a minute.” A feeling of dread took over her trembling body. “My mother—what
about my mother! You said the higher demons knew where I was. That means they
know where my mother is, too! We have to get to her! We have to help her!” 


David
pressed his hand gently against her back. “Your mother is safe. Don’t worry. I
personally took care of it. We have a team watching her round the clock. She’s
fine.”


Somehow
that didn’t make Kara feel any better. She’d seen what higher demons could do
to an angel. Images of her friend Brooke’s death came flooding back to her. She
couldn’t let that happen to her mother. 


Kara
brushed David’s hand away and rushed over to Gabriel. 


“My
mom’s a guardian, too. Why didn’t you zap her and bring her to Horizon like you
did with me?” 


“Because
right now, she needs to stay where she is. It’s safer if the two of you are
separated. They won’t go after your mother now; it’s you they wanted, Kara.”
Gabriel’s expression was cool and unruffled. 


“Don’t
worry, Kara.” David gave her a sympathetic smile. “She’s fine. I promise. I
wouldn’t let anything happen to your mother.”


But
Kara couldn’t shake off a nasty feeling inside. She decided that she would have
to do something about her mother later. She crossed her arms in front of her
chest.


“So
you brought me back to save me from the higher demons. That’s it?”


“Not
only to save you,” said David. He and Gabriel looked at each other, and Kara
saw something pass between them.


She
screwed up her face. “What? What do you mean by that? What’s going on, David?
Tell me!”


It
was Gabriel’s turn to answer. He leaned over and pressed his large hands on the
table. His expression was a mixture of confusion and misery. 


“We
need your help, Kara. Something’s been happening to the Legion since you’ve
left. Your unique strength and power could be the key for our survival.”


Kara
stumbled back. Her mouth fell open. “Huh? For our survival? What are you
talking about?” Her eyes flicked to David. “David … what’s going on?”


“Because
guardian angels are dying each day,” answered Gabriel, “and we don’t know how
to stop it.”


 











Chapter 3


Rookie Duty Disaster


 


 


Kara pushed her way through the
enormous gathering of recently deceased who awaited their initial instructions
upon their arrival in Horizon. David strolled by her side. The gigantic
orientation hall looked exactly as she remembered. It was packed with persons
from every ethnic heritage imaginable. The millions of dead chattered up a
storm as they waited in lines that disappeared out of sight. Light spilled from
an endless blackness above them, like twinkling stars from the midnight sky. It
was hot and stuffy, and Kara couldn’t wait to get out.


Kara
followed David through the maze of halls and cramped offices. She tried to
process all that had happened. She had been summoned back to Horizon because
they needed her, Gabriel had said so. Her special powers were supposed to help,
but Kara wasn’t sure how they would. Deep down, she knew she had no clue how to
call upon her powers. She still didn’t understand the great rush of energy that
was wild and unpredictable, and had recently materialized only when she was on
the verge of her own death. It wasn’t something she could access easily. She
wasn’t sure she could summon it again. She should tell them they were
mistaken—she wasn’t this powerful person they thought she was. But how could
she tell them?


Kara
focused on the task at hand. She shivered. Her nervousness increased. She
crossed her arms in front of her chest.


“Um—David?”


David
kept walking. “What’s up?” 


Her
lips were stuck together at first. She wasn’t sure how to word it properly.


 “You—you
think it’s a good idea to give me a rookie? I don’t have any experience
training anyone. I couldn’t even teach my hamster to stop pooping in my hands.
I’m a real disaster. I just don’t see myself being someone’s tutor. I’m a fast
learner, but that doesn’t mean I’d be a good teacher.”


David
laughed. “Don’t worry. You’ll do fine. The oracles always give the easiest jobs
to the petty officer in training. It’s no big deal, I swear. I mean—you were
trained by me, remember? You were lucky to have the best damn guardian as a
tutor. And the best looking.”


Kara
rolled her eyes. “Yeah well, I remember our first assignment—and it wasn’t
easy. We nearly died!” Kara pressed her lips together. She hadn’t realized she
was yelling.


David
stopped in his tracks. The line in his jaw was set hard. A look of concern
flashed across his face. “Look. That was different, you were marked. And
it’s not the case anymore. The Legion wouldn’t have asked you to train rookies
if they weren’t desperate for new guardians, trust me. Strange things are
happening. Guardians are going off on assignments—never to come back—their
angel souls gone. So … we really need new guardians—and we really need to
figure what the hell is happening.”


“Are
there no leads? Someone must have seen something?”


David’s
eyes narrowed. “Nothing. It’s like they’ve all disappeared without leaving a
trace. Thousands are gone.”


“Thousands!
How’s that even possible?” 


She
stared at him in disbelief. She thought of all the lights of the millions of
souls in the Hall of Souls going out at the same time, as if a giant power
switch had extinguished an entire city, leaving it in horrible darkness.


David
offered a faint smile. His gaze held hers. “We don’t know. Listen … don’t worry
about that now. You need to concentrate on your rookie—stop looking at me like
that, I’m telling you, it’s going to be a piece of cake.” David gave her his
trademark wink.


But
Kara didn’t feel any better. In fact, she felt worse. 


They
finally arrived before a great wooden door. A red and blue neon sign buzzed and
flicked on and off. It read: Oracle Division # 998-4567, Orientation.


Before
they could knock, the door swung open, and they stood among a clutter of papers
and books scattered over the floor. Filing cabinets overpowered the tiny office
and left little space for the giant crystal balls that sped across the room.
Oracles balanced themselves above the great transparent spheres, their silver
gowns rippling behind them as they went. They rolled from one filing cabinet to
another in the blink of an eye.


Kara
and David squeezed themselves into another cramped room littered with papers
and filing cabinets. A smell of salt reached Kara, and she turned to see a
round pool mounted in the far corner. An oracle drummed his fingers on a great
semi-circular wooden desk. 


A
boy stood facing the oracle. He glanced at Kara and David as they approached.
He was shorter than David, with dark brown tousled hair and brown eyes. Thick
brows anchored his pointy face. He had on a pair of blue jeans and a green
t-shirt. With his hands in his pockets, he appeared to Kara to be about the
same age as her, about seventeen. A golden star was branded on his forehead.


David
slipped past Kara and stood by the desk. 


“Hey
. . . what’s up Big O?” He lifted his right hand in the air and attempted to
give a high-five to the oracle. The oracle just blinked in confusion, so David
settled with giving the oracle a nudge on the shoulder instead.


“Petty
Officer Kara Nightingale reporting for duty, sir. Yes, sir!” he gave the army
salute and stomped his foot.


The
oracle stared at David with a puzzled expression on his face. “You look very manly
for a girl. And a very ugly one at that. Did you suffer some sort of
operation?” He twirled his long white beard with his fingers and examined David
more closely, as though he was some sort of insect.


Kara
cleared her throat. “Ahem—I’m Kara Nightingale, oracle. David, here is just
trying to be funny.” She gave David a slight shove. “Not that it’s working or
anything.”


The
oracle’s blue eyes sparkled and settled on Kara. His face lit up. “Ah, yes of
course. Here you are!” He fumbled with some papers on his desk and grabbed a
file. He glanced at it for a brief moment, and handed it to Kara. He then
stretched out his arms towards the boy.


“Timmy—meet
Kara Nightingale. Kara—meet Timmy Hicks. Timmy’s going to be your new rookie
today.”


For
a long moment, no one moved or said anything. Finally Kara made up her mind and
stepped towards Timmy. But her legs seemed glued in place, and she nearly
tripped. That seemed to break the ice. Timmy grinned. He shook her hand.


“Hi.
I’m Tommy Hicks. Not Timmy. And everyone calls me Tom.”


Tiny
pricks crawled around her face. Thankful that she couldn’t blush, Kara gladly
shook his hand. 


“Hi,
Tom. It’s really nice to meet you.”


The
oracle clapped his hands together. “Well, now that you are all acquainted it’s
time to save lives! Hurry up! No time to waste! Make haste! Make haste—oh, that
rhymes!” Pleased with himself, the oracle beckoned them with his hands. “Off
you go! Off you go!”


Kara
bit her lower lip and flipped open the file:


 


Guardian Angels: Kara Nightingale, Tommy Hicks


Class order # 4567


Rank: Petty Officer, W-2 Guard squad, Rookie 1st
year, W-1 Guard squad


Assignment: Monica Smith. Corner of Monkland Avenue
and Cavendish Boulevard.



10:13
am. Trampled to death by 30,000 cyclists during the Tour de L’ile. 


 


Cavendish
Boulevard was two blocks from her house … she knew the area well. Without
another thought, she folded the file and stuffed it in her black backpack.


David
pressed his hand on Kara’s shoulder. She turned around and faced him. His blue
eyes glistened. His lips curled into a smile. She felt a sharp twinge in her
chest.


“Okay,
Kara?” David smiled mischievously. “I’m off. Good luck on your first day as a
petty officer. And don’t think too much. And try not to get yourself into
trouble.” 


He
turned to face Tom and flashed his teeth. “Hey, buddy, don’t believe anything
she tells you.”


“Hey!”
said Kara, outraged. “Don’t tell him that!” She looked into David’s smiling
eyes. She knew if she looked any longer, she’d be in trouble. She averted her
eyes. 


“Tom,
are you ready?”


Tom
sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.” He scratched his head nervously.
“What do I do now?”


“Follow
me.”


Kara
steered Tom by the elbow towards the pool. She climbed up easily and reached
down to help pull him up. She searched his face and wondered if he had that
same horrified expression as in her first time with the pools. 


“It’s
going to be okay. I promise.” She gave him a warm smile. “Here—give me your
hand. We’ll jump in together.”


With
one last look at David, Kara clasped Tom’s hand and jumped into the water. 


As
they fell to the bottom, blinding white light exploded all around them. Kara
felt a pulling sensation and watched as their bodies disintegrated into
millions of brilliant particles. Everything around them disappeared.


 


Kara
and Tom emerged from a stinky portable toilet at a construction zone in the
streets of Montreal. She heard traffic and smelled hot asphalt. Glass and metal
buildings loomed over them on either side of the street. People rushed down the
sidewalks, lost in their own worlds. No one seemed to notice a young girl
helping a boy try to walk for the first time in a new M suit. 


The
sun burned the top of Kara’s head. Tom couldn’t animate his legs to start with,
but soon they walked together along Monkland Avenue. The street was alive with
the smell of spices and exhaust fumes. Everywhere they looked, crowds of people
strutted along engaged in happy conversations. Families carried folded chairs
under their arms, and Kara wondered where they were going as they waddled down
the sidewalk. She craned her neck and stared down the street. People were
waiting for something. The rows of blue and red folding chairs occupied by
middle-aged men and women wearing sunglasses and hats and the number of young
people who were wearing lycra cycling outfits made it clear that they were all
milling about, waiting for the cycling race.


Kara
glanced at her watch. Something nagged her in the back of her mind. She felt
restless.


“Um—Tom?
Listen. We still have half an hour before the accident begins, right? So … if
you don’t mind, I need to go do something first. It’ll only take a few
minutes.”


“Eh—what?”
Tom was puzzled, and he looked unsure of himself. Kara felt immediately guilty,
but she brushed it off.


“There’s
something I need to do,” she said gently. “I need to go check on my mother.
Don’t worry; it’s like two blocks away from here. We could go and be back in
fifteen minutes.” 


As
soon as the words escaped her lips, she knew she was in trouble. But right now,
her mother’s safety was her priority. She just couldn’t walk away.


Tom
scratched his head with his right hand, and Kara noticed that his left hand,
that hung loosely at his side, mimicked the movement.


 “Uh,
can we do that? Are we allowed to go somewhere else?”


“Yeah,
of course. It’s no big deal. I do it all the time,” Kara lied. She forced her
gaze away from Tom’s wide eyes, ashamed. She could see he was uneasy.


Kara
pretended not to notice. “Okay, so we better go then. Right? Come on!” 


Before
Tom could protest, Kara grabbed his hand and pulled him with her. She tried to
jog, but he kept tripping on his new legs. She felt even worse about forcing
him to come along. But she had to. She had to make sure her mother was safe. 


Kara
had a nasty feeling that the higher demons probably wanted payback. Since they
didn’t get her, she knew the next best thing would be her mother. Her mother’s
safety was critical.


They
passed Cavendish Boulevard and continued on Monkland for another two blocks,
then turned south on Walkley Avenue. They arrived at a four storey red brick
apartment building. The walkway to the entrance was littered with old
newspapers and plastic bags that rolled in the wind. Tenants were crammed into
the rusted metal balconies leaning over to watch the race. Kara didn’t think
they were made to have twenty people at a time on them. She hurried Tom under
them, towards her mom’s apartment on the alleyway. She made up her mind to go
in.


“This
is it,” said Kara and sighed. “This is where I live—used to live, with my mom.
It’s not the Hilton, so don’t freak out when you see bugs. It’s enough for the
two of us. Come on. Let me give you the grand tour. It’ll only take a minute.” 


Kara
tugged on Tom’s arm, but he wouldn’t move.


With
one last ineffective pull, she let him go. She didn’t want to leave him out in
the middle of the street. He kept twitching as if he had ants in his pants.


“Let’s
go, Tom. I’m not leaving you here in the middle of the sidewalk.” 


Tom
wiggled on the spot. “I—I don’t know, Kara. I don’t feel good about this. Maybe
we should go back.”


Kara
sighed impatiently. “Listen. We’re going in to look for my mom. I’m not leaving
before I know my mother’s safe!” She searched his face. So young. So
frightened. “It’ll only take a minute. I promise. Nothing’s going to happen.
We’ll be in and out before you know it.”


He
stood there teetering like the tower of Pisa. And without waiting for an
answer, Kara grabbed Tom by the hand and dragged him into the front entrance.
Cigarette smell hits them as she pulled open the glass door. They passed rusted
metal mailboxes with their doors hanging open on their hinges. Advertisement
flyers littered the ground on a paper carpet. They climbed up three sets of
stairs. A large stone fireplace, that Kara thought must have been magnificent
once, stood forgotten at the far corner of the lobby. A stench of mildew rolled
off the grey carpets. Kara grimaced and wondered if her new M suit was more
sensitive to smells. Beige paint peeled off walls and added more texture to the
graffiti.


“This
way,” said Kara, as she pulled Tom towards the stairs. “We live on the fourth
floor—apartment 4B.”


“You
lived here? But it looks like a crack house or something.” Tom’s tone had a
hint of arrogance, and Kara saw a flicker of conceit in his eyes. He almost
certainly never went hungry, or ran out of milk for his cereal, like Kara often
did.


With
a groan, she ignored his comment. 


“Come
on!” Kara yanked Tom’s arm, and he followed her up the stairs, but she saw his
eyes were glued to the graffiti in the foyer.


Kara
began to feel anxious about her mother. She climbed up the stairs two at a
time. What if the demons had gotten a hold of her? What if she was already
dead? The hair on the back of her neck stood up. She remembered the crackling
sound of Brooke’s dying spirit as her legs disappeared down the demons’
drooling gorge. She could still hear her screaming as the higher demons ripped
her apart. Kara shivered and ran up the stairs.


She
flew over the last step and turned right. Her footsteps reverberated in the
dingy hall, and she rocketed towards her apartment door.


Kara
stopped and stared at the door. Its white paint was cracked and pealing, just
like she remembered. Dirty hand prints circled around the door handle. She
blinked as Tom popped beside her.


“Is
this it?” He glanced up and stared at the black metal numbers resting above the
door frame. “Four B . . . this is it, right?”


“Welcome
to the Hilton, my friend.”


She
rolled over the doormat with her foot and grabbed a silver key. Clenching her
teeth, she grabbed the cold metal knob, stuck in the key and turned. There was
a click, and Kara pushed open the door. The skin on her mortal suit
prickled. She crept past the foyer and disappeared behind a doorway towards the
kitchen.


She
looked around frantically. The place looked deserted, as though no one had
lived there for days. A feeling of dread overwhelmed her.


“M—mom?”
she croaked. “Mom! Are you here? MOM!”


Kara
ran from the kitchen and stormed into the living room. 


“Mom!”



It
was empty. The cushions on the sofas lay unspoiled, perfectly placed. Soft
light spilled from the large window behind the sky-blue loveseat, reflecting
off the polished wooden surface of the coffee table. There wasn’t a speck of
dirt in sight. Kara felt something was horribly wrong. 


Frantic,
Kara ran to her mother’s bedroom. She pushed her way in and stopped. A chill
ran up her back. It was empty. The room seemed untouched. She ran to her
mother’s bed and grabbed a pillow. Pushing it against her face, she tried to
find her mother’s smell. Nothing. Just the general detergent smell. What had
happened?


With
her head swarming with questions, she walked out of the room and stopped. She
leaned against the door frame. Her world was crumbling down.


“Maybe
she’s working or buying groceries or something?” said Tom. He smiled and tried
to do his best to comfort her. “I’m sure she’s okay—I mean, why shouldn’t she
be—right?”


Kara
realized that Tom had no idea who she was, and what had happened ten months ago.
He didn’t know about Asmodeus or the higher demons. He was brand new, fresh out
of the box. 


She
cringed. Her mother worked from home and only did groceries on Tuesdays and
Fridays. Today was Wednesday. 


“Yeah.
I guess you’re right.”


Kara
walked slowly towards the couch and let herself fall into it. She felt numb all
over. Where is my mother? 


She
glanced at her watch. It was 10:05am. They had less than ten minutes to get
back to Cavendish Boulevard and save Monica Smith. 


“We
should get going. Let’s finish our assignment, and I’ll come back later for my
mom.” Kara pushed herself off the couch reluctantly. “And we better hurry. We
have less than ten minutes to get there. You ready?”


“Okay.”
Tom made his way towards the door. “I’m sure you’re overreacting. I’m sure
she’s all right.” 


Kara
followed closely behind. She couldn’t shake off the awful feeling that
something was wrong. Could her mother be out on an errand? She watched Tom
reaching for the door knob—


 











Chapter 4 


New Breed


 


 


Splinters of wood from the door
exploded as though a bomb had gone off. Tom and Kara flew backwards in the air.
Tom hit the wall first and crumbled to the floor. Kara flew farther back and
crashed hard on the kitchen floor. Putrid gas blanketed her in smoke. She
raised her head from the floor and gasped.


A
massive creature with four insect-like legs crawled towards them. Its humanoid
head, torso, and arms sprouted from the beast’s middle. The human skin was
blistered and raw. Green pus oozed onto the floor in thick puddles. It had two
abnormally large red eyes, on a man’s face that looked as though it had been
stretched like melted wax. The air smelled of rotten flesh. Kara could see a
third eye on the creature’s forehead, as though it were branded there. 


The
monster opened its mouth and wailed. The sound burned. Kara put her hands on
her ears and cried out in excruciating pain. 


With
a roar the demon leaped into the air and crashed down beside the terrified Tom.
The creature snarled, black liquid dripping from a gaping mouth. The smell of
rotten flesh was all around them. It stuck to her M suit like a filthy mist,
trying to wiggle its way inside the skin.


Tom
staggered and fell. The demon lifted its molten head and sniffed the air, like
a wild animal smelling out its prey. It cocked its head to the side, and
pounced.


Kara
jumped to her feet. She threw her backpack on the ground, and pulled out a Soul
Blade. She leapt to Tom’s aid brandishing her weapon.


But
the demon had Tom in its grasp. Tom kicked and screamed, like a rabbit caught
in the talons of a great eagle, but with no effect. The demon lifted him up in
the air like a ragdoll. Kara watched horrified as the demon pierced Tom’s
forehead with one of its forelegs. Tom opened his mouth in a soundless scream.
Bright white light spilled from his throat. The demon brought Tom closer to its
putrid face. Its red eyes flashed hungrily. It opened its mouth and placed its
bloodless lips around on Tom’s forehead. Kara moaned as it began to suck out
Tom’s essence. 


“NO!”



Kara
threw her Soul Blade with precision. It hit its mark, and perforated the
demon’s neck.


The
creature threw its head back and wailed, momentarily distracted from its feast.
It reached out with one of its insect legs and pulled out the soul blade. Black
blood oozed out of the wound and spilled onto the floor in heavy droplets. Kara
watched in horror as the soul blade bubbled and smoked. The black blood ate
away at the metal like acid. The blade dropped to the ground, like a thick mass
of silver pudding. 


“Kara—help
me!” Tom wriggled desperately, hitting the creature with his legs and arms.


Hoping
she could distract the demon long enough, Kara pulled a Firestone out of her
bag and threw the glowing red orb at the demon. It hit. With a thundering boom,
red light exploded and for a moment Tom and the creature disappeared into a
cloud of red smoke. Then it dissipated. 


The
demon stood with Tom in its grasp, and it was unharmed.


She
watched in horror, helpless as the demon pressed its mouth against Tom’s
forehead again, sucking out his soul like a vanilla milkshake. 


Desperate,
Kara ran into the kitchen, grabbed a large butcher’s knife, and charged to meet
the demon head on—


She
staggered back. Tom’s mortal clothes lay crumpled in a pile on the ground. Kara
blinked. As her eyes adjusted to the brightness, she could see an illuminated
figure as bright as a star dangling from the demon’s grasp. She knew she was
staring at a naked angel desperately clinging to his delicate soul. 


Without
a second thought, Kara flourished her knife and charged at the demon. She
raised her arm and slashed with her knife, slicing off a leg. Black blood
exploded in a fine spray out of the wound. It showered at Kara’s chest. She
leapt aside. Grey smoke coiled from her clothes. The cotton withered and peeled
back. The demon’s blood burned its way through her mortal clothes, and Kara
wailed in pain as the creature’s blood burned at her core like liquid fire. She
dropped the knife and fell to her knees. She trembled and rolled on the ground.
The stench of burnt flesh burned her nostrils. Was she going to die? For good
this time?


She
heard a faint cry and lifted her head. With a final ingestion, the creature
sucked up the rest of Tom’s life form until he was no more. Tom the rookie had
vanished.


Kara
stared in disbelief, unable to move. The demon threw back its head and released
a revolting moan. It shuddered in ecstasy. It turned its misshapen head her
way. Its eyes grew wide and flashed with white-hot energy. Its body shivered,
twisted and cracked, as its severed leg grew back. The face of her nightmares
grinned hungrily at her with a mouth full of pointed teeth.


With
the will of life still strong in her, she struggled to her feet and staggered
into kitchen. But something hit her in the back. She fell hard, and her vision
blurred with the burning pain. 


I’m on fire! She rolled on the ground. She was
covered in the demon’s acid blood. 


She
felt her M suit melt away, like ice-cream on a hot summer day. She wasn’t going
to make it. Black vapors rolled off of her mortal body as her M suit’s skin
melted like wax. She watched in horror as clumps of her human flesh roll off
and exposed the bright luminance beneath. Whatever new demon this was, Kara
knew she was no match for it. If only she could use her elemental power somehow?
But she still didn’t know how it worked. And she didn’t think she had enough
strength to summon it.


She
shut her mind from the rest of the world and searched around inside her. She
willed the power to come. A tiny spec of warmth lingered in her soul, like a
small ball of light. She reached out to it, but it didn’t come. It wasn’t
answering her call.


Desperate
to escape the pain, she wanted the darkness to take her. She couldn’t bear it
anymore. 


She
was dying—yet again.


The
demon twitched and moved towards her, and a sickening smell oozed from it.
Kara’s eyelids grew heavy. Her body crumbled to the floor. If only the pain
would stop. Blackness crawled at the edge of her vision. She felt herself
letting go—


Kara …  said the voices inside her head, Kara … don’t
give up! 


It
was like listening to a radio far away, where the sounds were scratchy and hard
to hear. The voices which had given her the strength to vanquish Asmodeus were
only a memory now. She used whatever energy she had left to open her eyes. She
would stare death in the face, she decided. 


Like
a fly cleaning its front legs after a meal, the demon clicked its forelegs
together in anticipation. Hunger flashed in its lifeless eyes.


The
creature opened its unnaturally elongated jaw. It spit. Long black tendrils hit
Kara. She felt her body lift in the air and spin. She could feel thick sticky
strands wrap themselves around her. She felt her limbs press against her body.
The creature was packaging her in a cocoon. The spinning stopped and the creature
grabbed her by her feet. It dragged her like a body bag down the hall. 


She
felt another sharp pain at her side, and she was thrown against a wall.


The
demon wailed a sound that was primal, of something that had been human long
ago. Then blinding white light engulfed the demon. It dissipated and through
squinted eyes Kara recognized David. 


He
and two other GAs rushed through the damaged doorway. They stabbed and sliced
the demon with gleaming silver swords. Black liquid sprayed the walls. The
taller of the angels sliced off one of the demon’s legs. But with incredible
speed the demon lunged at him and knocked his sword out of his hand. In the
next second, it opened its mouth and sprayed him with its acid-like pus.


David’s
companion screamed and desperately tried to wipe it off. But it was no use. His
entire body dripped in the demon’s blood. A moment later he fell over like a
bowling pin and was still. 


The
demon whirled around and locked eyes with Kara. It made its way towards her.


“Over
here! You oversized bug!” 


David
threw himself in front of Kara. He slashed and stabbed at the creature with his
blade. In one rapid movement he hurled his Soul Blade into the creature’s neck.
Spurts of black blood escaped through the wound. It stumbled. Its eyes rolled
back in its head. David saw his opportunity and took it. He brandished another
blade from inside his jacket, leapt forward and slashed at the demon’s neck. 


It
took three full strokes to cut off its head. The headless demon teetered
momentarily on the spot. Then it collapsed. It twitched and jerked. A mixture
of black and green liquid spilled from its severed neck. Within seconds the
demon’s body was nothing but a bubbling puddle. It slowly evaporated until
nothing remained.


Everything
felt like a dream to Kara. Her vision blurred. David looked up and then ran
over to her.


“She’s
in bad shape, David,” Kara heard the other guardian say. “I don’t know what
this sticky stuff is. I’ve never seen it before. She’s like in a cocoon or
something. And it looks like the demon’s blood did a number on her. It’s eating
away at her. She won’t last long like this. We have to get her back to
Horizon—and fast.”


David
gently touched her cheek with his fingers.


“Kara,”
he whispered. “Kara, stay with me. You’re going to be okay. I promise. Kara?
Don’t close your eyes! Stay with me! Kara!”


Kara
wanted to stay awake more than anything. She tried to answer back, but nothing
moved. And as she tried to muster the strength to smile—the darkness took her.


 


 











Chapter 5


A new post


 


 


Kara woke up in the Healing-Xpress.
The archangel Raphael forced her to stay in the healing chambers for several
days so that she could monitor her progress.


Kara
didn’t remember much. She did not want to remember that she had caused Tom’s
death. The demon had caused a great deal of damage to her angel core; maybe she
couldn’t remember it fully. She wasn’t sure.


Kara
pleaded to be released—that she was being held prisoner. She explained to
Raphael what the demon that had attacked her looked like—they had never seen or
heard of such a demon. Was it a new breed? Was someone or something breeding
them?


Raphael
finally released Kara from her protective custody on condition that she meets
with the archangel Gabriel at Operations. She set off quickly for the quiet of
the dunes.


As
she treaded through the soft red sand, Kara heard running footsteps behind her.
Her body tingled when David jogged up to her.


“Hey!
How are you feeling?” He smiled. “I was just looking for you on level three …
so Raphael finally let you out of her cage. I was beginning to think she’d
kidnapped you.” 


He
smiled again, but Kara could see concern, almost fear, flash for a second in
his eyes.


She
brushed a long strand of hair behind her ear. She bit her lip. She didn’t know
how he felt about her anymore. She didn’t want him to think she was too happy
to see him.


“Yeah,
finally. I think she took my well-being a little too seriously,” Kara forced a
laugh and hoped David didn’t notice the shakiness in her voice.


David
sighed. “Well, I’m glad you’re okay. I was really worried. You were barely
holding up your M suit—I wasn’t sure you were going to make it.” 


Unease
flashed in his face again.


Kara
started to grow uncomfortable. She averted her eyes.


“
… but I did.” Something nagged in the back of her mind. “Hey, how did you know
I’d be at my mom’s apartment? Did you follow me? —Don’t get me wrong, if it
weren’t for you I’d be dead, and I’m grateful. But how did you know I’d be
there?”


David
scuffed up some red sand with his foot. “Because I’m psychic, babe.” 


Kara
listened nervously as he continued, “Well, I’d like to think I know you a
little. I had a feeling you’d take the first chance you got to check up on your
mom. And it appears I was right.”


A
sudden anger spread across David’s face. “It turns out—so did the demons.”


Kara
started to feel frightened again. “What? What do you mean?”


“It
seems the demons were waiting for you. It was a trap, Kara.”


Kara
remembered a tall handsome man with short manicured black hair and a cunning
demeanor. She could see hunger in his eyes. She could hear the roar of black
lightning and recall, for a moment, the excruciating pain as her body burned. 


“Asmodeus!
He’s still alive! It has to be him. He wants to suck the elemental power out of
me, and then kill me!” Kara realized she was shouting.


“I
don’t know if the demon lord is still out there. But something is breeding new
demons. Those damned things back at your apartment, we’ve never seen anything
like them before. They’re like part insect and part humanoid—nasty freaking creatures—and
really hard to kill. And someone or something is definitely after you.” 


David
must have read the fear in her eyes, for he put a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“Don’t worry, Kara. I’m here to protect you.”


Somehow
that didn’t really comfort her. 


“Asmodeus
wanted the elemental power from the little boy I saved from him, and now he
wants it from me.” Kara shook her head. “But—that still doesn’t explain how my
mother—” Kara looked at David.


He
looked away. His face narrowed. She studied his expression. She knew that
whatever he was about to say would be bad. 


“We
weren’t a hundred percent sure at first … but now—with the attack at your
apartment—it proves that the demons are after you. They used your mother as
bait. We don’t know where your mother is, Kara. I’m sorry.”


“What!
No … you’re lying. I don’t believe you. You said she was protected. That there
was a team watching over her.”


David
jammed his hands in his pockets. He stared at the ground. “I’m sorry you have
to find out like this. But it’s the truth. She’s gone. I’m sorry.”


Kara
hit David in the chest. “It’s not true! It can’t be. Why are you doing this to
me?”


David
grabbed her wrists and held her. “It is true Kara, she’s gone—”


“No!”
Kara fought against David’s hold and cursed. Her throat tightened, and she
sobbed. She fell to her knees. 


David
knelt down beside her. He took her head in his hands. 


“Listen.
Ramiel told me that your mother’s soul is still alive. It’s still shining—her
life source lives. That means her mortal body is gone, but her soul is not
dead.”


“Are
you sure?” Kara raised her head in relief and looked up beyond the rolling red
hills, half expecting to see her mother.


“We
think they took her.” David’s eyes glistened. “We don’t know why, but it has to
have something to do with you. That demon in your mom’s apartment wanted to
take you somewhere. It wrapped you up nice and tight. It wasn’t planning on
killing you, Kara.” 


“So,
my mother’s soul is still alive. It’s out there, in the demon realm? Are you
sure?”


“It
has to be. Otherwise it would have made its way back here. Her soul is trapped
somewhere, I’m sure of it.”


“So
we have to go get it!” Kara jumped to her feet. “We have to save my mother.”


David
lifted his hands in protest. “Whoa … hang on, cowgirl! It’s not that simple. You
don’t just walk into the demon realm and ask it back. You’ll need a plan of
attack and an army with you. Besides, we don’t know how to get in.” 


“Aren’t
there doorways or something? There must be, otherwise how can the demons travel
to Earth?”


David
smiled kindly. “Well, we know of portals that they use. But they’re never open
long enough. I’ve never heard of an angel crossing over. I’m not sure it can be
done.”


“It
can be done!” Kara said crossly. “And it will be done. I’m going to save my
mother, with or without your help!”


“Okay,
okay, keep your panties on,” he laughed. “I never said I wouldn’t help you.”


“You
said it couldn’t be done.” Kara crossed her arms on her chest.


David
sighed. “I said I’m not sure it can be done, not that it couldn’t.
There’s got to be a way. We’ll have to talk to Gabe about this. I’m sure the
big boy has some ideas. And speaking of his royal sexiness, he wants a word
with you. Probably to discuss what happened at the apartment.”


Kara
flinched as she thought of Tom. She knew his desperate screams would haunt her
forever.


“Are
they going to punish me for what happened to Tom?”


David
shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t think Gabe’s too happy about it. But
since it’s you—maybe he’ll make an exception.”


The
archangel Gabriel was the pit bull amongst the rest of the archangels. She
searched down the hills and recognized the great white tent. What would happen
to her? She was responsible for the death of a rookie.


“Kara,
are you okay?”


David’s
words shook Kara out of her trance. “Yeah. I’m fine. We should get going,
they’re waiting for me.” 


She
walked down the slight slope.


“You
don’t look fine.” David caught up beside her. “We’ll find your mother’s soul. I
can promise you that.”


Kara
lowered her eyes. “It’s not just that. I got Tom killed! It’s my fault he is
dead—and now I’m going to pay the price!” She wanted to kick herself for being
so foolish.


“Don’t
be so hard on yourself. I would have done the same.”


“You’re
just saying that to make me feel better—but it’s not working.”


“No,”
said David, his voice growing louder. “I would have done the same. But I
would’ve probably stopped at a pub for a beer or two afterwards, and you know
it!”


Kara
searched David’s face. She knew he spoke the truth, and she let herself relax a
little, even if it was only for a moment. But with every step closer to the
white tent, Kara felt increasingly uneasy. 


The
death of Tom weighed heavily on her—she had broken the rules and ignored her
mission for her own selfish agenda. And now she would pay for the consequences.
Was she to be exiled forever from Horizon? Banished to a fate with the demons? 


She
was already on thin ice with most of the members of the High Council and a
large part of the Legion still believed her to be a demon spy. Tom’s death on
her first assignment would only add more fuel to their suspicions.


She
clenched her fists and pressed on. They passed a group of guardian angels. Kara
kept her eyes on the ground. Her shame materialized in tiny uncontrollable
spasms. Very soon David and Kara reached the great white tent. 


The
archangel Gabriel sat patiently behind the great table. Oracles rolled above
their crystal balls and attended to the many guardians waiting for their next
assignments. Gabriel watched Kara approaching. His face was unreadable.
Somehow, that made her feel worse. If he had looked mad, at least she could
prepare herself.


“Kara
Nightingale. How good of you to join us. I was beginning to think you wouldn’t
come.” Gabriel’s voice boomed over the general noise in the tent. Kara’s mouth
was glued shut.


“Hey—what’s
up Gabe.” David brushed past Kara and put himself first. “You look great! Have
you been working out? Look at those bulging muscles.” He lifted a playful
eyebrow.


Gabriel’s
forehead rippled in a scowl. “Mind your tongue, David McGowan. I’m not in the
mood for your foolishness.”


“Ah—come
on now. I was just playing nice, your worship. You know you’re right. I am
being foolish—no one is as good looking as me.” He brushed his fingers through
his tousled blonde hair.


Kara
rolled her eyes. She realized in the moment of silence that followed that
Gabriel was struggling to stay calm. 


His
face darkened. “You disobeyed our laws and forfeited your assignment. As a
result of your bad judgment, Kara, two angels have lost their lives.”


Kara
opened her mouth to protest, but she shut it immediately because she knew that
guardian angels had died trying to save her. She dropped her eyes to the
ground.


“The
punishment for such behavior,” continued Gabriel, “is a trip to Tartarus for an
undetermined period of time.”


Kara
flinched. She had never heard of Tartarus. She suppressed images of angels
being tortured in a deep dark dungeon. A prison is a prison, she realized. It
wasn’t good. She couldn’t even begin to fathom what an undetermined period of time
would be in Horizon.


The
ground near her feet moved slightly. Her body swayed. David held her arm and
steadied her. 


“Surely,
your holiness can understand that the circumstances surrounding these incidents
mean that Kara is not responsible for them,” David said, his voice rising. “The
deaths of the two guardians is unfortunate, I agree. But Kara encountered a new
breed of demon. They used her mother as bait.” He stepped forward. 


“This
isn’t her fault!” He shouted.


A
slight breeze lifted Kara’s hair off her neck. In the distance, she could hear
the faint clatter of weapons from the training tents. She clamped her trembling
hands into fists.


Gabriel
looked at them both and said: “Well then, consider this her lucky day.”


Kara
lifted her head. “Wh—what? I’m not being punished?”


“No.
Not unless you really want to be punished, I’m sure it can be arranged,” a
ghost of a smile lingered on Gabriel’s lips.


“Uh—no,
no. Of course not.” Kara shut her mouth before she got into any more trouble.
She stood wide-eyed. 


Gabriel
pushed back his chair and straightened himself. “Right now, the Legion has more
pressing matters to attend to,” said Gabriel. “Guardians are being killed by
the thousands. This new breed of demons is very disheartening. It comes at a
grave period. We need all available guardians ready to fight.”


“See
Gabs, it wasn’t that hard to be nice now, was it?” David flashed his usual
smile. “You’re the man, Big G! Muscles and all.”


The
air around her felt lighter, and Kara relaxed. She didn’t think they could see
her trembling anymore. 


“What
about my mother,” Kara blurted out. “What about her soul?”


“We
cannot do anything about that now,” replied the archangel. “It is very
unfortunate, but my hands are tied. I’m sorry.”


“What?”
Kara threw up her hands. “We have to! Her soul is missing, you know this. Why
isn’t anyone looking for it?”


Gabriel
appeared surprised and astounded. Kara was sure he didn’t approve of her
raising her voice to him.


Gabriel
continued, “I am sorry, but right now we do not have the man power to go
searching for a single lost soul. We need every available angel on duty. As of
now, we don’t have enough angels to protect the mundane. I cannot allow
guardians to go after your mother. It’s too risky.”


“You
can’t do this,” said Kara, gazing straight into his dark eyes.


“I’m
afraid I can. And I will.” His eyes narrowed. “Thousands of mortals are now
without their guardian angels. Which means thousands of mortal souls are killed
every day. You’re lucky your mother’s still out there. Perhaps one day, you
might get the chance to search for her. But not today.”


Kara
clenched her teeth—if they didn’t help her, she would do it on her own. She
promised herself.


A
sudden beep came from Gabriel’s computer. He brushed his hands over his
keyboard. After typing for about thirty seconds, he glanced up.


“Kara,
you need to present yourself to level five,” said Gabriel, “the Department of
Defense.”


“What—she’s
going to level five? Are you joking?” David seemed really shocked about
something.


Gabriel
ignored him. “The archangel Cassiel awaits you, Kara. From now on, you will
report to him directly. He will fill you in with the details.”


“Just
a second!” David paced on the spot. “What about me? I should go too. You know
I’ve been waiting to join the division on level five for at least five years.
And five years is a long time!” shouted David.


“I’m
sorry, David.” Gabriel stared at his keyboard and spoke to the screen. “My
orders are to have Kara present herself to level five. It is unfortunate, but
you were not summoned. Perhaps the Legion has overlooked you at the present
time. But hear me now, David. Your reputation speaks for itself—not everyone is
as patient as me with your monkeyshines. Level five is a very serious unit.”


Kara
had never seen David speechless before. His lips pressed into a hard line.
Anger flashed in his blue eyes. He stood without moving. Kara thought she could
see steam coming off from his head and through his ears.


“Maybe
some other time, David.” Gabriel’s voice had a hint of regret. “But as of now—I
only have a request for Kara—and you should go now, they are waiting.” He
picked up a golden key card from his desk and handed it to her. “Here—take
this. Without this key, you can’t go up to level five. Give it to the elevator
operator.”


Kara
took the card and turned it around in her hand. It fit perfectly in her palm.
It was made of gold, and she saw stars etched onto the sides. She could see her
face reflecting in it. She looked up and her eyes met David’s. Even though she
was uneasy, she put a hand on David’s shoulder to comfort him. He brushed it
off.


“Come,”
he said hastily, “I’ll walk you back to the elevator.” He turned and walked
away.


Kara
looked at Gabriel, and she thought she could see some regret flash behind those
dark eyes. She ran to catch up with David. His face was wrinkled in a frown.
His arms swayed back and forth as he marched on purposefully. Kara couldn’t
take his silence anymore.


“David.
What’s so special about level five?” She searched his face. “What’s level five?
I’ve never heard of it?”


He
didn’t answer at first. And when he finally did, he had let his frustration
subside. 


“It’s
the best kept secret in the Legion. It’s where they keep the crème de la
crème of the guardian angels,” said David, with a trace of bitterness.


Kara
struggled with the urge to reach out to him. She wasn’t sure how he’d react
since their kiss thing had gotten weird between them, and Kara didn’t know
where their relationship lay. So instead, she asked him a question.


“So
… what is this level five? How come I’ve never been there before?” She held out
her golden key card. “And why do we need these special cards?”


David
glanced at the card for a second and then looked away. “Because it’s top
secret. Only a handful of angels are part of the division—an elite group. Think
of them like the CIA of the Legion.”


“The
CIA?” Kara wrinkled her nose and reflected on this new information. She looked
into his eyes. “And you wanted to be part of that, right? That’s why you’re
acting like this.”


“No.
I just wanted a flashy badge to attract the ladies,” he said in a
conversational tone, although his face was hard.


“Don’t
be angry at me because I’m going. I didn’t ask for this.” 


David
suddenly stopped walking. The corners of his mouth curled. “I’m not angry with
you, Kara. I—I just wanted this really bad. It just sucks.” He sighed.
“They just don’t want me there because of my hotness.”


Kara
gave him a playful push. “David—I have to find my mother’s soul somehow—will
you help me?”


“I’ll
look into it on my side. I know you think Gabe doesn’t want to help you, but
he’s the one who has been giving me all the information. He’s looking too. I’m
sure we’ll find her.” Kara was shocked to hear that Gabriel cared about her.
She was pleased.


“Thanks.”
Kara gave out a long sigh. “I wish you were coming with me. I need a friend
right now. I don’t know what these angels expect from me.”


“Great
things, I’m sure.” He appeared to be amused. “You’ll do fine. You always have,
Kiddo. You alone vanquished Asmodeus. There’s no one else out there like you.”
His eyes locked onto hers.


Kara
felt a thrill pass through her. Her knees shook. She couldn’t answer, so she
just nodded.


He
smiled briefly. “Well, I’ve got to go to my next assignment. I’ll catch up to
you later—and you can tell me all about level five.” He winked. “Maybe you can
sneak me in? Later.”


Kara
watched as David turned and walked away from her. She watched him go until he
disappeared behind a red dune. 











Chapter 6 


Department of Defense


 


 


Kara held her golden key ready in
her trembling hands. A mixture of excitement and fear rippled inside her. The
unknown was terrifying to her, but thrilling at the same time, like a giant
rollercoaster ride that wiggled and creaked, ready to fall to pieces. This new
division, David had said, was a secret one. A sense of pride welled in her
chest, and she couldn’t help but smile. Perhaps this was her chance to prove to
the Legion once and for all that she wasn’t tainted—that she was a guardian
through and through, true to the cause, ready and willing to save mortal souls
from danger.


With
a ting, the elevator doors opened. The ancient primate on the operator’s
chair was hunched over so much that his head nearly touched the seat. His fur
was completely white. His elbows and knees were dry and the skin was cracked
and flaking. His face was so wrinkled that Kara could hardly see his wet pink
eyes hidden in the layers. A single round monocle rested comfortably around his
right eye socket. His huge lips were pressed together in a hard line.


“What
floor, Miss?” said the white primate in a raspy voice, as though it hadn’t
spoken in years. 


Kara
watched his lips move and realized he didn’t have any teeth. “Uh—right. Level
five please.”


The
old ape searched Kara’s face for a moment. “And do you have a key, Miss? Only
those with a golden key can go to level five.”


“I
almost forgot—here.” Kara handed the ape her golden key.


He
held the key right up to his monocle. He examined it closely, as if somehow
Kara had produced a fake key. When he seemed satisfied he slid it in a thin
slot below the control panel. Golden light shone from the tiny opening and the
elevator shuddered slightly as the doors slid shut. Then the old primate
pressed the number five brass button on the control panel, and the elevator
responded with a jerk as it ascended.


Excitement
grew in Kara’s breast. She had never been to level five, and from what David
had told her, it seemed to be something of great importance. She hoped silently
that the whole thing about being Marked had finally blown over. Why would they
bring her to such a secret group if they didn’t have faith in her? She bit the
inside of her cheek and decided that they must trust her to a certain level. A
tickle of excitement welled inside her. She figured her best chance to find her
mother probably lay with this new division. How she was going to pull it off,
she still had no idea. But somehow she knew this was her best shot.


After
a moment the elevator doors slid open and revealed a giant circular room the
size of a baseball field. Metal staircases reached to a second and third floor,
where hundreds of offices were separated by glass walls. Hundreds of guardian
angels walked up and down the stairs or sat at desks, busying their fingers
with keyboards. 


Her
attention went to large holographic screens that looked like moving wallpaper.
She watched as the GAs touched the screens and caused images to disappear and
other images to replace them. 


A
large round desk was raised on a platform in the middle of the large space. A
group of angels sat around the desk, arguing about what the holographic screen
showed them. A large man sat with this group. He had short disheveled light
brown hair, and his skin was light beige. His tight black t-shirt revealed a
muscular chest underneath. Kara could see he had on black cargo pants, of the
military type, she thought. She quickly realized that this must be the
archangel Cassiel. He was large, but he was nowhere near as big as Gabriel.


Without
thinking, Kara stepped off the elevator and planted her feet on the grey concrete
floor.


“Ahem.”
The white primate stuck out a long skinny arm. He pointed the golden card at
her. “Don’t forget your card, Miss.”


“Oh,
right.” Kara stepped back and grabbed her card. She took a moment to examine
the stars etched on it, then jammed it in her pocket.


“Thank
you—”


The
elevator doors shut in her face.


“Typical,”
hissed Kara angrily. “You’d expect them to be a little friendlier … but no!
Just a bunch of moronic monkeys—”


“Who
are you speaking to?”


Kara
flinched and turned around. A petite teenage girl with a pixie cut of purple
hair stared at her. Black kohl and purple eye shadow outlined her big green
eyes. She was pretty with sharp pointed features. She smiled at Kara. She was
dressed exactly like the archangel Cassiel, except that her top was purple. Her
polished purple combat boots glimmered in the soft light coming from the neon
lights above.


I guess the pixie likes purple.


Kara
began to feel uncomfortable under the scrutinizing stare from the pixie girl.
She turned her head towards the elevator. “Ah—no one. I was just … admiring the
… craftsmanship on these doors,” she lied, avoiding her eyes.


“Really,”
laughed the girl. She lifted her brows. “You’re a weird one. Well, then. So
you’re the famous Kara.” Her smile widened. Pleased to see that her
attention was making Kara uncomfortable, she stuck out her hand. Purple nail
polish decorated her fingers. “I’m Jenny Harris.”


After
a moment’s hesitation, Kara shook it. “Nice to meet you, Jenny.”


“Likewise.”
Jenny lifted her hands in the air. “Welcome to CDD.”


“CDD?”
Neither Gabriel or David had ever used the acronym CDD. 


“CDD—Counter
Demon Division,” informed Jenny proudly. “We track and eliminate demons.” 


She
turned and pointed to the holographic screens. “We monitor Earth from here. And
search for demon activity.”


“Demon
activity? What kind of demon activity? Like when they attack us, or when they
try to eat a soul?” asked Kara. She remembered the new breed demon sucking
Tom’s life source like a breakfast shake, and wondered why CDD didn’t show up
with David and the others.


Jenny
nodded. “Yes. But mostly we look for Rifts.”


“Rifts?”


“Black
holes caused by changes in the Earth’s magnetic fields. You probably call them
portals or gateways. Demons travel back and forth from their realm to Earth
through Rifts—the more Rifts they open, the more demons roam the Earth. We
track them and destroy them.” Her face was serious.


The
image of a higher demon flashed in Kara’s mind. She shivered. “So … what about
the souls? We get to save them too, I guess?”


“We
do if we have to,” said Jenny. Her pointy face tightened. “But here in CDD it’s
all about the Rifts. We make Earth safe so that the guardians can do their jobs
safely without getting attacked.”


Kara
thought of her mother. “So it’s our job to keep mortals and angels safe.
I like that.”


“Good.
Come,” said Jenny, “I’m supposed to show you around.” She gestured with her arm
for Kara to follow.


Jenny
hopped and twirled through the mazes of desks, glass walls, and holographic
screens while Kara walked beside her. She was very aware of eyes watching her,
but she was thankful. They seemed careful not to stare for long before looking
away again. 


She
felt as if she was walking on the bridge from the USS Enterprise. She realized
that the GAs here were all dressed in uniforms for specific tasks—black,
kaki-green, or navy blue. The guardians in kaki-green sat around desks and
operated computers. The ones in blue had their own offices and some went up and
down the stairs with files in their hands. Kara could see that all the GAs
dressed in black sat around the great table. They all listened intently to
whatever Cassiel was telling them.


Jenny
took Kara around towards the edges of the circular room. She stopped near a
cubical-like desk with a holographic screen hovering above it. Kara stepped
closer, and she could see five different images of city buildings and bridges.


“See
here,” said Jenny, and she sat on the desk. She touched the screen with her
index finger. Immediately, the image she touched filled the screen and the other
four images disappeared.


Kara
blinked and stared at a dark alleyway on a street she couldn’t recognize.
“So—what am I looking at?”


“This
here,” said Jenny as she touched the screen again, and Kara watched it zoom in,
“is a Rift.” Jenny pointed to the exterior brick wall of a building.


Kara
strained her eyes. “I can’t see a door anywhere. Are you sure there’s one
there?” She took a step forward and cocked her head.


Jenny
smiled, clearly amused by Kara’s inability to see the doorway. “Look again—and
look for wave-like movement along the brick. Like a heat wave.”


Kara
leaned in for a closer look. She saw a flicker of movement in the image—a small
wave-like motion, as though a spot on the image was suddenly hot.


“I
think I see it. It’s like a heat wave.” With her finger, Kara touched the Rift.
The image zoomed in closer. “So this is what a doorway to the demon realm looks
like.”


“Yup.”
Jenny looked up and snapped her fingers. A guardian wearing a kaki-green
uniform came hurriedly towards them. 


“Scott—get
Jules and tell her there’s a possible doorway at this location.” Jenny pointed
to the screen, and Kara saw the address printed in bold white letters: 54
Piazza del Colosseo, Rome, Italy.


Kara
shifted her weight. “Wow—that’s amazing.” She stood staring at the holographic
image. If CDD could find Rifts, she figured they could easily spot an angel
soul—Kara could save her mother.


“So
these holographic screens … can they detect other things, like maybe … souls?”
asked Kara, and she fought to keep her voice steady.


Jenny
jumped down from the desk. “Souls?” She looked at Kara intently. “No … why?”


“No
reason. I was just wondering.” Kara fought to keep the disappointment from her
face.


Jenny
eyed Kara for a moment. “These holographic screens,” Jenny raised her arms and
gestured around the hall, “represent all different locations around Earth. We
monitor Rifts in every city and continent around the world. We pinpoint their
locations and send off teams to destroy them. But we aren’t always successful.”


“What
do you mean?”


“Well,”
answered Jenny, “sometimes what looks like a Rift is just a flicker in the
Earth’s planes, and sometimes the doorways don’t stay open long enough for us
to get a location.”


Kara
stood staring at the screen. “So how long have you been with CDD?”


Jenny’s
face lit up. “About a year now,” she answered. “I had no idea this place even
existed until I got here.”


“Yeah,
it’s pretty secret. A friend of mine wants to join, but for some reason he
isn’t allowed in.” Kara wondered what David was doing at this exact moment.


“Well
… I know they’re pretty picky about who they allow in.” Jenny pursed her lips.
She broke out into a series of giggles. “I still have no idea why I’m
here.” She opened her eyes wide. “But they say everyone is picked for a special
talent—we all know what yours is.”


Kara
sighed. It seemed the entire division thought she possessed incredible talent.
Everyone had heard of her battle with Asmodeus. Everyone expected great things.
What would happen to her when they realized she couldn’t control her power?
Would she get fired?


Kara
shook her head. “I don’t know what they’re expecting me to do. Whatever this
talent they say I have is—I don’t even know how to use it—I might not even have
it anymore.”


Jenny
twirled a clump of her purple hair between her fingers. “Oh, come on. I’m sure
you do.” 


Something
caught Jenny’s attention, and she looked up. “Ah—they’re ready for us. Come.”
Jenny steered Kara towards the great table—towards Cassiel and the forty
guardians sitting around the table eyeing her as though she was an alien.


Cassiel
pushed his chair back and stood up as Jenny and Kara approached. He had hazel
eyes under thin brows. His face was handsome, like that of all the archangels,
but a long scar below his left eye showed he had been in battle. Kara found
herself wondering what other scars lay hidden under his clothes.


“Welcome,
Kara, to the Department of Defense.” Cassiel held out his arms in an embrace.


“Th—thank
you,” Kara stammered. I can’t believe I just said that. I’m such a moron.


Cassiel
clapped his hands together. “Good. Glad to hear it. I’m especially pleased to
have an angel with such special talents on my team. I’m sure you’ll do
very well here at CDD.” His face broke into a warm smile.


Kara
felt more relaxed. Somehow, Cassiel wasn’t as arrogant or imposing as the other
male archangels she’d met. Raphael was the only archangel who had been
especially kind to her, and she had been, perhaps, just a bit too motherly. 


“Thank
you.” Kara smiled widely, but immediately pressed her lips together when she
realized what a fool she must have looked like. She stole a look at Jenny who
widened her eyes with a smirk.


Cassiel
continued, “Well then, let me present to you the Field Division.” With his arm
he motioned toward the group of people sitting around the large table.
“Everyone, this is your new member, Kara Nightingale.”


Most
of the group smiled and welcomed her, but Kara noticed about ten individuals
with scowls on their foreheads, a clear indication that she was not welcome.
They whispered amongst themselves, periodically gazing up at her with foul
expressions. Kara’s throat tightened. She put on a brave face, forced a smile,
and nodded to the group.


Cassiel
noticed her discomfort and stared momentarily over his shoulder. He studied the
group who were whispering. He lowered his brows. But when he turned to look at
Kara again, his face held no traces of anger. 


“Kara,
you’ll be part of the Field Division in CDD,” said Cassiel, his voice ringing
out inside the chamber. “It’s the most dangerous division in the entire Legion.
Here, we track and destroy enemy Rifts, clearing the paths for our fellow
angels. We save lives and secure the future of the Earth.” He reached inside
his pant pocket and pulled out a small black leather case. “Here—take this—it’s
your identification pass. You can put your keycard inside it.” 


Kara
reached out and took the case. She flipped it open easily. A golden shield was
secured on the inside, like a police badge. Tiny letters were etched across it,
in a language Kara couldn’t read. Now she really felt like a CIA agent. A hint
of a smile reached her lips.


Cassiel
examined Kara for a moment. “Now, you’ll need to change into your uniform—” He
turned around and waved. “Jenny—get Kara her uniform for her, will you.”


“Right
away sir,” answered Jenny promptly. She turned on her heel and strutted towards
the back. Kara could make out metal compartments with doors like lockers. Jenny
came back moments later with a pile of black clothes folded against her chest.
A pair of black combat boots dangled in her free arm.


“You
can change over there.” Jenny handed Kara her clothes and boots and pointed to
what appeared to Kara to be a changing room.


Kara
grabbed the clothes and walked over to the changing room. In less than two
minutes, she had pulled on a black pair of cargo pants—the kind with lots of
extra pockets—and black t-shirt, and stuffed her feet into a pair of shining
combat boots. She was surprised at how light they were. She wiggled her toes.
Finally, she pulled on a short bomber-like jacket. At first, it felt heavy to
her. And she found out why. Inside the jacket pockets, Kara pulled out a wrist
watch, two short daggers, and three silver marbles.


Kara
screwed up her face. “What the hell are those? I don’t think these can hurt a
demon.” She put them back inside her jacket. She left her old clothes on a
wooden bench and returned to the group. 


The
friendly chatter from the Field Division was suddenly cut by a sudden urgent
cry from a guardian. A male guardian in a navy uniform brushed past Kara and
ran towards Cassiel.


“A
report’s coming in from section NA-212,” declared the angel. “It’s Catherine,
sir. She’s spotted one of the new breeds!”


Cassiel
moved towards the middle of the great table. “Quickly—bring it up, Steven!” He
leaned over, his hands pressed firmly on the table.


Steven
had long blond hair pulled back in a low pony tail, a thick neck and square
jaw. His fingers raced on a keyboard at the edge of the table. Kara thought he
looked like a young gladiator. With a zap, a hologram of a woman, scaled
down to about two feet, sprouted from a hole in the middle of the desk. Light
spilled from the hole and surrounded the hologram, like a semitransparent
cylinder. Kara took a step forward. She realized the woman looked terrified.


“S—s—sir,”
said a scratchy voice, as though it was coming from an old radio box. “We’re
under a—attack. The new breed killed …” The voice was breaking up—and suddenly
lost. Catherine’s mouth moved but no sound came out.


“Catherine!”
yelled Cassiel. “Catherine, we’re losing you!”


The
hologram lost its brilliance for a moment, as a wave passed through it, and
then came back, bringing along Catherine’s voice.


“—all
dead—couldn’t fight them—” said Catherine, her face horrified. Brilliant light
spilled out of her many wounds. “—too powerful—” She swung her head around
behind her is if she had heard something. She drew her sword. But she wasn’t
fast enough.


Catherine’s
body was propelled backwards with frightening force. Kara heard a horrible
scream. Then nothing. 


The
hologram quivered and disappeared.


 











Chapter 7 


Saving Catherine 


 


 


Silence spread along the great
table. No one moved until Cassiel finally spoke.


“I
want three teams to go after Catherine,” his voice shook. “Jenny. Peter. Amit.
Take your partners and go! Now! Pick up your weapons on the way—and be careful.
Just retrieve her. I don’t want any more losses.”


“But
sir—I don’t think she made it,” said the guardians who had given Kara a nasty
look before. “You’re risking more lives.”


Cassiel’s
shoulders tensed. His face darkened, and he pulled himself straight. “We’re not
leaving any angel behind!” His handsome face grimaced, and Kara took an
involuntary step back. “Would you like to be left behind—Samuel?”


Samuel
lowered his eyes. “No sir. I was just—”


“Right
then.” Cassiel turned his head and looked at each guardian. “Demons—” he
slammed his fist on the table, “—we kill them!”


“Here
here!” cried the guardians around the table. Cassiel grinned, and Kara felt as
if she were watching a football coach prepping up his team before a game.


“Okay!
Let’s get moving people! Let’s get Catherine and bring her home!”


The
Field Division all jumped to their feet and scattered away like rats. Kara
fidgeted on the spot as she watched them go. She wondered if any would make it
back. A new breed demon had nearly finished her off. She hoped their special
talents would save them.


“Kara.”


Kara
flinched and looked up at a smiling Jenny.


“You’re
with me, girl. You’re my new partner.”


“All
right, partner.” Kara offered a faint smile. She was happy to be paired with
Jenny. She liked her, and she believed Jenny liked her, too. Her mind wandered
for a moment. She remembered the first time she was paired with David, and how
they had escaped the shadow demons by plunging into an old woman’s dirty
toilet. She found herself wondering if David was still upset that he was
overlooked for a promotion to level five. He probably was. But she also
remembered the sadness in his eyes.


“You’re
in good hands, Jenny.” Cassiel walked over to them. “Kara is an exceptional
guardian. She saved us from Asmodeus. And Gabriel tells me that she has
incredible powers. If anyone can bring Catherine back to us, it’ll be you,
Kara.”


Guilt
fluttered inside Kara. She felt a wave of panic. How could she tell him he was
mistaken? She wasn’t a great guardian, and she didn’t know how to wield her
powers. 


“Well,
I can’t wait to see her kick some new breed ass.” 


Jenny
pulled on a sleeveless black bomber jacket. 


“Quickly—I’ll
explain all the procedures when we get there, but first we need to fill you up
with weapons.” She opened her jacket and revealed the pockets. “You should
already have a few things inside your jacket pockets.”


“Yes,”
answered Kara. She watched Cassiel march away back to the table. “I noticed
when I put it on. What are these?” She held out her hand and showed Jenny the
marbles.


Jenny
took a marble and lifted it up. “These babies are hiloglobes. They connect you
directly with CDD headquarters. You activate them like this—” Jenny held a
hiloglobe between her thumb and index finger. Then she pressed down on it. The
top of the marble opened and lifted like a hat, showing a metal device within.
“Then you put it on the ground at your feet and step back a little. It gives a
hologram of yourself and direct communication with CDD.”


Kara
stared at the tiny ball. “Like what we saw with Catherine.”


“Exactly.”
Jenny pressed on it again, and the top part of the marble fastened itself back.
“Here—quickly, we have to go.” She handed the hiloglobe back to Kara. “Follow
me.”


Jenny
dashed towards the left side of the hall, her skinny legs kicking up behind her
like a gazelle. Kara ran to catch up. Jenny pressed her palm on a screen, and a
door in the metal wall in front of her lifted. Hundreds of different weapons
rested on shelves.


“Can
you use these?” Jenny reached inside and pulled out a silver bow and a quiver
packed with silver arrows with light blue feather fletching at the ends. 


Kara
ignored Jenny and wrapped her hand around a gleaming silver sword, a Soul
Blade. “I’m much better with a blade.” She twisted it with her wrist. It felt
nice and cool in her hand. She would do some damage with this.


“Good,
then. Take four!”


Kara
took three other Soul Blades, while Jenny took two and pulled the quiver over
her shoulders. 


“Okay—there’s
one more thing we need to do.” Jenny stepped to her right and picked up a glass
jar. She held the jar out and shook it for Kara to see. Tiny transparent
creatures moved inside.


Kara
grew uneasy. “Um … what are those?” She had watched many science fiction movies
in her mortal days, and wondered if these little creepy crawlers were more
dangerous than they looked.


Jenny
unscrewed the top of the jar easily. “These are tracker mites. You can easily
track any CDD guardian with these—and we can communicate using them. Look—”


Kara
watched Jenny grab a tracker mite by one of its legs and drop it near her ear.
The bug crawled around and settled on the outside of her ear. It looked exactly
like a beetle, except it was transparent, and its shell gave off a soft silver
glow. It looked like a comfortable hearing aid.


“Here,
take yours.” Jenny handed Kara another tracker mite.


With
her face twisted in disgust, Kara grabbed the mite by one of its legs and
brought it towards her ear. She shivered as she felt little pricks as it
crawled inside her ear. She sensed the bug settle, and then she realized she
hardly felt it anymore. A slight beep every once in a while was the only
indication that it was still there. 


“You
ready?” asked Jenny with a reassuring grin.


“I’m
ready.”


“Let’s
go.” Jenny jogged to the far end of the round chamber, to a back area Kara
hadn’t noticed yet. They passed more cubicles and holographic screens along the
way. Each time Kara would meet the stares of the angels looking up from their
desks. She heard murmurs as she passed by. Some actually pointed, as though she
couldn’t see them. She felt as on her first day at a new school, when the
teacher plants you in front of the class and forces you to talk about yourself
and your tongue gets pasty and sticks in your mouth. If all they did was
staring, she could live with that.


Jenny
stopped suddenly, and with Kara looking all around, bumped into her.


“Sorry.
I didn’t see you—what the—?” Kara backed slowly away from Jenny with her mouth
open. 


At
the back of the chamber four giant rectangular blocks of greenish water that
looked like toxic waste sat on a great table. They looked like aquarium tanks
without the glass walls. 


“Vega
tanks,” said Jenny, matter-of-factly.


Kara
stepped to the side and watched as two other guardians, Peter and his enormous
and muscled partner stepped to either side of one of the vega tanks and turned
to face everyone. Then they took another side step, and with a bright
light—they vanished. 


They’re like the pools—but different, thought Kara. 


The
guardians, Amit, a tall Middle Eastern young man, and his partner, a short
middle-aged and determined looking Asian woman were the next. Without any
hesitation, they both walked into the water tanks and their bodies
disintegrated into the water.


It
was Kara’s turn now. The first time Kara travelled by Vega was terrifying, but
then she learned to love it. It was always sort of an adrenaline rush. To wake
up back on Earth with a new body suit was weird but exciting at the same time. 


“Will
the toxic green color eat away at my soul?” she asked Jenny. “It looks kinda
nasty. And it’s a bit thicker than the water in the pools from Operations.”


“That’s
because it’s the M-5 series.”


Kara
turned to face Jenny. “The M-5 series? Sounds like an expensive luxury car.”


“Mortal
suit series five. The green is an extra coat of protection—don’t ask me what it
is because I don’t know. What I do know is that these babies are the strongest
suits in the entire Legion. They’re designed to keep you on Earth longer, and have
a stronger resistance to the demons.”


Kara
wondered if that were true. They didn’t seem to keep Catherine safe at all, or
her team. From what she saw on the hologram, it didn’t seem to matter what suit
you had on. The new breeds of demons were fierce, and Kara wasn’t sure how they
would defeat them.


“Let’s
go,” said Jenny. She grabbed Kara by the hand and pulled. “Don’t worry, it’s
exactly like the pools you’ve used before—trust me.” 


It
wasn’t the tanks that made Kara skittish, she realized, but what waited on the
other side. If Jenny thought that Kara was some sort of super hero, then the
others probably thought that too. She wondered what would happen to her when
they found out she was a fraud. 


Jenny
stepped in front of the tank. “I’ll see you on the other side, girl!” She
stepped into the wall of water and in less than a second she had vanished.


Kara
made fists with her hands and followed.


In
a flash of white light, she disappeared, too.


 


Kara
followed Jenny along 42nd Street in Manhattan, New York. Everything
around her had a greenish tint to it. No doubt from the green water, she
figured. She could sense the additional power in these new suits, like an extra
adrenaline shot, pushing her body harder. She felt as though she could pick up
a car and throw it, like some superhero from her comic books. She wasn’t
entirely sure how much stronger these suits were, but she was anxious to find
out.


Due
to the green overlay in her vision, the sky appeared to be a mixture of deep
orange and dark brown. Enormous stone and glass buildings surrounded them on
either side. Massive billboards and televised screens the size of a bus
illuminated the night sky. She smelled roasted peanuts and asphalt. Thousands
of locals and tourists scrambled along the streets, laughing and enjoying the
city life. Two magnificent brown steeds with legs as tall as a grown man,
trotted alongside the cars. Their riders, two police officers, surveyed the
concrete jungle from above. The horses and their riders seemed so out of place
to Kara. 


They
passed the theatre district, and went north on 8th Street. Kara had
never been to New York, and she smiled as she recognized the famous yellow cabs
that honked on the streets.


Although
Jenny was shorter than Kara, she was a lot faster. Kara had to jog to keep up
with her. After about a five-minute walk on 8th Street, they turned
west on West 48th Street. They passed tall brown stone buildings and
small shops before they finally turned into a dark alley way. The other
guardians were already there. Kara immediately recognized Peter and his huge
partner. They stood in front of a battered red brick wall. The smell of last
week’s garbage rose into her nose. There was no sign of Amit and Aiko.


Peter
turned and looked up as they approached.


“The
doorway is closed.” 


He
opened his palm, and a tiny red sphere hovered above it, like a floating
marble. He moved his hand around an area on the brick wall. 


“I’m
not getting anything—and there’s no sign of Catherine anywhere. Amit and Aiko
went inside this building.” Peter cocked his head towards an old metal door. It
was covered in rust, like a cancer. 


“Amit
said he got a weak signal—so they went to check it out. But, something’s wrong.
I can feel it.”


“You
two haven’t been properly introduced.” Jenny jumped between Peter and Kara and
lifted her arms. “Kara, this is Peter. Peter’s a total geek—”


“Hey!”
protested Peter. He pushed up his glasses and then scratched the back of his
neck.


“—but
he’s the best geek in the Legion. He’s the one who designs and builds all this
spy-gadget stuff—like that red ball he’s holding—and the tracker mites. That’s
why he’s with the division and not operating the elevators.”


Kara
smiled kindly at Peter. “Very impressive. It’s nice to meet you, Peter.”


With
a tiny smile, Peter’s eyes widened. He stared at the ground.


Kara
stepped towards the brick wall. “You said that something was wrong.” 


She
strained trying to see a shimmer or anything unusual against the brick, like
she had seen on the holographic screen, but she couldn’t perceive anything. 


“What’s
wrong, Peter? I don’t see anything.” 


Peter
sighed loudly. “We lost two teams in one simple field operation—Catherine’s
team and Mateo’s.” He popped the red sphere inside his bomber jacket. He met
Kara’s gaze. “… without a trace. That doesn’t happen. It doesn’t make any
sense!” 


Peter
looked back over his shoulder nervously, and Kara wondered if this was his
first field operation.


“You
said Amit got a weak signal?” Jenny tapped her tracker mite several times, and
Kara realized she had forgotten to use hers. “I’m not getting anything.”


Kara
pressed gently on her tracker mite. She heard a small pop, then a click. Her
ear drum was suddenly loud with static sounds. Then she heard Jenny’s voice
burst out so loudly it made her jump. Embarrassed, she pressed the tracker mite
one last time and remembered not to do that again.


“I
told you—it stinks!” Peter threw his hands in the air. “Something’s not right
here. Maybe we should go … and … and get reinforcements.”


Kara
stared at Peter’s petrified face. She wondered why he was in the division.
Clearly, he was frightened beyond his wits. Why would they have someone like
him on the field? Shouldn’t he be back at the division working on some new
invention?


Peter’s
heavy-set partner stepped forward. Kara believed the ground shook a little. “I
have to agree with Peter. I’m Fred by the way—” he stuck out a large hand
before Kara.


Kara
shook his hand. “Kara.” She smiled warmly. She felt as though she was shaking
the hand of a gorilla. 


“Smells
like a trap, if you ask me,” said Fred. He trundled up and down the alley like
a grizzly bear. 


Kara
wasn’t sure. “Maybe we should go in after them—just in case.” She remembered
Catherine’s terrified face, and knew she couldn’t live with herself if they
left them there.


She
looked at Jenny and then at Peter. “If it stinks, like you say—then we
should get them out of there—”


A
scream startled everyone.


Kara
looked up. “What the—?”


“That’s
Aiko! Quick!” Jenny bolted towards the old rusted metal door and pulled it
open. She ran inside without saying a word to anyone. Fred went rocketing
through the door behind her.


“Come
on, Peter!” roared Kara as she bounded towards the doorway. Peter hesitated for
half a second, and then he dashed after her.


Kara
pulled out a Soul Blade. She grasped the handle firmly in her hand and ran down
a narrow hallway. She came to a set of stairs. 


Jenny
was nowhere in sight. 


She
heard loud thumps from the floors above—then a terrifying scream and the
clatter of weapons. 


Kara
gripped the black metal railing and ran up the stairs three at a time. She felt
as agile as a cat, effortlessly running up the stairs, as though she were
walking. She felt the strength in her new M-5 series suit rush through her. It
was at least ten times stronger than her regular M suits, she figured. More
powerful with more torque, the Cadillac of M suits. David would have loved it. 


Kara
bounded up through the building to the source of the noise. She pushed open an
exit door, ran into a hallway, and stopped—


In
front of her, Jenny was squared off against a shadow demon. Its grotesque shape
was only visible momentarily, before it shimmered and began transforming into a
cloud of black smoke. 


With
incredible speed, Jenny reached behind her, adjusted a silver arrow against the
bow, pulled the bowstring and loosed an arrow. Kara was amazed at Jenny. 


A
silver train followed the arrow as it propelled itself towards the shadow
demon. It hit. Silver sparks exploded all around the demon. The demon shrieked.
Silver droplets rolled off its rotten flesh. Jenny hit it with another arrow,
just as it turned to pounce. 


Kara
turned towards an even more horrendous creature at the far end of the corridor.
A giant demon thrashed back and forth. It had four human heads with gaping
mouths and the body of a great insect. Its pointy slimy wings stretched out and
beat the air behind it like a monstrous fly. Its insect body was intertwined
with its human parts, a stretched and torn mass of tissue and shell. Black
blood shone on its shell. The smell of dead things and decaying flesh hung
thickly in the air.


Kara
shuddered. Fred hung in its grasp, lifeless like a giant ragdoll.


Kara
heard footsteps and Peter arrived.


“AH!”
he wailed and recoiled against the wall. He flattened himself like a pancake,
trying to squeeze his body through the stone wall. His eyes were locked onto
the beast.


“Peter!
Come on!” urged Kara.


But
he only shook his head. He trembled. He wasn’t a fighter. Kara turned and
glared at the new breed. 


She
held up her blade and ran forward. She dashed by Jenny and the shadow demon,
focused only on saving Fred. The new breed’s black blood was the acid that had
killed Tom and almost killed her. She couldn’t let it touch her skin.


She
stopped and studied the creature. As she hesitated, the demon’s four heads
turned as they saw her. The head on the top stretched its mouth abnormally
long, and its glowing red eyes focused on the unconscious Fred. With one of its
stick-like legs it brought Fred towards its gaping maw.


In
a flash, Kara threw her blade. It pierced through the demon’s eye. 


The
creature threw back its head and wailed. The eerie sound of dead human voices
crying on its back made Kara wince. It thrashed around on everything it could
reach. White smoke coiled from where the blade had touched the demon’s skin.


The
demon faltered backwards for a moment. 


Then
it reached out and pulled out the blade from its eye. It threw the blade away,
and Kara watched it bounce along the ground. 


Black
blood spilled from the demon’s eye socket. The four heads screamed a piercing,
stabbing wail that attacked Kara like knifes. She faltered, covered her ears,
and when she was about to fall over, the screaming stopped. 


She
looked up.


The
creature stood staring at her. Kara saw an eerie intelligence flash in its red
eyes. 


It
turned away from her, opened all its mouths and covered Fred in a vomit of
black blood acid. Fred only had time for a small whimper—then his body
dissolved, and his clothes floated to the ground, like dried leaves.


Then
the demon turned and focused on Kara. It cocked its heads as though challenging
her next move.


Kara
pulled out two Soul Blades, and grasped them tightly in each trembling hand.


“Kara!
This way!”


Jenny
and Peter ran out the exit. 


Without
hesitating, Kara ran back past the remnants of the shadow demon that Jenny had
killed and followed her comrades out the door. Jenny and Peter bolted up the
stairs.


“Wait!
Why are we going up?” cried Kara. “Shouldn’t we be going down!”


“I
saw more shadow demons below. We’ll take our chances on the roof!” yelled
Jenny.


“You
think that’s wise?” shouted Kara. Jenny didn’t answer.


They
clambered up the remaining two stories and pushed open the door to the roof.


Kara
cried in surprise, fell to the ground, rolled to her side and pushed herself
up, still holding her two Soul Blades in her hands. She hated the white hair,
grayish skin, black hollow eyes and gray tailored suits of the three higher
demons who stood in front of her.


“Stay
close!” Jenny pulled out another silver arrow and sidestepped to her left. Kara
heard a whimper and saw Peter back up and head towards the roof’s ledge.


“What
have we here, brothers? Three more little piglets?” laughed the closest
of the higher demons. His grayish skin stood out white against the darkening
skyline. His eyes were bottomless holes. “The master will be very pleased
indeed. Three more scrumptious souls to add to the feast.”


“You
better watch the name calling, freak—if you know what’s good for you.”
Jenny grinned and twirled her gleaming silver arrow like a baton. She planted
herself in front of him.


Kara
sidestepped to her right. “I’ll show you what we do to pigs where I come from.”
She held up her two blades. “I’m thinking Canadian bacon.” 


An
evil grin flashed on the demon’s face. “Yes, the master enjoys the feisty ones.
He’ll be very pleased with you.”


Jenny
stepped forward. “Over my dead body, freak.”


“Well
then, your wish is our command.” He snapped his fingers.


“Ahhhh!”


Jenny
lifted in the air and was wrenched backwards, her neck wrapped tightly in the
grasp of the new breed demon who had followed them up the stairs. 


Kara
ran forward, but it was too late. Jenny screamed and kicked as hard as she
could. Her arms were free, and she stabbed the creature repeatedly with her
arrow. Black blood trickled out of multiple lesions. But the demon didn’t let
go.


Kara
cursed silently. How could she have forgotten the demon? She shared a look of
horror with Peter. His eyes reminded her of the little elemental boy she had
rescued—his face streaked with fear and tears. She knew he wanted to run. 


Kara
looked back at the higher demons behind her.


The
demon closest to her grinned. “Oh—I see you’ve met our new pet. A little
experiment our master has been dabbling with. We finally found another use for
the pathetic little mortals. They’re much more valuable to us as creatures of
the Netherworld. Who would have thought we could use them for our pets?” 


Mortals? Kara screwed up her face and turned to look at the
new breed again. It was like a giant mass of disheveled human and insect flesh.
She wondered if she was looking into the faces of four dead mortals who had
been bred with a demon insect. She shivered with pity and fear. 


“You
angels have it all wrong. You are stronger than these pitiable mortals. Why are
you serving them? It’s pathetic really. Angels the slaves of mortals.
It’s laughable.” The demon laughed, a sick wet laugh that sent shivers down
Kara’s back again.


Her
eyes met Jenny’s. She winced at the pain in Jenny’s eyes. For a moment, Kara
remembered the fear in Brooke’s eyes before the higher demons shred her body to
pieces. 


Jenny’s
mouth moved. It said help.


“Don’t
listen to them, Kara,” urged Peter. “They’re trying to distract us!”


“Kara?”
A strange hunger flashed in the leading higher demon’s eyes. “—the same angel
Kara who attacked our master? Well, well, well. This is most agreeable.”


Kara
ignored the demon and focused. What could she do against three higher demons
and a new breed on her own? It was suicide. She ransacked her brain for a plan.


“Ah,
come on now, little angels—why the frightened faces? We’re just having a little
fun.” Its black eyes studied Peter. “You there …  against the wall. You are
right to be terrified. You know death is near for you, don’t you. You can sense
it in your pitiful little angel soul.” 


The
higher demon threw something at Peter. He screamed and fell to the ground.


“Peter!”



As
Kara ran over to him she could see black smoke curl up from a black blade that
had punctured his stomach. Kara cried out in pain as she wrapped her hands
around the burning handle and pulled the death blade from his abdomen. She
tossed the blade. She could see the holes it had burned through the hands on
her M-5 suit. 


“Ah,
we have a hero amongst us. The famous Kara Nightingale.” The higher demon
laughed. He clasped his hands behind his back and raised his chin in the air.
“How I love a good show.” 


He
lifted his hand, and before Kara realized what was happening, he had thrown
another blade straight into Peter’s neck.


“Stop!”
Kara hurled her blade at the higher demon, but he knocked it away easily. 


“It’s
me you want,” she screamed at the demon. “Leave him alone!”


Kara
watched in horror as the poison from the Death Blade poured into Peter’s body
like black spidery veins. She knew he would die within seconds. Desperately,
and ignoring the pain in her hands, she pulled the Death Blade free of Peter’s
neck.


“Come,
my pet,” said the higher demon to the new breed monster. “You have one more
little piglet here.”


The
new breed demon landed beside her. Kara blanched when she saw the gaping hole
in Jenny’s right shoulder where her arm used to be. The new breed had ripped it
right off. Jenny’s lips trembled, and her body shook in spasms.


The
higher demon stepped closer to Kara. “Do you want to see a show, Kara? I love
shows. We have our own theatrical performances in our world, you know, with
stages and a wide audience. Demons love shows. But we mostly put on our best
performances when we devour mortals on earth. That, my dear, is pure
entertainment.” 


He
clapped his hands. “I’ll call this one—seeing your friend die an
excruciating death—how’s that for a title?”


“Don’t
you dare!” shouted Kara. Her hands quivered. “You touch her, and I’ll kill you!
I swear!”


“I
don’t think you can stop us, little piglet.”


“I’ll
kill you! I swear I’ll kill you all!” Kara’s body trembled. Anger surged inside
her and she felt something else trigger. At first she thought it was the M-5
suit powering up some more, but then she felt the small flow of a power she
recognized. Like turning on a switch—what had lain dormant inside her was
waking up. Kara felt it well up inside her chest.


The
higher demon lifted his head and howled like a wolf. He danced around on the
spot. He gave Kara a mischievous smile. “Prepare yourselves, brothers, for
another great show!” 


He
looked at the new breed. “Kill.”


The
new breed opened its giant contorted mouths and brought Jenny’s body closer.


Kara, feel your power—let it loose, said the voices inside
Kara’s head.


Kara’s
body started to shake. Heat spread from her toes to her fingertips. Her vision
became sharper. She could see a golden glow around the edges of her eyes. Her
tracker mite slipped from her ear. It landed with a soft thump and was still.


You are elemental, Kara … let it go, let it go …


The
demon lifted Jenny.


Her
anger fed her power. She felt it overpowering her. In her mind’s eye she saw
Brooke’s silent plea before the higher demon had ripped her apart—she wouldn’t
let that happen to Jenny. A hunger to kill spread through her like a poison—she
wanted to slay them all—to tear out their spirits until they were no more.
Anger welled inside her chest until it consumed her. She only saw death. The
new breed’s death.


And
without a second thought, Kara’s right hand lifted in the air, as though it had
a mind of its own. Her body shook, and a ray of golden light shot out of her
palm like the blast from a rocket. 


The
new breed demon twitched and wailed as the golden light enveloped it. It let go
of Jenny as the light crawled over it like golden tendrils of fire. Its skin
cracked and oozed black acid blood and it crashed to the ground, burning itself
into a lifeless jumble of insect limbs and human faces. 


In
a moment, the demon was no more.


Kara
stared at her hands in disbelief—remnants of the golden light ran across her
palms like yellow electric current. She felt the elemental power drain away as
her anger lessened. 


“Fool!”
The higher demons ran towards her.


Kara
only had a second to react. She shot her hand out—and the demons all jumped and
fell out of the way, half expecting the golden beam to hit them. But nothing
happened. 


Kara
shook her hand and tried again desperately, but nothing happened. 


She
jumped up and ran over to Jenny. She pulled her to her feet. Jenny wavered
slightly, but opened her eyes and seemed stronger than Kara had thought. Hope
filled Kara with new energy.


The
demons inspected themselves. They realized they weren’t hurt, and they charged
again.


“Run!”



Kara
dragged Jenny over to where Peter lay helplessly in a fetal position. Kara felt
pity for him. She bent down and pulled him over her shoulders as though he
weighed no more than a child. She hoped her M-5 suit’s strength could save them
now. It was all she had left.


With
Jenny and with Peter over her shoulders, Kara sprinted across the roof towards
the ledge of the building. She stretched her neck to look down into a dark
alley blanketed in shadow before she jumped. A soft light glimmered below from
a single lamp post, giving enough light for Kara to see the bottom. It stood
alone amongst the tall stone buildings. Hard concrete ground was fifty feet
below them, she figured. She prayed her M-5 suit could make the jump—and stay
intact. She knew if she ended up like a squished tomato at the bottom, the
demons would have a feast with their souls. 


Kara
heard the scraping of boots behind her. She knew she had only five seconds
before the higher demons were upon them. Using all the strength her mortal suit
could muster, she grabbed hold of Jenny’s arm and pulled. She didn’t look back.
She prayed for the strength of the M-5 suit as they fell. 


Kara,
Peter and Jenny smashed onto the alley with a thundering crash. Kara rolled
over—her limbs were all still attached. Peter and Jenny were stunned, but okay.


Hearing
the eerie cry of angry higher demons spitting and hissing at her from above,
Kara carried Peter and Jenny out of the dark alley and into the shadows.











Chapter 8 


The power within


 


 


Rumors spread more quickly in
Counter Demon Division than in the rest of the Legion. Before Kara had time to
wrap her head around what had happened, most of the division had come to
congratulate her on saving Jenny and Peter from the higher demons. She felt
more trust within the unit. Soon Jenny and Peter left the Healing-Xpress and
were back on duty joining in the conversations about their rescue. Cassiel, on
the other hand, was more interested in how Kara had defeated the new breed of
demons and got away.


“So
this power of yours—this golden light—just shot out of your hand and killed the
demon?” asked Cassiel, a strange eagerness flashing in his hazel eyes. He
leaned across the great table studying Kara as though she was a ticking time
bomb. He rubbed his chin. He looked straight at Kara again. “You think you
could reproduce it for me? Can you control it?”


Kara
hesitated then shook her head. “I don’t think so. When I tried to do it again—I
couldn’t. I don’t know how to explain it. I can’t even tell you how I managed
to do it in the first place. It just—happened.”


“Hmm.”
Cassiel crossed his arms. “You think with some practice you might be able to do
it again?”


Kara
shrugged. “Uh—I guess so.” 


But
inside she wasn’t sure she could do it. She had only done it twice before—once
with the elemental child against the demon lord, Asmodeus, and now against the
new breed demon. She started to feel anxious. Cassiel expected her to be able
to do it again, as though it was a simple task like riding a bike. She wondered
if she should just tell him no. Would she still be a part of CDD then?


But
it all made sense to her now. Jenny had told her that most of the guardians in
CDD had something special about them. Kara knew now why she was here—she was to
use her elemental power against the demons. David wasn’t chosen because he
didn’t possess a unique skill like she did.


Cassiel
clapped his hands. “Well then! Let’s get started!” 


He
pushed his chair back and stood up, a smile spreading across his face. His
great body towered easily above everyone else. “Gabriel agreed to let us use
one of the tents at Operations to practice. We’ll need the room, I think.” 


He
looked at Kara, and then turned to face the others. “Jenny. Peter. Al. Devon—I
want you to come with us. Let’s see if we can help Kara conjure up her powers.
On your feet guardians.” Cassiel moved easily through the cluster of chairs and
desks and headed towards the elevator.


Kara
watched him go. Dread made her feel heavy. It was bad enough that Cassiel
expected her to be able to use her powers; now she would have an audience. 


It
wouldn’t be easy to get away from all the attention to look for her mother’s
soul either. She still didn’t know where to look, but she knew she didn’t have
much time. Asmodeus obviously wasn’t defeated, but very much out there, and he
was using her mother’s soul as bait. She knew she would have to bite
eventually. 


She
saw a head of purple hair bouncing towards her. “Hey … what’s up girl? You
doing okay? You look a little spaced out.” Jenny and Peter stopped in front of
her.


“Your
face is white,” remarked Peter. “Do you want us to take you to Raphael? The
woman can’t stop talking about you, by the way. It’s like she’s obsessed with
your well-being.”


“Yeah,
it’s really freaky.” Jenny widened her eyes.


“No.
I’m fine. Thanks.” Kara forced a smile. 


She
sighed and looked at Jenny. “Actually, I’m not fine,” she whispered. “I don’t
think I can do it again. That—that power. I don’t know how to summon it. And
Cassiel thinks that I can.”


“You
worry too much.” Jenny gave out a little laugh. “Come—I’m sure it’ll be fine.
Cass is cool. He won’t be angry if you’re having trouble. He’s one of the good
guys. He’s very patient, trust me.” Kara wondered what Jenny must have done to
witness Cassiel’s patience.


Kara
considered telling Jenny and Peter the whole truth. She wondered if she could
truly trust them with the knowledge of her mother’s soul. Only David knew,
apart from the archangels, and right now she needed friends more than ever. She
took Jenny and Peter by their hands and pulled them closer to her into a tight
circle.


“I
have to tell you guys something,” she whispered, and looked over her shoulder.


“What?”
said Peter and Jenny at the same time.


“You
have to promise not to tell anyone.”


“We
promise,” said Jenny, her eyes wide and glittering like jewels.


Kara
narrowed her gaze. “I’m sure you heard about what happened a few months ago.
With me, the elemental child, the life-quest—”


“Yeah.
You kicked Asmodeus’s butt!” blurted Jenny.


“Shhh!”
Kara looked over her shoulder. “Listen. I think he’s back—”


“Asmodeus?
Are you sure? How do you know?” Peter pushed his glasses up the bridge of his
nose with a trembling hand. Kara thought for a minute that he might topple
over.


“Pretty
sure. And I think he took my mother’s soul.”


Both
Jenny and Peter were silent for a moment. Kara wondered if she had done the
right thing in telling them. A trace of regret started to form, but then Jenny
and Peter shared a look and grinned, and she realized she had been right to
trust them.


“So,
what are we going to do about it?” Jenny arched her brows and her smile
widened.


Relief
washed through Kara. And she felt a weight lifted from her shoulders.


“I
was hoping you’d say that.” Kara couldn’t help but smile. 


“The
archangels know my mother’s soul is missing. But they won’t look for it because
their first priority is finding out who’s killing the guardians, and not one
missing soul. So I have to look for it myself. I need to find a way to sneak
out after the practice session—and go looking for it.”


Peter’s
gaze moved from Jenny and Kara to the many onlookers around them. “It could be
anywhere,” he said. “Do you have an idea of where it might be? If we had a
location, it would be a lot easier.”


Kara
shrugged. “The only place I can think of … is the demon realm.”


Peter
didn’t seem to hear her. 


“Asmodeus
is using my mother’s soul as bait. I’m sure of it. It’s me he wants, not my mom
… probably to kill me. He’s threatening to destroy my mother’s soul—I can’t let
that happen.” Kara suddenly realized she was nearly shouting, and fought to
control her emotions. She lowered her head and ignored the questioning glances
she got from the GAs walking by.


Jenny
met her eyes. “We’ll help you. We’ll find your mother’s soul.”


Peter
bent forward. “I’ll start looking on the holographic monitors when we get back.
We can start looking for any kind of strange anomalies that are happening.”


“We’ll
find her, don’t worry.” Jenny rested a hand on Kara’s shoulder. “You saved our
lives, girl. This is the least we can do to pay you back.” 


“She’s
right. We wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you, Kara.” Peter’s face twitched,
and a nervous smile reached his lips.


Kara
nodded. She wasn’t sure how to explain how she did it. All she knew was that
rescuing them was the right thing to do. There was no way to explain what
really happened. The elemental power within her was wild and intense—and it
wanted to kill. Kara didn’t feel comfortable about telling anyone that. 


“We
should get going.” Jenny urged them on. “We’re being watched.”


A
group of guardians eyed them suspiciously, and Kara realized how alone she
really was. While Level Five was a special division, the guardians weren’t
different from the rest of the Legion. 


They
walked to the elevator in silence. Kara hoped that she would find a way to
distract Cassiel and the others long enough to sneak out. 


The
group trotted across the red dunes and headed towards the blue tents where the
angels practiced their combat skills. Kara wondered if she was to practice in
the open. It wouldn’t be a bad thing, since nothing was going to happen anyway.



Cassiel
walked graciously inside the tent and pulled out a wooden bench.


“Kara,
stand in the middle over here—” said Cassiel. He placed the wooden bench twenty
feet away from her. He stepped back, beyond the borders of the combat circle,
and placed his hands on his hips.


“Later.”
Jenny and Peter broke away from Kara and walked towards a bench at the far end
of the tent. Jenny let herself sit with a loud thump and kicked out her legs.
Her purple combat boots glistened in the sun. She waved at Kara.


Kara
did as she was told. 


“So
now what? Do I just stand here like this?” She let her hands fall at her sides.
She felt like a total fool. It was bad enough to have Cassiel and the few
members of the CDD watching her, but now a few GAs had stopped practicing and
were watching, too.


“Okay,”
Cassiel folded his hands before him. “Let’s give this a try. I want you to
focus, Kara. Try to remember how you conjured that power—and once you get
it—try aiming it towards the bench. Go ahead, now. Try it.”


Kara
glanced at the wooden bench. She wondered how long she would have to practice.
She considered her options. She would have to try, or at least pretend to try,
even though she knew she couldn’t wield the elemental energy. After a long
moment of staring at the bench, she lifted her arms and aimed her palms at the
bench. She tried desperately to remember what triggered her power. Nothing
happened. She felt so stupid and useless.


“Kara.
Clear your mind and focus on the elemental power you have within you—search for
it inside. You can do this. You’ve done it before. Now, concentrate!”


Kara
closed her eyes and concentrated. She searched within for traces of the
elemental power, but the massive flow of power she’d drawn on while battling
the new breed seemed to have faded. She knew it was inside her somewhere, she
sensed it. It was like a wild energy fueled by emotion—the wilder and more
intense the emotion, the more likely that the elemental power would surface.
Yet she couldn’t access it now. 


She
tried to tap into those emotions.


Where are you guys? She whispered inside her mind. I
need you now. Don’t make me look like a fool. Come on! Help me! Kara’s body
shook as she strained to access that small fragment of power she felt hidden
inside her. She pushed with all her might. But nothing happened.


Kara
opened her eyes and relaxed her arms. “I told you I can’t do this!” She stared
at her palms. “I can’t access it. It’s like I can’t control it. I can’t will
it—”


A
sudden snort of laughter came from some of the guardians watching her. Al and
Devon whispered to one another and laughed at Kara again. Anger flared inside her.


Cassiel
walked towards Kara. “You need to relax. Take your time. Stop worrying that you
can’t do it, and try to focus on where it is. You can sense it, can’t you?”


Kara
began to regret this practice session. Al and Devon’s mocking only made it
worst. She hated to be the center of attention. And with Cassiel pushing her,
she just wanted to leave. But she knew she couldn’t—for her mother’s sake.


She
met Cassiel’s eyes and shrugged.


“Sort
of. I can feel a warm tickle inside, but I can’t reach it.”


“Do
you remember how you felt the first time it happened?” asked Cassiel. “Were you
afraid—or angry? Can you try to tap into those emotions? I think it’ll help.”


Kara
stared at her hands. “Sure. I’ll try.”


“Good.
Let’s try this again.” Cassiel turned on his heel and walked back to the group.


Kara
rubbed her forehead and lifted her arms again. She closed her eyes and
travelled back to her encounter with Asmodeus. She remembered the fear she had
felt—and the anger. A warm sensation started to flow.


Come on guys, don’t let me down, she whispered.


The
warmth increased and continued to spread. But as quickly as it appeared, it
disappeared.


Another
chuckle reached her ears. 


Kara
felt humiliated and deflated. How long would she have to stand here like an
idiot with guardians laughing at her? She heard a loud snort—they wanted her to
fail. She clenched her fists, and pressed on. She wouldn’t give them the
satisfaction. To hell with them. 


But
nothing happened. The CDD team dispersed after a while and were all talking and
laughing amongst themselves. Only Cassiel still seemed eager to help Kara. He
clapped his hands as he paced around Kara. “Okay—let’s try it again.”


“Cassiel,
we’ve been here for hours,” said Devon. 


He
stood up and turned his attention towards Kara. “Obviously, she can’t do
anything. She’s nothing special. She’s useless, and she’s wasting our time—”


“Watch
your freaking mouth, dumbass!”


Kara
looked up. And her eyes met David. Her body shivered. She watched him make his
way towards Devon and Al. She hadn’t realized until this very moment how much
she had missed him.


Devon
straightened himself, squared his shoulders and stepped towards David. Kara
noticed he was at least a head taller than David, and a lot thicker.


“Did
you just call me, dumbass? Who the hell are you? You’re just a worthless little
petty officer?” Kara didn’t like the way he said petty officer, as
though it was something bitter in his mouth. Devon lifted his eyebrows at
David, and looked at him with a mixture of disdain and surprise. “I could squish
you like a bug, boy, for that kind of talk. You little maggot!”


“Big
words for the big dumbass. Did you think of that yourself, or did you
get your crony here to feed you your lines?” David stepped up to Devon and
flashed his teeth. He looked Devon up and down and raised his brows. “Man, what
the hell are they feeding you at level five? You’re huge!”


“You
better get out of my face, if you know what’s good for ya.” Devon towered over
David, his face pinched in a deep scowl.


“Can’t
do that,” mocked David, his eyes flashed mischievously. “You see, no one talks
badly about Kara when I’m around. And now I’m going to have to kick your butt,
big man.” He puffed out his chest.


Despite
herself, Kara smiled. She locked eyes with David momentarily, and he winked.


Al
pushed Devon aside and stood before David. “Why don’t you run along, Shorty—”
he gestured with his hand, a few inches from David’s face. “—this is official
CDD business. Your simple petty officer brain can’t handle it. Beat it.”


David
smacked Al’s hand away and stepped closer, until their faces were only an inch
apart. “Why don’t you piss off, unibrow. I’ll stand where I please,” David
hissed, and his grin turned predatory. He squared his shoulders.


Kara
started to feel anxious. She couldn’t help but feel grateful David was standing
up for her. But she didn’t want David to get into trouble or ruin his chances
to get accepted into CDD. She looked at Cassiel for help, but he just stood
there with his arms crossed and a strange smug expression on his face. He
looked at her momentarily and then back to the fight. She wasn’t sure if
Cassiel was pleased to see David defending her, or to see his troops bullying
David. Kara considered throwing him a rock to wipe off his self-satisfied look.


“David,
forget it,” Kara pleaded. “It’s fine—really. No big deal.”


Devon
squeezed himself in between Al and David. “David, eh? The same David that’s
been trying to get into CDD for like … forever? You’re that loser?” He
mocked. “Check it out, Al. This is the loser that everyone’s been laughing
about back in the unit.”


“Shut
up, Devon.” Kara was angry. She knew how much the division meant to David. This
wasn’t fair.


David’s
scowl deepened. “Call me a loser one more time, and you’ll see what a
small-timer like me can do to your freaking face.”


Al
lifted his right hand momentarily, and made a fist. “We crush losers for
fun—”


“Stop
it!” screamed Kara. Her body trembled. “What is wrong with you people!”


Devon
turned to Kara. “Stay out of this, freak.”


For
a moment, Kara just stared at Devon. She wished she had a rock to throw at him
too.


“Cassiel!”
shouted Kara. “Do something!” 


Cassiel
glanced at Kara. A smile materialized on his face. What is wrong with him,
she thought. It was as though he was glad this was happening. It wasn’t making
any sense.


“Use
your feelings, Kara, and direct them to the bench.” Cassiel’s gaze was intense.
He threw his arms in the air. “Use that anger! Do it! It’s going to work. Do it
now!” 


“What?
Now? You can’t be serious.” She wasn’t a freak show—Cassiel didn’t care about
her, he only cared about her power. Kara saw how Cassiel was trying to provoke
her, but he had no idea how powerful or uncontrollable she really was.


Kara
saw something black and pointy slip from Al’s sleeve and rest in his palm. It
glistened in the light like a black diamond—a Death Blade, Kara realized in
horror. How could he have a demon blade in Horizon? Her chest tightened. Al was
going to stab David with it.


“Stop!”
she called out again. 


Anger
welled inside her. Her body trembled. She felt a burning hot liquid pouring
through her core. Her vision sharpened. The heat spread through her from the
tip of her head down to her toes. Her fingers tinkled. It oozed out of her
pores, like droplets of sweat. Feral power flared through her, like a wild
animal trying to break free from its tether. It wanted to be released.


David’s
face was livid. He pushed Devon back. “I told you to watch that mouth!”


Al
wrapped his fingers around the handle of the blade. He readied it in his hand.


Kara’s
body jerked. She blinked and the world before her took on hues of gold. She
raised her hands, two beams of gold blasted from her palms, and Kara was
propelled backwards with intense force. 


The
beams struck Al. Light wrapped around his body like golden ribbons until he was
completely covered. He screamed and his body convulsed. He went still and fell
motionless to the ground. No sound came from him.


“You
killed him!” shouted Devon. He pointed to Kara with a shaking hand. “He’s dead!
You killed him you freak!” He knelt down beside his friend, his eyes
wide in terror.


Kara
stared at her hands and shook her head. “I’m—I’m sorry … it was an accident! I
didn’t mean to do it.” 


She
made fists with her trembling hands. The elemental power shifted inside her for
a moment and then melted away. The shock of what she had done weighed her down.
This wasn’t supposed to happen. She knew this was bad, very bad. How could she
have done this? Why couldn’t she control it? Desperation and anger flared
inside her. 


She
scanned the ground around Al’s body. The blade had disappeared. She realized
that someone had taken it.


Cassiel
raced over to Al’s body. He pressed his palms on Al’s chest. White light
illuminated his hands, as though tiny light bulbs were stuck to his palms. But
after a moment the light went out, and he turned to face Devon with a look of
concern. 


“He’s
not dead, but he’s badly injured. We need to get him to Raphael straightaway.”


Kara
watched as Cassiel lifted Al’s body as though it weighed no more than a
feather. He brushed past Kara and carried him out of the tent. He didn’t look
at her.


Devon
walked up to Kara. His eyes flashed dangerously. “You’ll pay for this, freak. I
don’t care what the archangels say about you—you’re dangerous, and I don’t
trust you. Your days are numbered.” 


Kara
didn’t answer. Devon kicked up sand with his boot and hit her in the face with
it. He then turned on his heel and took off after Cassiel.


Kara
wiped off the red sand. She couldn’t stop shaking. David ran towards her.


Kara
stared at her opened palms and stretched out her fingers—these were the hands
of a murderer. She clasped them into tight fists. She trembled.


“H—he
had a blade, a Death Blade, David. I saw it.” Her voice shook and she didn’t
try to hide it from him. “He was going to stab you with it.”


David
took her hand and squeezed it gently. “It’s okay. I believe you.” He narrowed
his eyes. “Where’s the blade now?”


Kara
shook her head. “I—I don’t know. It’s gone. I swear he had one!”


David
was silent for a moment. He let go of Kara’s hand and combed his hair with his
fingers. “That means we can’t trust anyone anymore. CDD’s been breached. Who
knows how many more demon spies there are in the Legion? But right now we have
bigger problems—without the knife, no one will believe us.”


“This
is bad … isn’t it, David?” She wondered what the Legion would do to her. 


She
had screwed up before, but this was the worst. She didn’t think they would be
lenient this time around.


“Yes.
This is really bad,” David replied.


 











Chapter 9 


Trial


 


 


Kara felt like an abomination.
Scowling faces whispered as she passed on the way to the high council chamber.
Guardian angels lurked in doorways watching her. It was like being marked all
over again. But this time it was much worse, she realized. She had nearly
killed an angel. She was a freak. A monster. She wondered if she truly did
belong in Horizon. Freaks and angels didn’t coexist here. Whatever their
decision, she knew now how different she was from all the other angels. At
first being part elemental had made her feel special, unique, but now she felt
more like a murderer than anything else. She hoped the council would believe it
was an accident. 


Kara
shuffled along behind the oracle, her head hung low. She remembered her
mother’s smiling face as she would kiss Kara on the forehead before she went to
school. Kara would always wiggle away embarrassed, but deep down she loved her
for it. She remembered her mother’s enchanting voice singing Ella Fitzgerald
songs. It had always given her goose bumps. Her chest tightened, and she
realized she missed her mother painfully. How could she save her mother’s soul?
Asmodeus would kill her mother—and it was all her fault.


“Come
along, Miss Clara. Don’t pay any attention to them,” said the oracle. His bare
feet padded above his crystal ball. “What has happened cannot be undone—I have
seen it many times before … but it will pass. Do not fret.”


The
oracle’s face broke out into innumerable little wrinkles as he smiled warmly at
her, like a dried raisin. But Kara stared at the floor as she walked, lips sewn
together. She kept playing events over inside her head, wishing she could have
stopped herself, or at least warned them of the knife. Al was going to stab
David, she saw him. Anger welled inside her chest. Her elemental part had acted
on its own to protect David. She had wanted Al dead. The elemental force that
flowed in her was as much part of her as she was of it—they were a single
entity—and she was aware that both she and her elemental force had wanted to
kill.


Was
she a killer? Who was she?


She
kept her head down. She didn’t trust herself to look up and meet the glares of
disgust that spread on the faces of the Legion as they passed. 


A
snicker reached her ears. Devon stood by the great metal door. He was
surrounded by a field group from CDD. Kara recognized their black uniforms. She
wondered how long she could still wear hers.


“Told
you you’d pay for this, freak,” he hissed at Kara. “I never liked you,
and I always knew there was a disgusting smell about you. And I was right! You
stink of demon. You’ll be cast out forever! Or better yet—your soul will be
destroyed!” His minions shook their heads as they mumbled their consensus. Kara
kept her eyes low. The humiliation was too much to handle.


“He—he
had a Death Blade! I saw it.” Kara shouted.


“A
Death Blade?” laughed Devon. “Did you hear that, guys? She says she saw a Death
Blade.” Kara winced as his minions laughed hysterically. She clenched
her fists.


Devon
snickered. “What? Are you going to punch me? Want to kill me too, freak.” He glowered
at Kara, his dark eyes glistened menacingly. “So, where’s the blade, huh?”


Kara
didn’t answer.


“That’s
right,” continued Devon, and stepped dangerously close to Kara, “there is
no blade. You made it up, you stupid little girl. Don’t think the council will
believe lies that come from a traitor’s mouth. You’re done.” 


“Yeah
… you’re a goner,” said one of the male angels whom Kara didn’t recognize.


“Freak!”
said a strikingly beautiful angel with long blonde hair. She laughed at Kara.


“Demon!”


Kara
strained to control her shaking. She didn’t want them to see how much their
words affected her.


In
a swift movement, the oracle steered his giant crystal ball and ploughed
through the group. He waved his hands in the air. “Move along now! Move along.
The council will not wait.” And with that, the oracle pushed open the great
metal door.


It
screeched loudly as it rolled on its hinges. A smell of concrete and stale air
reached Kara’s nose. She lowered her head and followed the oracle through the
doorway. But just as she cleared the entrance someone tripped her, and Kara
landed hard on her stomach with a loud thud. The sound cut through the
chamber’s eerie silence like a knife. 


Kara
lifted her head slowly and turned around. Devon stood in the doorway. His
cronies gathered behind him and laughed like a group of jackals. He lifted his
index finger and motioned it across his neck. 


“Please
shut the door, oracle,” said a booming voice.


“Oh
dear! Oh dear!” The crystal ball rolled along the marble floor, crunching tiny
specks of sand. The oracle wrapped his tiny hand around a large brass handle
and pulled the door closed. 


Tiny
spasms erupted all over Kara body as she pushed herself up. She tried to
control her nerves. The chamber looked exactly how she remembered. It was a
great round room with a rounded glass dome, from which light spilled through
its top. The bright blue sky lifted her spirits slightly. 


She
turned her attention to the council. The archangels sat around a black half
moon desk that glistened in the light. 


She
knew she must look like a fool to the council. She looked at their faces. Seven
grim visages stared back at her. The shock of seeing Uriel’s face with a scowl
nearly made her collapse. She had hoped for some understanding from him. It
seemed to Kara that the entire council agreed with Devon. This could be my
last day here, she whispered to herself.


A
soft cough caught her attention, and she was struck with sudden tremendous
gratitude. Jenny, Peter, and David sat in the second of twenty rows of wooden seats
that were angled along and around the chamber, like seats in an arena. Jenny’s
legs dangled over the first row. And Peter even gave her thumbs up. But their
bravado couldn’t hide the fear in their eyes. Kara felt it, too.


David
stood up and clasped his hands around the wooden edge of the seats in front of
him. He mouthed it’s going to be okay to Kara.


Kara
recognized the archangels Cassiel and Gabriel sitting in the front row,
opposite her friends. They were talking and didn’t look up.


She
made her way to the lonely bench before the council members. The sound of her
boots echoed through the chamber. She thought she’d go mad in the silence. The
eeriness made her skin crawl and her hair stand up on the back of her neck.
Finally she reached the bench and stepped before it. She lifted her eyes and
met Uriel’s glare.


“We
meet again, Kara Nightingale,” said Uriel, with his usual musical voice. His
dark brown hair glistened in the soft light that leaked from the glass dome
above. “And I am sad to say that it is not under good terms.”


Kara
lowered her eyes. She felt dizzy. The room started to spin, and she felt her
body teeter slightly. Uriel’s words rang in her ears. What would happen to her,
she wondered. The sound of a chair being dragged on the floor reached her. She
lifted her gaze again.


“The
council has been made aware of a certain situation.” Uriel’s golden robe
swished as he stood up, sending little ripples all the way down to his ankles,
like tiny golden waves. “We all knew what kind of risk we were taking by
accepting someone with elemental power back into our world. Indeed, once we
confirmed that you had this wild power within you, we believed that we could
use it to our benefit—that we had something we could control—something more
powerful than the demons.” 


Uriel
stopped for a moment and stared down at the desk. He looked up again. “We had
high hopes for you, Kara. We asked the archangel Cassiel to help you develop
and control your talents. We never thought you would hurt another angel—”


“But
I didn’t mean to! It was an accident!” Kara blurted out before she could stop
herself.


Uriel
lifted his hand to silence her. 


“Until
we can get this matter investigated, I regret to inform you, that you are no
longer part of the Counter Demon Division. You will have no access to level
five anymore. You are hereby stripped of your title, and banished to the angel
prison, Tartarus. You are no longer a guardian in the Legion. You will have no
direct contact with any angels in Horizon apart from the few appointed officers
and the prison guards. As of this moment forward, Kara Nightingale, you are
exiled and will be confined to Tartarus.”


“What!”
protested Kara. Her head swirled. “But it was an accident! I swear I didn’t
mean to hurt anyone.”


“This
is not fair,” yelled Jenny from behind her, and Kara turned around. “We are
witnesses! We saw what happened—Al was going to stab David. She was only
protecting him!”


“ENOUGH!”
roared Uriel. The chamber shook. Dust and small pieces of rock fell around
Kara. 


He
turned to Jenny, “You are only permitted to speak when you are called upon to
do so. Another outburst like this, and you will be thrown out of the chamber.
Is that clear?”


“Yes,
archangel Uriel.” Jenny lowered her head and sat down. Kara and Jenny exchanged
smiles.


“What
do you have to say in your defense, Kara Nightingale?” asked Uriel. “The
council is eager for an explanation.”


Kara
floundered around in her mind recollecting the events. “It was an accident. I
swear to you. I—I was trying to conjure my power—if you want to call it
that—and nothing was happening. Cassiel told me to try and tap into the
emotions I felt during the times when it worked. So I was trying . . . and then
David showed up. There was argument with Devon and Al. And then I saw a Death
Blade in Al’s hand. He was going to hurt David.” 


She
glanced down before continuing. “And then it just . . . happened. It just
happened. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone, I swear I didn’t. But I couldn’t let
him hurt my friend.” 


Kara
looked into the eyes of the council. Doubt reflected back to her, no sympathy.
They didn’t believe her.


She
took a step forward and tried to look as sincere as she could. Her bottom lip
trembled, “I swear to you all. I didn’t mean to do this. It was an accident.
Please, I need to be allowed in the Legion to find my mother’s soul—she needs
me. She’s been taken. I need to find her. You can’t do this to me now. Please.
It isn’t fair.”


“Where
is this blade now?” Uriel eyed her suspiciously. 


Kara
cowered and shook her head. “I—I don’t know. It’s gone. I can’t explain it. But
I saw it, I swear I did.”


“I’ve
heard enough of her lies!” The archangel Zadkiel interrupted her. His voice was
full of disgust. “She’s an abomination! A demon who lies and tries to trick us
by masquerading as a little girl. Do not believe her!”


Kara
felt the sharp pain of his words. Her stomach tightened. She had let her mother
down. How could she reach her now? 


“I—I—I’m
sorry,” Kara stammered and took a step back. “It was an—”


“You
lie!” roared Zadkiel. “We have all the proof we need now to cast you out!” 


He
slammed his fist on the table. His giant finger pointed at Kara. “I always knew
you were a traitor!—stealthily making your way into the feelings of our
brothers and sisters—like a thief in the night.”


“Enough,
Zadkiel. We need to investigate this matter more thoroughly before making any
accusations,” said another archangel with long curly red hair.


Zadkiel
trembled with rage. “You were always too soft when it came to her, Camael. I
can see now the child has bewitched you. Demon filth!”


Kara
flinched. 


“I’m
not a demon,” she croaked. She raised her voice above the arguing. “I’m not a
demon!” she called out again.


Zadkiel
edged closer over the desk and looked down upon Kara. His dark eyes flashed
angrily. “You are the demon spawn!” He hissed. “You should die!”


What
was he talking about? Kara turned and met David’s eyes. He looked as confused
as she was. He shrugged and shook his head. 


Reluctantly
Kara looked up at Uriel. There was no kindness in his eyes.


“What
does he mean? I don’t understand?” Her throat felt tight.


Uriel
folded his hands. Deep wrinkles crossed his forehead like thick leather. He was
silent for a moment, his attention somewhere else. 


Finally
he answered. “We could not have known before. We didn’t see the signs . . .
until they showed themselves. But now we are certain of it. There is no
mistake. Your elemental part—I fear—is not of angel.”


Kara
heard gasps from behind her. She ignored them. “What do you mean, not of angel?
I thought elementals were part mortal and part angel?”


“Yes,”
answered Uriel, “that is normally the case. But with you—it is not.”


“I
don’t understand? What are you trying to say?” She felt a mixture of
frustration and fear building inside her.


“We
have traced your mortal lineage for over a thousand years, but have found
nothing linking any of your mortal ancestors to an angel. We have all the
records of breeding between mortals and angels but one—one single event has
escaped our records.” 


When
he looked up Kara saw a flash of sadness in his eyes. “Do you remember your
father, Kara?”


The
shock of his words took Kara by surprise. She wrinkled her face. The looks of
disdain from the council didn’t help. After a moment she answered. 


“I
don’t . . . not really. He died when I was five—that’s what my mother told me.
What does that have to do with anything?”


“Your
father wasn’t an ordinary man. In fact . . . he wasn’t a man at all.”


Kara’s
mouth fell open. “What? What are you saying? And why are you speaking as though
he’s still alive? I told you, my father is dead.”


Uriel’s
face was expressionless. “No, he is not, I’m afraid. Your father is a demon. We
couldn’t have known about his plan to seduce your mother because we can only
track what happens in Horizon. We don’t have knowledge of the Netherworld. The
demon realm is out of our bounds.”


Kara
pressed her hands on her head and gave a nervous laugh. “Wait a minute. Let me
get this straight. You’re telling me that my mortal father is a demon? I don’t
believe any of it. My mother would have known—she would never. Besides, you
said elementals are part angel and mortal. Not demon.”


Uriel
looked away for a moment before answering. “Some demons used to be
angels—fallen angels, corrupted and hungry for power, evil and merciless—and
very capable of breeding with a human woman.”


Kara’s
head spun. She fought the urge to faint and wished she could vomit. “That’s
impossible! It can’t be true! I—I saw pictures, he’s mortal—I remember him.”


Uriel
leaned forward, his face expressionless and hard. “The pictures you saw were
not of a mortal man—but of your demon father in a mundane body. I fear it is
the truth. But it is much worse.” 


Uriel
pursed his lips and furrowed his brow. “We believe he bred with your mortal
mother because she was a guardian angel. And so he knew what would come of it.
Much was planned so that you would someday come to be a creation of something
unique in the worlds. Something that we have never seen. Your mortal death was
planned for his purpose only. He waited for you to die in the hopes that he could
harness your elemental power. You are the brainchild of the most powerful of
demons.” 


“But
his plan had a fault,” Uriel continued, “He didn’t anticipate that you were
already chosen to become a guardian angel. So he lost you when you came to
Horizon. He didn’t know where or who you were until you met him face to face.
That’s when he recognized you—and your elemental power. We are still unsure how
he intends to use you, which is why we need time to investigate the matter more
in-depth. 


“You
are, beyond a doubt, an elemental child born of mortal and demon parents.”
Zadkiel interrupted.


Kara
opened her mouth and asked the question to which she feared the answer.


“Who
is my father?” Her voice rang out in the chamber.


Uriel
met her eyes. He was silent for a moment.


“Asmodeus.”


 











Chapter 10 


Tartarus


 


 


Kara stood on a grey concrete
platform above the High Council building. A cool breeze lifted the hair around
her face. Her mind was numb, and her limbs moved on their own, like a zombie
going about the world with a smashed pumpkin as a brain. She blinked. She
couldn’t remember how she had walked from the council to the landing zone. 


She
figured it didn’t matter anyway. The council had convicted her of treason—more
or less. They had voted to confine her to Tartarus—where they kept traitors
before figuring out what to do with them. She imagined Tartarus to be an eerie
dungeon, where sweaty fat bald men waited to torture her on the rack. She
visualized them as they tied their victim’s limbs with rope to a wooden frame,
and then turned the handle causing the rope to pull the victim’s arms.
Eventually with a loud crack, the limbs were torn apart. 


It
didn’t matter anyway—what they did to her—she wasn’t special, with a gift of
elemental power. She was an abomination—Asmodeus, the demon lord’s daughter,
the Legion’s enemy. Her mother’s soul would die because of her. And she
couldn’t do anything about it. 


A
faint flapping sound broke her train of thought. Two black specs appeared in
the sky like kites caught in an airstream. They drew closer incredibly fast. 


Kara
had to cover her eyes from all the dust and sand that rose around them as two
giant golden eagles beat their enormous wings to slow themselves and land on
the platform beside her. Once the dust had cleared, Kara had a good look at
them. Like giant birds of war, they wore metal helmets with intricate circular
designs carved onto them and large metal breast plates. Silver chains with
glowing blue pendants in the shapes of stars swayed and bounced against their
powerful chests. Their eyes were a golden-brown color like toffee, and their
pointed beaks glistened in the light like golden blades. Their talons scraped
the concrete floor, and Kara was sure they could easily rip the platform apart.
They were identical. The closer of the two eagles turned its eyes on Kara, and
she flinched and took a step back.


An
oracle rolled his crystal ball towards Kara. “Well, here we are. The prison
guards have arrived. They will take you to Tartarus.” He gave her a weak smile,
and Kara was grateful it was the same oracle who had escorted her to the
council chamber.


Kara’s
eyes were fixed on their giant talons. Her stomach tightened. Golden feathers
ruffled on the birds’ giant chests, like a silk sheet glimmering in the light.
They were magnificent. Kara wondered if she was to climb up on their backs and
ride them as on horseback.


The
eagles spread their wings and launched into the air with great force. Kara
rolled out of the way. She felt pressure as an enormous talon covered her right
shoulder. And before she could react, she was lifted off the ground. She
glanced down and saw the oracle looking up at her. In the next moment, he was
as small as an ant, and then he disappeared altogether.


Kara
kicked her legs and hit the great bird’s legs with her fists, but when she saw
how high they had flown she figured she’d better stop before they got angry and
let her fall. She didn’t believe angels could survive such a fall, even if they
were immortal. 


They
moved surprisingly fast. The floating cities of level six blurred past them.
And before long, Kara was soaring in a perfect blue sky filled with only puffy
white clouds. The eagles banked and soared into a wall of clouds. Mist tickled
her skin and humidity clung to her like damp clothes taken out too soon from
the dryer. The mist became a thick white fog, and Kara could hardly see a few
inches in front of her. With every stroke of the giant bird’s wings, Kara was
slapped with a powerful gust of wind. She shut her eyes and waited for it to
end.


The
air lost its moisture, and when Kara opened her eyes, blue skies surrounded
them again. She couldn’t tell for how long they’d been traveling. It seemed
like hours to her, and she wondered when it would end. Or was this part of the
punishment? To be dragged forever through a maelstrom of clouds by a giant
angry bird.


A
single floating object came into view. It was the only structure in the miles
of open sky, like a ship lost on the open sea. It appeared the eagles were
taking her there. As they got closer, she could see that it was a giant cube.
This must be the prison. She felt the last drop of hope drain from her. 


It
was a massive piece of black concrete with no windows or openings. It floated
in the air, surreal and out of place within the perfect blue sky and puffy
white clouds, like an alien spacecraft. 


It
looked dead, a barren entity waiting to suck the life source from its
prisoners. No life came from it. Not even the light from the sun reflected on
it. She smelled the stink of oil and mildew. The hairs on her body stood up,
and dread filled her. It was a place where spirits came to die, a black cube of
desolation. 


And
now Kara belonged here. The council had seen to that.


The
eagles banked to the right and dove towards the middle of the giant cube. A
small piece from the wall broke apart and lowered itself, like a lonely plank
on a pirate ship. With a last flap, the eagles soared towards the small square
platform that stuck out from the massive prison. The eagle’s grip loosened on
her shoulders, and she fell with a loud thud to the hard surface. The platform
trembled as the eagles landed gracefully beside her. She wished they had given
her a better landing. One of the eagles cocked his head up. 


“This
way.” The eagle’s voice was deep and sounded strangely human. Kara couldn’t
help but stare at its beak, wondering how it could articulate so clearly.


“This
way,” the eagle repeated. A bird of few words, Kara thought to herself.


Kara
pushed herself to her feet. A door at least fifteen feet high, tall enough for
the eagles to pass, was open in front of her. She couldn’t see beyond it—only
blackness on the other side. She forced herself not to tremble. She didn’t want
the guards to see how afraid she really was. Kara walked towards the doorway
with her head held high.


As
soon as she stepped past the opening, tiny green orbs appeared, illuminating
the black walls with enough eerie green light for Kara to see through the
blackness. Kara grimaced at the smell of oil and the foul stench of bird
droppings. She remembered smelling something as dreadful in a car repair shop
with her mom, but this was a hundred times worse. Once they had passed the
doorway, the platform shook and turned and twisted on itself. With a last
screeching sound, the concrete plank thudded shut behind her. Tartarus was
whole again, like a giant Lego block.


The
eagles pushed Kara forward with their powerful beaks, thrusting her along the
dark passages. The glowing spheres enabled Kara to see a bottomless black pit
in front of her. There was no walkway. She would fall into the abyss. She
started to panic.


“But—But
there’s nothing for me to walk on?”


The
eagles pushed Kara in the back again, and she took two steps forward. Blocks of
rock flew from above and below and came together under her feet to form a stone
walkway. Even in the darkness, Kara could see the stones leaving the walls and
gliding one by one in front of her, securing themselves together like a puzzle.


Kara
stole a look into the dark pit below her. She might already be dead, but she sensed
that her spirit would not survive a fall into that impenetrable blackness. What
sort of place is this?


The
eagles stopped prodding her. She stood in front of a large door carved from the
impenetrable black rock—her prison cell, she thought. She could see a single
rectangular opening at the top of the door. It was just large enough for a hand
to go through, or for someone to peek inside. There was no handle to the door. 


One
of the eagles’ pendants began to glow more intensely, until the light shone like
a brilliant little star, and Kara had to cover her eyes. With a loud screech,
the door swung open on its hinges.


Kara
felt pressure against her back again, and she was thrown into the chamber. She
got to her feet and looked quickly around. The room was about the size of a
bathroom.


The
eagle looked at her and spoke: “Don’t even waste your time thinking of
escaping. No angel or demon ever escaped from Tartarus. If you jump—the Earth’s
atmosphere will destroy you. Without Vega, your angel body will not survive the
transition. You will die and won’t come back. It is best if you sit and hope
the council will be lenient. Pray that your stay will be short-lived.”


“But
I haven’t done anything wrong,” Kara pleaded.


“Of
course you haven’t. Just like everyone else.” 


The
eagle stepped back and his pendant began to glow once more. With a sudden jolt
the door swung shut. A gust of moldy air wafted into Kara’s face. 


An
eagle’s eye appeared in the opening at the top of the door. 


“I’ve
seen angels wither away in this place, forgotten by the council. You may never
get out.” The eye disappeared.


Kara
ran to the tiny window.


“Wait!
When will the council make their decision? Hey!”


No
answer.


Kara
watched in dismay as the eagles disappeared into the shadows. She heard a rumble,
and watched the blocks twist and break apart from the walkway. The boulders
flew away and disappeared into the blackness. Kara heard distant cracks and
crunches from the pathway. She waited against the door until she couldn’t hear
anything anymore. She stood alone in the eerie silence. She dragged herself
into a corner and fell against the stone wall.


Kara
stared at the dark grey stone walls that surrounded her. The only light source
came from a tiny glowing orb that floated high in the middle of the room. The
creepy silence around sent shivers over her body. Every now and again, she
heard scraping, like the scraping of finger nails on the hard rock, and distant
moaning. She sat with her back against the cold rock surface staring at the
hovering globe. 


Her
mind wandered to what Uriel had said. It just couldn’t be true. She felt a
mixture of hatred and fear—fear that she really was part evil demon—and hatred
for Asmodeus for using her mother. She vaguely remembered a handsome
middle-aged man with black hair and square jaw smiling down at a baby girl. Her
mother had pictures of this man all over their apartment. Kara grew up
believing he was her mortal father who had died in a car crash when she was
five. If what the council said was true, then that was no ordinary man, but the
demon lord, the same demon who had tried to kill her.


Kara
grew angry. Her mother had cried over his picture—she had loved this man—this
man who had lied to her and betrayed her. And now Kara knew the truth. He had
conned her mother into believing he loved her, but used her for his own sick
purpose.


A
flash of rage engulfed her and Kara hit the wall with her fist. All too well
did she remember her mother’s pain, and the tears she had shed herself for the
father she remembered. But now it seemed that it was just a cruel joke, a joke
on a poor lonely mortal woman who deserved better.


Kara
cursed silently. You’ll pay for this.


“Ahem,”
said a voice behind the stone door, “did someone call for room service?”


Kara’s
mouth fell open. The voice that came from the door didn’t sound like that of
one of the guards. She lifted herself up on her toe tips and turned her head
towards the tiny window.


“Who’s
there?” asked Kara. Part of her feared that the voice belonged to the moans she
had heard earlier.


There
was a moment of silence, and then a voice spoke. “Well, dear Madame.  ’Tis your
knight in shining armor, m’lady.”


Kara’s
anger left her.


“David,”
she called, “what are you doing here? Are you mad! You can’t be here! If they
catch you—you’ll probably be stuck in this dreadful place like me! Get out of
here!”


“Hey,
that’s not the welcome I was expecting. It’s hurting my ego,” said David behind
the door.


Kara
gave out a laugh. “No, seriously. You should leave before they hear you.
They’re not the friendliest birds, you know. Hey—wait a minute—how did you get
here? There’s no floor?” She felt a moment of panic.


“Don’t
worry, m’lady. Your ship awaits.”


BOOM!


Kara
fell back as the door shook. Dust and small pebbles broke from the ceiling and
came down on her.


“David!
Are you crazy! They’ll hear you! What are you doing?”


Another
great boom answered her.


“Stand
back!” she heard David call from beyond the door.


Tiny
red sparks shot out from the door. They made their way up and around the door
like spidery red veins, until the door was completely covered by them. The door
hissed, cracked and exploded. Chunks of sharp stone zipped past Kara’s face.
She rubbed the dust out of her eyes and stared in disbelief. There, behind the
door, a sky-car hovered in the blackness. David, Jenny, and Peter looked at her
expectantly.


They
clambered into her cell one at a time.


“Oh
my god, this place stinks.” Jenny pinched her nose. “It smells like ancient
bird poop—as if it’s been here forever, and they forgot to pay the maid.”


“It’s
a prison, remember?” said Peter as he dusted himself off. “It’s not the Hilton.
It’s not supposed to be clean.”


“Guys
… what are you doing h—” Kara’s voice caught in her throat. David appeared
behind Peter wearing only a pair of blue and white polka dots boxer shorts.


Kara
felt a strange tingling sensation on her face and body that she imagined was
the sensation that angels would have felt if they were to have blushed. She
couldn’t tear her eyes away from David. His socks and boots made him look a
little goofy, and she was able to hide her true feelings from her friends.


“I
beg your pardon, m’lady,” laughed David, as he caught Kara staring at him. He
covered himself with his hands. “This gentleman—” he gestured behind him, “—requested
payment of my belongings.” David stepped aside. 


The
oval-shaped cloud of a sky-car with four upholstered blue seats hovered behind
the doorway. Kara recognized the black and white bird perched at the front of
the car immediately.


“Sam!
How did you get involved in this?” said Kara. She side stepped for a better
view.


The
bird jumped and did a pirouette. “Sam’s the name, and flyin’s the game!” He
lifted his wings. “I was bored, and David here had something interesting to
offer. And when he agreed to the terms of my payment—we flew like the wind!”


Kara
pressed her hands over her head. She grinned. “I can’t believe you were crazy
enough to do this. But I’m glad.” She let her hands fall at her sides. “Listen.
You guys have to go back. If the guards catch you, you might get stuck in here
for good. You can’t stay. I really appreciate the effort—but I don’t want to
have this on my conscience as well. You have to go.”


“We’re
not leaving without you, Kara.” David pushed his way towards her. “You’re
coming with us, and we’re all getting out of this shit box together.”


“But
the guards … they’ll see us.”


“No
they won’t,” said Jenny. “We got in here without them noticing—didn’t we?”


“Speaking
of guards, we should get going.” Peter peeked around the doorframe. “We don’t
have much time. We have to go now.”


As
if on cue, the great stone walls started the shake. Dust and pebbles fell from
the ceiling. Kara ran to the doorway. She realized that the stone path was
forming again. Something blue was shining in the darkness—the eagles—and they
were coming fast. 


“If
you’re planning to break me out … you guys better do it quick!” She pointed to
the guards. She hoped the sky-car could out fly the giant birds.


“Let’s
go boys and girls! The ship awaits!” David jumped in. The car swayed slightly
under his weight. He threw out his arm towards Kara. “Here—quickly!”


Kara
stared at his open hand. She knew this was crazy. She knew, in the end, they
would eventually get caught. But she was innocent. And they had put her in
prison. She made up her mind and grabbed David’s hand. She jumped in beside
him.


Jenny
and Peter jumped into the back.


“Careful
now,” called Sam. “You don’t want to fall into the abyss!”


“Stop
talking, bird, and let’s get out of here!” David pointed behind him. The guards
were almost upon them.


“Hang
on!” Sam pushed his weight down on the T-lever. The sky-car kicked into life
and the momentum threw Kara down on top of David. She looked down onto his
smiling face. Her body shivered, and she lingered there, on top of him for a
moment longer before she rolled off and clambered up onto a seat. 


She
realized with some concern that the sky-car was rocketing into absolute
darkness. Even with the wind slapping her in the face, she could still smell
the foul bird droppings.


“How
can he see where we are going?” yelled Kara pointing to the bird.


David’s
eyes were thin slits. “I have no idea!” he called back.


Kara
was uneasy. They would surely crash into the walls and fall into the blackness.


“Don’t
worry,” called David. “He knows where we’re going.”


Kara
nodded. “Right, that makes me feel a whole lot better!” 


She
turned her head around and her body tensed immediately. The guards were so
close that she could feel the gusts of wind caused by the stones that formed
the path. They were going to get caught.


“Can’t
we go faster?” Kara called above the wind, and pointed to the guards behind
them.


Fear
flashed momentarily in David’s eyes. He leaned over to Sam.


“Hey,
Buddy. Think you can make this thing go any faster?”


Sam
caught sight of the giant eagles on their tail. “Buckle up, dear sirs and
madams! This baby can fly!”


Kara
barely had time to clasp her belt before the sky-car did a ninety degree turn
upwards, then a sharp turn to the left. How the bird saw in this blackness was
beyond Kara. Right now, all she wanted was to get out of this crazy car.


With
her eyes as slits, she saw light up ahead. As they approached she realized it
was a small square opening, only just large enough to fit a sky-car.


David
turned and pointed. “This is the opening we made. It’s how we got in. We forced
it open with a dagger. Duck!” he yelled.


Kara’s
head was between her knees. She felt a sudden pressure. Then brilliant light
shone on her closed lids. She opened her eyes. 


They
were out. She had feared she might never see the beautiful blue sky again. Kara
glanced behind her every other second. But the eagles were nowhere in sight.
They flew for at least an hour before they finally zipped past the floating
city. She spotted the High Council building and felt anger inside.


“We’re
out! We did it!” yelled Peter, barely able to sustain his surprise.


“We’re
not out of danger yet. Look—” Jenny pointed behind her.


Two
monstrously large eagles flew towards them. Their metal helmets gleamed in the
sunlight. Their powerful wings stretched out and beat against the wind. Their
sharp talons were open and ready. Horrified, Kara watched as one of the eagles
folded in his wings, and dove towards them.


“Do
something! They’re going to catch us and take me back!”


David
reached into a bag on the floor. “They won’t take you back.”


Kara
wasn’t convinced. “What do you mean? If they catch us, they will.”


“They
don’t want to catch us.”


“What?
You’re not making sense.” Kara stared into David’s eyes.


“What
he’s trying to say,” interrupted Jenny, “is that we’ve broken the law—they
won’t take us back—they’re going to destroy us.”


Kara
heard Peter whimper. She watched the eagle diving like a missile. They would
fall to their deaths if it hit them.


“Do
we have a plan?”


“I’ve
got these.” David pulled out a few daggers and two Moonstones. “I don’t know if
they’ll even work on those eagles, but it’s better than nothing.”


Kara
felt horrible. “This is your plan! You don’t even know if they’ll work!” Kara
threw up her hands. “This is really bad.” The guard was rocketing towards them.



“Hey—wait
a minute? Where’s the other one?” The second guard had disappeared from view.


“Ahhh!”
screamed Peter as he pointed above them.


But
it was too late.


The
second giant eagle crashed into the sky-car with unbelievable force. Great
talons ripped the car apart as though it was paper. Kara and the rest of the
gang were thrown out of the car, like dummies in car crash videos. Wind
shrieked in her ears as she felt herself drop. 


This is the end, she thought. We’re all going
to die.


She
felt a sudden tuck on her arm. The force of her descent was so intense that it
took all her strength just to turn her head to see that it was David who hung
onto her.


A
burning sensation prickled her body. Tiny particles emanated from her arm, like
bubbles from an anti-acid pill dropped into a glass. David’s cheeks and
forehead started to disintegrate, like the flow of sand in an hourglass.
Fragments of his angel body floated away above them and disappeared into the
atmosphere like grains of salt melting into water. 


Kara
looked for Jenny and Peter. She saw a trail of particles floating behind them
in the air like sparks from a fire. 


They
weren’t going to make it this time. 


Kara’s
own body’s pieces started zipping past her eyes. They were descending fast
through the Earth’s atmosphere, falling thirty thousand feet to their deaths.


“We’re
not going to make it, David!” 


Kara’s
hope to save her mother was vanishing as fast as Kara’s own angel body was
disappearing into thin air.


David
tightened his grip on Kara. “We’re going to make it!” he yelled over the wind.
David looked as if he would evaporate entirely any second. He angled his head
down. “Look!”


Kara
followed his example and looked down, her eyes tiny slits. A giant mass of
turquoise blue ocean spread out below them. 


“It’s
the ocean! Water! We’re saved!”


“If
we don’t hit any islands—we should be fine.”


“What?”
yelled Kara.


“Islands.”
David pointed down with his free arm.


To
Kara’s horror, they were heading for a large island, with mountains and very
thick rock. She looked over to Jenny and Peter. They both were looking down at
the island. Peter looked up. His eyes filled with fear. Kara’s body tensed. It
was her fault they were here. If they died now, it would be because of her.


“Kara—straighten
your body like this—” David pressed his legs and arms against his body.


Kara
did the same. And when she looked over, Jenny and Peter had copied them.


“Angle
your body more to the left! Fast!”


Kara
followed David and plunged to the left, like sky divers doing a performance.
Through her slit eyes, she could see the island rapidly approaching. She wasn’t
sure if they’d hit the water or smash onto the deadly sharp boulders. They had
only seconds left before they hit something. Kara closed her eyes for the
impact.


But
the impact never came.


She
dissolved into thousands of flickering lights as she hit the water.


 











Chapter 11 


The Fugitive


 


 


Kara and David had to do some
serious convincing to persuade the suspicious baboon to drop them off the
elevator to Orientation on level one. They had arranged to rendezvous with
Jenny and Peter here if they got separated. It was going to take a while to
find their friends amongst the thousands of newly born angels who waited in
line, but Kara knew that the crowds also meant that it was a perfect place for
fugitives like them to hide. 


Ever
since they had arrived back in Horizon, Kara felt dejected. She wasn’t sure
where she fit anymore. She had been glad to be a guardian angel, and even more
so when she found out she had unique abilities the other guardians didn’t
share. She was different. Her mind wandered back to her mundane life. School,
friends, family, it was all very droning. She never felt she fit in, and that
lingering feeling of something missing, always weighed her down. Finally, when
she truly believed she found what she was looking for, it slapped her in the
face. Literally. She remembered being excited at the prospect of becoming a
guardian angel. Saving mortal lives was the most important job one could have,
she figured. Saving the human world against the evil demons had real
importance. And it meant something to her.


But
now her situation had changed. Kara knew that her role as a guardian could
never be the same, not after what she’d done. She had to focus on saving her
mother’s soul, no matter what the consequences. Save the soul, she
repeated in her head constantly. The rest didn’t matter.


She
watched David—his jaw was clenched and his expression was intense. Her eyes
wandered to his broad shoulders as they swayed back and forth. Her body prickled.
She forced herself to ignore her feelings towards him. This wasn’t the time to
have romantic thoughts, she told herself. They had shared a real connection in
the angel world, and Kara wondered why it was so intense. Why couldn’t she have
met David back on Earth, where love wasn’t forbidden, and where they could have
been together? Kara shrugged. Whatever happened to her now, she didn’t want
David to pay for her mistakes. Jenny and Peter shouldn’t get into trouble
either. This was her mess; she needed to clean it up. 


She
pushed her way through the crowds, stood on her toes, and searched above all
the heads. “I don’t see them.”


“Let’s
go this way.” David led Kara to the wall at the far west end of the majestic
hall. The lines of the recently deceased thinned out here, and it was now
easier to see through crowds. David pressed his back against the wall and
folded his arms across his chest.


“Let’s
wait here,” he said. “We have a better view anyway. Pull your hoodie over your
head a bit more—I can see your face.”


Kara
grabbed the edges of her hoodie and pulled them just above the bridge of her
nose. “Is it better now?”


“Perfect.”


Kara
fidgeted with the sleeve of her shirt. “I don’t want you to get involved in my
mess.”


David
cocked his head to the side. He was silent for a moment. “It’s too late for
that. Besides, I like breaking the rules. It makes me feel mortal again.”


“I’m
serious, David.” Kara shook her head. “The situation is bad. And it’ll only get
worse. I don’t want to have your fate on my conscience as well—or Jenny’s and
Peter’s for that matter. I don’t think I can handle that.”


“We’re
your friends. And friends stick up for one another. I couldn’t leave you in
that prison to rot. It wasn’t right.” David’s face was pulled tight in a
grimace.


Kara
looked away and didn’t respond. She pulled her hoodie lower around her face. If
it weren’t for her friends, she’d still be locked away in Tartarus. She
wondered how long the council would have left her there. How such a horrendous
place could exist in Horizon, she didn’t know. She wondered what other secret
dungeons were hidden from the rest of the guardians. She frowned.


After
about two hours, Jenny and Peter emerged from the crowd and walked slowly
towards them.


“Hey
guys,” whispered Jenny. She looked casually over her shoulder. “We spotted a
few officers looking for you, Kara. You can’t stay here long. It’s all over the
Legion.”


Kara
screwed up her face. “Great. You’d think they would try to keep it quiet?” She
felt uneasy, and glanced into the crowd.


“Unfortunately
no,” interrupted Peter. He adjusted his glasses. “They’re pretty angry with
you. The one place you weren’t supposed to break out from—you did. It makes
them look weak.”


“And
now they’re really pissed.” Jenny smiled mischievously.


“Great,”
said Kara. She let herself fall back against the wall. “—another thing to add
to the list of reasons I should be killed. They’ll never believe me now. The
innocent don’t break out of prisons.”


“Yeah
… well … you did. You didn’t have a choice.” David’s tone was getting louder.
“We all know you’re innocent—and they’re too stupid and stuck in their ways to
notice.”


Kara
hit her head against the wall behind her. “Well, haven’t you noticed? It
doesn’t matter what you guys think. What matters is what the council believes.
And right now, I’m nothing but a demon in their eyes—an evil one.”


“Stop
that.” David frowned. “You know you’re not evil. Those douche bags that sit on
the council chairs all day have shit for brains. We’ll just have to prove your
innocence somehow.”


Kara
felt consoled by the kindness in his voice. 


“Besides,
how else are we supposed to look for your mom if you’re locked inside a giant
Rubik’s cube?”


Kara
stared at the ground and didn’t answer. She tried to remember her last
conversation with her mother. She hoped it had been a good one, but she
couldn’t remember. She knew the council wasn’t about to help. She was her
mother’s only hope—she had to do something.


“Listen,”
said Jenny, “my scout friend thinks he has the location of your mother’s soul.”


“What?
Where?”


“In
Paris.”


Kara
took a step closer to Jenny. “In Paris!”


“Shhh!”
Jenny looked over her shoulder. “Be careful. There are spies everywhere. After
they tried to stab David, you can’t trust anyone anymore.”


Anger
flared inside Kara. “Did they ever find the Death Blade?”


Peter
shook his head. “No. I don’t think they even really looked. They didn’t believe
you, Kara.”


They didn’t believe me, thought Kara. It wasn’t a
surprise. She was a demon to them now; her claims were a waste of time. She
clenched her fists so that the others wouldn’t see her shaking hands. 


“So
my mother’s soul is in Paris.” Hope filled the emptiness inside her. “But—Paris
is huge. Do we know where in Paris?”


“I
couldn’t get that information without attracting suspicion. You’ll have to go
there and meet with him.” 


“It’s
better if Jenny and I stay in Horizon anyway,” said Peter. “We’ll keep our ears
open and feed you information from the inside.”


 “Did
your scout say who was keeping her?” Kara shivered as she remembered Tom’s angel
essence disappearing down the new breed’s gaping mouth. How could her mother’s
soul survive its acidic black blood?


Jenny
glanced sideways before speaking. “No. As I said, I couldn’t get any more
information. Peter and I are already being watched by Cassiel. I think he
suspects something.”


Kara
nodded. “It’s fine. This is the break I’ve been looking for.”


“You
know it’s a trap, don’t you?” David sighed wearily. “They’re using her soul as
bait. You know that.”


Kara
shrugged. “I don’t care. I have to try. I can’t just sit here and wait for
things to happen. They might never happen. I have to do something.”


David
touched his hand to Kara’s shoulder. “I’m going with you. You can’t have all
the fun—”


“THERE
SHE IS! GET HER!”


A
group of first officers pushed their way out of the multitude of the newly dead
and pointed straight at Kara. A five-hundred-pound silverback gorilla was with
them. It snarled, revealing rows of sharp yellow teeth, pushed itself on its
back legs and rose to its full height. Kara could hear the loud thumps as it
hit its powerful chest with its great muscular arms. It threw back its head and
roared. Kara could see the glare in its intelligent black eyes. Then it took a
giant leap towards her.


Kara
froze, like a deer caught in headlights. The silverback ploughed through the
crowd, knocking them down like pins in a bowling alley. 


“Get
out of here!” Jenny pushed on Kara’s back. “My scout will find you. Get to
Paris, hurry! I’ll create a diversion. Go!”


David
grabbed Kara by the arm and pulled her with him as he ran. 


She
heard a great commotion behind her. She turned her head. Jenny jumped in the
air, flailing her arms and yelling, “Look! It’s Elvis! He’s over here!” Crowds
rushed over like a giant wave and Kara could see the officers’ heads disappear
in the crush. 


But
the silverback was still coming. It jumped over the crowds of angels and came
down with a thundering crash. Its predatory eyes were locked on Kara. 


David
yanked Kara by the hand. “This way!”


They
ran northwards through the crowds and reached the Orientation offices down a
hallway. They turned a corner and stood before an ancient looking door. A
brightly lit neon sign read: Oracle Division # 745-5678, Orientation.
David pushed open the door without hesitating. Kara followed closely behind
him.


A
tiny white-haired man sat above his great crystal ball. He flipped through
papers from a file. His white flowing beard brushed the tips of his toes. He
looked up as they came in.


“Oh
… hello! I’ve been waiting for you.” He gave them a kind smile. “Please, shut
the door behind you.”


Kara
slipped her hand out of David’s grasp. The floor vibrated beneath her feet, and
she knew the silverback was close by. She took a step back and shut the door.
The door had no lock. She prayed that the gorilla would run past it. She
approached the oracle cautiously, glancing over her shoulder to David at every
chance she had.


“What
do you mean you were waiting for us?” she asked. She looked over at David who
shrugged.


The
oracle clapped his hands excitedly. “I have seen it! I’m supposed to help you
escape! How electrifying! I haven’t had this much fun in over a thousand
years!” 


He
started to spin on his heels, the giant crystal ball revolving with him like a
spinning top.


“I
think the oracle sniffed a little …” David wiped his nose, “… you know.”


“Yes!
Yes! Yes!” exclaimed the oracle. He rolled himself to the far end of his
office. He crashed into the pool in the corner. Water spilled on the floor. “I
am assisting a fugitive. How delightful!” He grabbed his beard and swung
it over his right shoulder, like a plush feather boa. 


David
snorted and raised his eyebrows. “He’s definitely on to something.”


“Or
it’s a trap.” Kara felt uneasy. She glanced at the door behind them. It was
still shut. No officers. No enormous gorilla. No one.


“Trap!”
expressed the oracle. “Nonsense. Quickly now! I have seen it—the first officers
will be arriving soon looking for you. And that dreadful gorilla. It’ll stink
up my office—oh dear! I almost forgot!” He rolled himself to his desk and grabbed
a forest green back pack. He gave it to David.


“Weapons,”
said David as he opened the bag and pulled out a blade.


Kara
walked towards the oracle. “Why are you doing this? Why are you helping us?”


The
oracle was silent for a moment. He smiled. “Because it is the right thing to
do. It is what is to come. I have seen it—you are to go to Paris—it is the
beginning of the events that will follow. You must go to Paris.” The oracle
waved his hands impatiently. “And you better go quickly! They are coming!”


David
and Kara ran arm in arm to the pool. They stepped up to the ledge. David threw
the backpack over his shoulders and grasped Kara’s hand.


Kara
glanced momentarily at the oracle. He stood above his crystal ball grinning
with satisfaction.


“Thank
you.” Kara felt a deep affection for the oracle. He believed her.


“Au
revoir!” the oracle waved.


Kara
and David plunged into the water. A moment later, they were gone. 


 











Chapter 12 


Paris


 


 


Kara and David walked along Avenue
de la Motte-Picquet in their M suits. The wave of humanity around them was
oblivious to the supernatural. They passed majestic brown stone buildings with
small cafés and gift shop terraces that were packed with people sipping coffee
and talking on their cell phones. Kara smiled. Compact cars raced along the
street and disappeared into the traffic. Parisians cursed the young people on
scooters who zipped along the cobblestone sidewalk, knocking down chairs and
tables as they went. And Kara loved it. She had never been anywhere in Europe
before. This was utterly fantastic. Even the stench of dog poop and last week’s
garbage didn’t spoil her mood. They were right in the heart of the city. And
Kara rejoiced at its splendor.


She
wished she had her M-5 series suit with her. They weren’t sure what to expect,
and she might have need of its extra strength. It would have been impossible,
she knew, to get an M-5. They were lucky to have escaped from Orientation at
all. 


The
dark jagged walls of Tartarus flashed momentarily in her mind. She shuddered.
She never wanted to go back to the angel prison. A degenerate cell that sucked
the happiness from you, which laughed and watched you wither away. 


How
could the council have put her in such a place? Why didn’t Gabriel stand up for
her? He must have believed her. Kara sighed. Peter had said that the High
Council was very angry. She wondered if the Legion was looking for her.
Probably, she concluded. She was a demon spawn. She was sure they would have
spared a few guardians to search for her on Earth.


The
moon cast a soft light over the city. A smooth breeze prickled against her M
suit’s skin, like a feather brushing against an arm. It relaxed her a little.
The Bronze lamp posts had curved iron tops from which dangled oval glass
spheres. They looked like crippled old men holding lanterns. The street was
alive and packed with tourists and locals. 


They
arrived at a clearing with parked cars. Even in the moonlight, Kara could make
out the greenery and manicured bushes of a great garden beyond the parking.
Paris reminded her of the aged buildings in Montreal’s old port. She missed her
city. 


“What
are you smiling about, hot inmate?” David laughed at his new nickname for Kara.


Kara
shoved him. “Stop calling me that. I’m smiling because we’re in Paris. I’ve
always wanted to come here.” She gazed out over the city. “It’s incredible.
There’s so much history.” A sudden wave of sadness washed over her. “My mother
would love it here … how are we going to find the scout?”


David
scratched the back of his neck. “Beats me. Jenny said he would find us.
Guess we just have to walk around until that happens.”


Kara
stared at the mortals wandering the streets. She searched their faces. “He
could be anyone. There are so many people here, how the hell is he going to
find us?”


“I
just did.”


Kara
jumped back in surprise. The voice came from below. She looked down. A short,
thick, white and fawn colored dog with a huge square head and floppy ears
looked up at her.


“What?
You’ve never seen a dog before?” said the dog in a sarcastic tone.


Thick
folds of skin furled about its brow. Its jowls hung low, with drool spilling
out in droplets. Around its thick neck was a red and white polka dot collar. It
had a short squished face with a black squished nose, and under bite jaw that
revealed tiny pointy teeth. Kara noticed it had no tail. 


“I—I
just wasn’t prepared to see one talk. I mean … the primates in Horizon talk,
but I wasn’t expecting to see a dog speak here on Earth.”


“Please
try to keep your voice down—we don’t want the mortals to get suspicious, now do
we? Talking dogs don’t exist.” The dog raised his left eyebrow. 


David
kneeled down beside the dog. He grabbed his collar. “What’s up with the collar
dog? Are you a girlie dog?” David looked under the canine’s belly.


The
dog sat. “I’m a male dog, thank you very much. An English bulldog to be
precise.”


Kara
looked at David. “I thought scouts were angels—like us.”


The
dog let out a growl. “We are angels—just not in human form. We need to
be able to blend in without attracting suspicion. My small physique and
cuteness gets me into a lot of places unnoticed.” 


The
dog scratched behind his ear with his back leg. He shook his head. Beads of
drool splattered all over Kara’s pants.


“Gross.”
She shook her leg and dared not to touch it. She kicked David playfully when he
laughed.


The
dog gazed around before speaking again. “And I believe it’s time we find a
quiet place to continue this enlightening discussion. The mortals are starting
to notice something’s not quite right with me.” He leaned his head towards a group
of mortals gawking at them with scowls upon their faces.


“Now—if
you’ll follow me.” The bulldog lifted his head in the air and waddled away like
a proud peacock.


“It’s
a doggy dog world.” David laughed and followed the dog.


Kara
jogged over next to David. The bulldog pranced between the two of them. He
barely reached their knees.


“So
… what’s your name, scout?” asked Kara, her voice low. She had always wanted a
dog. An English bulldog would never have been her first choice, but then again
she had never realized how cute they were.


“It’s
Thor.”


David
let out a loud laugh. He slapped his thighs and broke out in hysterics.


“Are
you serious? Your name can’t be Thor! If you were a Great Dane or a
Saint-Bernard, or even a big Doberman—that would work. But not this …”


“This
what?” Thor’s tone was dangerous. He growled “Don’t be fooled by my small size,
David. Yes, I know who you are—and her, too. I’ve heard all about the two of
you, and then some. Now—less talking and more walking. This way.”


They
followed Thor in silence but with grins on their faces. 


As
they walked, Kara began to get nervous. She knew there were only two possible
outcomes to their quest. It was either a trap, or her mother’s soul was really
here. The latter was probably not an option—it could never be that simple,
especially if it involved Asmodeus. But she wondered what would happen if she
did get her hands on her mother’s soul. Would the Legion let her back in? No,
she didn’t think so. She decided that after dealing with the business of her mother’s
soul, she would still have to find proof of the Death Blade to clear her name.
She did not want to go back to Tartarus.


Thor
led them north on Avenue Emile Deschanel Street, and finally to a large opening
leading to a lush park. He sat behind a huge tree. 


“We
should be okay here.” He began to dig a hole frantically, and once he thought
it was deep enough, he settled in it, as if it were a dog bed. 


Kara
sat with her legs crossed in front of her. “Jenny told us that you knew where
my mother’s soul was? Is she somewhere close?”


Thor
let his tongue hang to one side of his jaw. “Yes.”


Kara
hunched forward. “What? Where? Tell me where she is!”


“Take
it easy, girl.” Thor glanced around. “They’ve got her soul in the Eiffel Tower.
She’s up at the top, past the restaurants, in the restricted area. She’s
guarded by three higher demons—and I smelled something else—something fouler
and nastier than I’ve ever smelled before.”


“We
could pass as tourists and sneak up there,” said David as he kneeled down.
“That shouldn’t be complicated. Do you know if the soul’s still alive?”


Kara
recoiled at David’s words. “How can you ask that!”


“We
need to know. This could be a trap.”


“The
soul’s alive,” said Thor, nodding his square head so that his ears flapped. “…
and I’m sure it’s a trap. Nevertheless, it is your mortal mother’s soul and she
is one of the chosen guardians. I don’t know what the whole fuss is with you
and your powers. But I can’t agree with the Legion’s decision to leave
your mother’s soul behind. We can’t let them take it. If it were my mother’s
soul—I’d go get it.”


Kara
sat staring at the ground. She was sure it was a trap. With three higher demons
and probably a new breed waiting, it had to be a trap. But she knew she had no
choice. She wouldn’t let her mother die. Her throat began to tighten. It was up
to her now. She pushed herself up and brushed the dirt off her pants.


“All
right then … let’s go.”


“I
love a woman who takes control. It’s very sexy.” David flashed his perfect
teeth. Longing sparked in his eyes.


For
a moment, Kara was lost in his eyes. The world shut itself out around her, and
she felt all alone with only David by her side. Her mortal suit prickled and
she felt warmth spreading inside her. He was so close. She knew if she just
reached out she could touch him. She remembered the touch of his soft lips on
hers. She closed her eyes and forced the emotions out of her head. This
couldn’t happen right now, she realized. She clenched her fists and turned away
from him, but not before she saw a look of hurt flash across his face. 


Thor
looked disgusted and licked his nose. 


They
walked through the Parc du Champs de Mars, north along Avenue Anatole France.
They wandered past vast green lawns manicured to perfection. Even at night,
Kara could tell it was well maintained. The leaves of the tall lush trees
fluttered with whispers like notes from a melody of music. 


Thor’s
tiny legs worked fast, keeping him at the head of the group. He reminded Kara
of a lieutenant leading his soldiers to battle. She smiled. She didn’t know why
he was helping her, but she was glad he was.


Then
the Eiffel Tower radiated before them in all its glory. Illuminated by
thousands of lights, it shone against the black Paris skyline like a jeweled pyramid of silver
and gold. It
was magnificent and gigantic. Her pace quickened.


When
they reached the bottom of the tower, Kara threw back her head and looked up.
It was beautiful. 


Then
Kara grew restless—her mother’s soul was in there somewhere.


Vendors
shoved t-shirts, postcards and miniature replicas of the Eiffel Tower in their
faces. David shooed them away. 


“There
are three platforms on the Eiffel Tower—” whispered Thor. White foam formed at
the corners of his mouth. Kara had to lean forward to hear him clearly. “—you
want the top one. We take the stairs to the first lift. We need to switch lifts
at the second level to get to the third. And from there we take the stairs to
get to the top. Visiting hours are almost over, let’s hurry.”


Kara
looked over to the crowds of eager tourists waiting at the foot of the stairs.


“Come
on,” urged Kara.


After
a few minutes of waiting, Kara finally took her first steps up the tower. She
pressed her hands against a cold metal railing and pulled herself up. Kara
gazed at the pyramid of iron ladders. All around, she was surrounded by giant
iron beams, graceful latticework that joined the four pillars like an iron
spider web. 


She
heard a scratching noise behind her, then a plop. She turned. Thor lay
spread-eagled on the metal step. She could see his short legs couldn’t reach.
She bent down and grabbed the dog. He was surprisingly heavy, and she held him
comfortably against her chest like a large bag of potatoes. He smiled beneath
the folds of his nose.


“He
could lose some weight,” laughed David. He eyed the pretty brunette who brushed
past him, and Kara narrowed her eyes.


“Why
are you standing there? Let’s go.” She tried to keep her voice even. She didn’t
want David to see how his wandering eye affected her. But she caught him
grinning at her before she turned her head.


Once
they had finished climbing the three hundred steps—Kara had counted them—they
finally arrived at the first lift. They all squeezed in with some mortal
tourists. The mortals didn’t seem to be bothered that their four-legged friend
was drooling all over Kara’s shirt.


Kara
and David jumped off the first lift and headed towards the second. They avoided
speaking to each other. The lift jerked, and then stopped. David let the
mortals get off first, then he and Kara jumped off. She heard David throw a few
curses around, and when she gazed at the view, she understood why.


A
sea of lights glittered below and all around as far as Kara could see. Lights
flickered and danced on the
Seine, like watery fireworks of red, gold, and silver. A warm breeze swept
Kara’s bangs from her face. She looked around. Romance filled the air as
couples kissed and took pictures. 


Thor
glared at her and growled. He cocked his head. Kara followed his gaze to a door
at the end of the platform. She glanced at David who nodded that he understood.



They
stood around the door for a moment, and waited for the last tourists to leave.
Finally, only they were left. They started to climb the circular stairway that
led to the last platform. It was much darker. Only a few of the tower’s lights
were mounted on the iron ladders. Soft light spilled from the moon, and Kara
was grateful it gave them enough to see where they were headed. 


She
ran up the iron staircase two steps at a time. Thor bounced in her arms. At the
top, a door stood slightly ajar. She could hear voices. A woman’s voice. She
took a step—


“Wait,”
said David as he held her arm. “We need a plan. We can’t just barge in,” he
whispered.


“He’s
quite right.” Thor stretched out his neck and sniffed the platform above him.
“It is a trap after all. You need to think of something clever.” 


He
sniffed the air again. 


“There
are three higher demons … and I get a whiff of something else … something more
rotten.” He squished his nose and looked up at Kara.


Kara
put Thor down on the small metal landing, thankful to have her arms back. “What
weapons do we have?” she asked in a low voice.


David
slipped off his backpack and rummaged through it. “Two Soul Blades. A
Moonstone, and three Firestones.”


“It
won’t be enough.” Thor shook his head.


“It’ll
have to do. We don’t have a choice.”


“What
about you, dog? Are you coming with us?” David looked at Thor as he handed Kara
a blade and a Firestone. “What can you do? Bark your way up there?”


“I’m
afraid I cannot assist you in combat. I’m a scout—not a guardian. I will wait
here for the outcome. I hope you win.” Thor sat back on his hind legs, his
tongue hung down from the side of his jaw.


“Geez,
thanks.” Kara clenched her fists. Maybe she should have left the dog at the
bottom of the tower. She felt the handle of the cool blade press into her palm.
She gripped it tight. Whether it was a trap or not, she knew she didn’t have a
choice. Whatever was out there, she would fight it. Till death if she had to.


“Let’s
do this,” said Kara.


“Right
behind you, babe.”


Kara
pushed open the door and stepped onto a round metal platform. Paris was
illuminated all around them, like a field of brilliant gems. A gust of wind
pushed Kara to the side, and she steadied herself. The platform was small, with
an office in the middle. The lights in the office were off, but Kara could see
a shadow inside. 


She
turned to David, “The guy at the desk, who’s sitting still, is wax—it’s Gustave
Eiffel—this is a replica of his office.”


“That’s
pretty disturbing.” David peered through the office.


She
looked carefully behind the office, her dagger at the ready. The long shadows
of the metal beams of the tower created black webs along the floor. Kara
couldn’t see past the office. Thor had smelled demons, but she couldn’t see
them.


Moaning—Kara
scrunched her face and followed the sound. 


She
made her way around to the other side of the office cautiously. A bundle lay on
the ground. At first, Kara thought a tourist had forgotten their coat. But then
it moved. 


Kara
saw a face—a young woman, with a gash on her forehead, and blood trickling down
her cheek. Her eyes were swollen and bruised. Someone had given her a serious
beating. What was she doing here? 


Something
shone in the corner of her eye, and Kara turned around. A white sphere hovered
in a glass jar on the platform a few feet away. 


“MOM!”
screamed Kara. She ran forward.


“Kara—No!”
David reached to grab her.


A
shimmer of black smoke appeared before Kara, like a wall of rippling black
water. 


She
jumped to the side, brandishing her blade. 


The
wall glistened and cracked, erupting in swirls of black mist, like a maelstrom
of shadows. A man stepped out of the moving wall. Kara had seen his white
platinum hair and grey suit before.


 











Chapter 13 


Making a Deal


 


 


The higher demon grinned as he
caught sight of Kara. His pasty white skin stood out in the moonlight, like a
week old corpse. He lunged forward and took the beaten girl by the throat. He
let her body sway like a plaything. In his other hand, he held the glass jar. 


The
demon snarled, exposing sharp fangs. It laughed. “Looking for this?” 


He
shook the jar, the soul bounced against the walls of its glass prison. 


“You
are so predictable, Kara Nightingale. And very foolish. We knew you would come
for your mother’s pathetic little soul.”


Kara
glared at the demon. 


“I
thought we could have some fun with this one.” He squeezed his hand tighter
around the beaten girl’s throat. Kara heard a faint whimper.


Anger
boiled through Kara. “Let her go,” she growled. 


In
her peripheral vision she saw David step beside her. 


“Let
her go—it’s me you want. Let’s make a trade. Me for the girl’s life—and my
mother’s soul.” 


David’s
eyes darted to Kara’s. “Kara, no!” he whispered.


The
Rift shimmered and cracked again, and two more higher demons stepped out of the
shadows. They both grinned when they saw her. They separated and made their way
around the platform. Their Death Blades left long trails of black-grey smoke
behind them. 


Kara
took a step back as one of the demons positioned himself to her right. The
other, on David’s left, held his position.


The
higher demon threw back its head and howled. “You would trade your angel life
for this pathetic soul—and this miserable little mortal? How touching.” 


Kara
watched in horror as the girl’s face grew a darker shade of red as he strangled
her.


“Do
you wanna trade or not! Last chance.” Kara took another step towards him. 


“Last
chance?” the demon laughed. 


He
dangled the girl like a rag. “You wish to make a deal? But what if I don’t
accept? What will you do then? Please enlighten us.” 


The
higher demon mocked her. Kara knew they were playing with her. The girl’s mouth
twitched and trembled. Kara felt a terrible sadness for her.


“If
you don’t let them go, I’m going to kill every last one of you.” The words felt
strange coming out of her mouth. But somehow she felt stronger. She could feel
the elemental power flow through her, gaining in strength as it fed on her
emotions. 


She
reached out to it. It answered. 


Immeasurable
energy of wild power inside her core waited, ready to explode. She took another
step forward.


“You
are a stupid little girl. My master told me you would come. And now I’ll have
the satisfaction of watching the reaction in your face as I tear this mortal’s
little heart out and eat her soul.” 


He
turned to the other higher demons and cocked his head. “Kill the angel and
bring her to the master. Do not cut her too much—the master wants her
unspoiled! Oh, and squish that damn dog, too, while you’re at it.”


Kara
felt Thor brush against her heels. He looked up at her with determination.


“Thor!
Get out of here!” Kara shoved the bulldog with her leg. He waddled towards the
higher demon barking loudly.


“Do
it!” yelled the demon.


The
demons launched their attack. 


David
yelled out a battle cry and ran to hit the demon head on. The other higher
demon threw a death blade at Kara. But she was ready. She knocked the blade to
the side easily and readied herself for the next onslaught. The demon pulled
out another death blade and sliced the air above Kara’s head. Her hair lifted with
the current of air. She ducked and rolled on the metal platform. With her soul
blade ready, she jumped up, sidestepped and struck at the demon’s chest. But
the demon had anticipated her move. It flew in the air, avoiding her blade,
twisted, and landed in front of her. A mischievous smile spread across his
pasty white face. He blew her a kiss.


A
scream pierced the night air. Kara’s attention went to the mortal girl—the
demon’s mouth was stretched abnormally long. Razor-sharp teeth gleamed in the
night. It brought the girl closer to its mouth.


A
flash of pain erupted in Kara’s chest. She stumbled back and fell. A death
blade protruded from her abdomen. Rolls of black smoke spilled from it, its
poison already spreading through her body. 


She
clasped the blade with her hand. It burned. She screamed in pain and ripped it
out. But she could feel her body weaken. Kara shook as the poison ate away at
her core, like a cancer destroying the healthy tissue. 


But
there was something else inside her. Kara felt a warmth rise up from inside and
wrap around her, like a warm blanket. She looked first to the jar with her
mother’s soul, then to the girl. The demon was taunting her, dangling her body
inches from its large mouth, feeding on her fear as though it were a drug. Kara
could hear the clash of weapons behind her. David still held on. 


Kara
pushed herself up. With her soul blade clasped tightly in her hand, she let the
flow of elemental energy surge through her. Her power fed on her absolute
hatred of the demons like a ravenous animal. She reached out to it, like the
light at the end of a tunnel. A golden emanation blurred her vision. Her body
shook.


The
demon laughed. The girl screamed.


And
then a flash of golden light spilled out of Kara’s outstretched hands and hit the
higher demon straight in the chest.


Wailing,
the demon let go of the girl and collapsed to the ground. He dropped the glass
jar containing Kara’s mother. It hit the floor and rolled on the platform near
his feet. His body convulsed, twisting in on itself as the golden light wrapped
around him. It shone like rays of yellow electricity around him. Then, with a
loud crack, he disappeared.


Another
bolt of golden light shot out of Kara’s hand and struck the other higher demon.
He was lifted in the air, his limbs contorted, as brilliant tendrils lashed out
and wrapped around his body like a golden mummy. The higher demon screamed and
burst into millions of sparkling pieces, like dazzling fireworks. 


The
blade’s poison burned in Kara’s chest. She wrapped her arm around her open
wound. She looked over and saw David standing over a dead demon. Kara rushed
over to the girl. She lay crumbled on the floor. Blood spilled from her mouth
and nose. Dark bruises painted her face. Her eyes were closed, and Kara
wondered if she was dead.


“Hey,”
said Kara gently. She caressed the girl’s cheek. 


“Can
you hear me?” She said more urgently.


The
girl’s lids fluttered. A mixture of fear and confusion spread on her face.
“W—what?” she croaked.


Relief
washed over Kara. “You’re going to be okay. It’s finished. You’re safe now.”


David
knelt down beside Kara. “It’s
going to be okay.”


The
girl’s eyes widened. She stared absently, then grimaced with pain. She studied
Kara’s face for a moment. Then as though remembering what happened, she recoiled
back. “They were monsters! They weren’t human!” 


“It’s
okay. They’re gone.” Kara held the girl by the shoulders and searched her face.
“No one will harm you anymore. It’s over.” 


The
girl’s body trembled under Kara’s touch. “I want to go home. I just want to go
home.” She wept.


David
reached out and lifted the girl’s chin delicately. “I’m David. This is Kara.
What’s your name?”


The
girl blinked. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Christina.” She wiped her nose
with the back of her hand.


Kara
forced a smile. “Well, Christina. We’re going to get you home. Can you stand
up?”


Christina
checked herself and nodded. 


“You
think you can walk?”


With
Kara’s help, Christina stood up and steadied herself. She took a few uneasy
steps, wincing at every move.


Kara
caught Christina by her side and helped her. “Don’t worry. We’ll help you.”


Thor
appeared between them. He paced back and forth, sniffing the air. “I’m sorry to
interrupt—but I still smell something.” 


“The
dog just talked? That ugly dog just talked!” Christina’s eyes were filled with
fear.


“Who
you calling ugly? I’m a pure bred. I’m beautiful.” Thor gave Christina a huge
smile under all his folds. Spit flew out of his mouth.


Kara
glanced at David.


“Don’t
worry,” he whispered, “her memory will be erased. She won’t remember a thing.”


“Thank
God,” said Kara. “Okay, let me get my mother’s soul out of here.” 


Kara
let go of Christina. Her mother’s soul still hovered inside the glass jar,
unharmed. Kara had done it. She had saved her mother’s soul. She moved towards
the glass sphere.


“Hurry
up people,” urged Thor. He ran to the edge of the platform towards the rift.
The black shimmering wall still towered before him. He lifted his head. “Wait a
minute. Why is it still open? Something’s not right—”


A
loud crash exploded, and Thor was propelled back into the air. A horrendous
creature stepped from the Rift and into the moonlight. Its wet carapace shone
in the soft light. Hundreds of wiggling insect-like legs propelled its long
slippery body twitching and coiling towards her, scraping the iron floor with
sharp claws, like a giant centipede. Two disfigured human heads glowered at her
from each end of the creature. It curled its body, so both heads were facing
Kara. Their distorted mouths opened and steaming black acid spilled to the
floor. Their eyes glowed red, and Kara saw intelligence flash in them.


Christina
let out a scream and fainted to the floor.


The
new breed spotted the glass jar. It bent down and picked it up before Kara had
a chance. 


And
then it charged.


“David!
Take Christina and get out of here!” Kara brandished her Soul Blade and stepped
towards the new breed. “Over here you filth!” she waved her arms and caught the
demon’s attention.


David
ran to her side. “Kara what are you doing? Are you crazy!”


Kara
kept her eyes on the creature. With her free hand she pulled out a Moonstone.
“Maybe I am—but right now, you need to get the mortal to safety.”


The
creature howled a horrendous deathly shriek.


“No.
I’m not leaving you!” David pulled out a blade and held it in front of him.


Kara
shook her head and pushed him. “You have to. This is my battle. You shouldn’t
even be here. Save the girl! I don’t want any more blood on my conscience. Go!”



David
stared at Kara. 


Kara
stepped forward. “Go David. Now!”


With
one last look, David ran over to Christina and slipped her body over his
shoulder. He bolted down the spiral staircase. Kara watched silently as he
disappeared into the darkness. Thor lay in a lifeless heap near the edge of the
platform. Kara frowned.


She
stared at the new breed again, “It’s just you and me, ugly.” 


Kara
searched inside for her elemental power. She felt it lurking inside her. She
called to it. Nothing happened.


Oh, no, not again! She strained once more. Come
on! Don’t do this to me now! 


Maybe
the Death Blade’s poison had hindered it. She focused harder.


The
creature sensed Kara’s struggle and attacked.


Kara
rolled to the side. She jumped up and threw her Moonstone at it. It exploded in
a cloud of brilliant white light, blinding Kara for a moment. But when the
light dispersed the demon stood unharmed. It wailed as it launched another
attack.


Kara
pivoted and jumped around the demon, slicing it with her blade. The creature
howled. Black blood spilled from its gaping wound. Kara saw another chance and
took it, cutting away at the demon’s shoulder. Its arm fell lifeless to the
ground.


The
demon spit out green ooze that Kara hadn’t seen before. It missed Kara by an
inch and turned to flames as it landed on the metal floor. Kara clasped her
blade and threw it at the creature. It hit straight into the left eye socket of
one of its heads. Startled, the creature wavered for a moment. Kara recognized
her chance. She ran towards Thor. She picked up the limp dog and cradled him in
her chest. Then she turned on her heels and leapt down the spiral staircase.


She
could hear the creature thumping down the stairs behind her. Ignoring the pain
in her chest, she pressed on. The second platform came into view, and Kara
rushed towards it. She jumped the last step and landed on the platform with a
loud thud. The iron vibrated beneath her feet.


The
entire lookout area was empty and dark. No tourists wandered around staring at
the view. She could see the new breed’s legs wrap themselves around the metal
railing up on the next floor. It pulled its grotesque body forward. Her
mother’s soul was still in its claws. 


Kara
jumped into the second elevator. She pressed the down button frantically. With
a jerk, the elevator started to descend. She felt a slight relief. 


BOOM!


The
tower shook as the demon landed on the second platform. The lift swayed and
Kara was thrown hard against the side. The cables wouldn’t withstand another
powerful blow like that. Kara looked up. A horrendous human head stared back at
her. Its face was torn and twisted, as though it had been caught in a blender.
Its sharp claws wrapped around the edge of the platform. Its red wet eyes were
fixed on her. It wailed. Giant insect legs moved forward. The other end of the
creature appeared. It opened its mouth. Black liquid vomited out of its mouths
and hit the edges of the lift. Kara jumped back. She knew if the blood touched
her skin she would be in big trouble. The black liquid sizzled and started to
melt away the metal.


The
elevator was melting away. Kara knew she would have to jump to avoid being
melted herself. The first level of the tower came into view. She saw her
chance. Before it reached the bottom, Kara jumped off and sprinted across the
first-floor platform and searched for an escape. She looked down over the ledge.
Tiny cars the size of ants crawled along the streets. The street lamps looked
like glowing blueberries. She was too high to jump.


A
loud wail cut through the stillness and the ground shook beneath her as the
demon landed on the terrace.


Kara
would have to climb down. Her M suit was more powerful than a normal human
body. She hoped she could pull this off.


She
jumped onto one of the iron ladders. Clutching Thor in one hand, she used the
other to climb. Before she knew it, she was half way to the ground.


Suddenly
she was hit in the face by something hard. She lost her grip and fell. She
landed on her back against a metal railing ten feet below. The wound around her
stomach ripped, and she cried out in pain. But she held on. The new breed was a
few feet above her. It beat the air with its legs. Her mother’s soul bobbed up
and down in the glass jar, still in the demon’s possession. With her right arm
she pulled herself up and started to climb down again.


She
reached the bottom and jumped down onto the concrete floor. She quickly looked
up—but the demon had vanished.


“Huh?
What the—”


She
turned around. She stared into the face of an angry middle-aged man in a black
flat top hat, black combat boots and navy pants.


Kara
recognized the French police badge on his light blue chemise.


 











Chapter 14 


The French Police


 


 


“Uh…bonsoir,” said Kara
remembering her mother’s French lessons. “Ça va?” she
smiled, giving him her best nonchalant attitude. She batted her eyelashes.


The
policeman was not impressed. He hit her with his baton on the arm. “You are a
foreigner,” he said in perfect English. It wasn’t a question. 


“Boy,
you have no idea,” whispered Kara.


“What
did you say? Are you making a joke? What are you doing in the middle of the
night … climbing down from la Tour Eiffel? Visiting hours are over. What were
you doing up there?”


Kara
did her best to hide her injured stomach with Thor. “Nothing, sir—I swear … I
was just … sightseeing. That’s all.”


The
policeman looked up and spoke as another police officer jogged towards them.
“Je l’ai trouvée, Francois. Une gamine.” 


With
his baton, the policeman poked at Thor. “What is wrong with your dog?”


“Uh”
Kara looked down at Thor. “He’s just sick. I was on my way home to get him his
medication … so I’ll be on my way now … see ya.” Kara took a step forward, but
the policeman stood in front of her.


“Your
identification please,” he said in an aggressive tone. Kara didn’t move. 


“Your
passport, please,” he repeated getting annoyed.


“I
don’t have any.”


The
policeman side glanced at his partner. “You are a foreigner—and you are telling
me you have no identification? How did you get into the country without a
passport? Do not play with us, young lady.”


The
situation was getting worse by the minute.


“I—I
lost it. I—tried to find it, see … that’s why I was here so late. I must have
dropped it before, when our tour visited the Eiffel Tower this evening. When I
got to my hotel, I realized that I had lost my passport—so then I came
here—hey! What are you doing?”


The
policeman grabbed Kara by the elbow and pulled her towards a police car. He
opened the door and pushed her into the back seat. Kara lost her balance and
fell head first into the seat. It smelled of cigarettes and sweat. There were
nasty brown marks on the seat, and Kara winced hoping they weren’t what she
thought they were.


This is really bad, she said to herself.


“Please!
I didn’t do anything! You can’t do this!”


The
policeman shut the door and climbed into the front seat. Kara watched as his
partner settled himself in the passenger’s seat.


“Where
are you taking me?” Kara yelled. But they just ignored her.


They
drove off, speeding recklessly through the tiny streets. Kara started to feel
lightheaded. Her M suit started to fail her. She could feel its essence
starting to pull away. It wouldn’t last till morning, and she didn’t know how
long they would keep her. 


Five
minutes later, the car stopped, and Kara peeked out of the window. A tall brown
stone building stood before them. A great blue white and red French flag
rippled in the light breeze. The car door opened.


“Get
out.”


Kara
obeyed and wiggled out of the car clumsily with Thor still cradled in her arms.
He was still unconscious.


With
no escape without betraying her true identity, she decided to follow the men
into the police station. They walked down a hallway and opened a door. Kara
looked inside. It was a small room with a single table and two metal chairs
facing each other. She felt pressure on her shoulder. A policeman pushed her
forward and then forcefully pushed her into one of the chairs. She glanced down
at Thor. He didn’t open his eyes.


The
door opened and a police woman walked in. She glanced at Kara.


“Come.”
She waved Kara to follow her towards a large beige photocopying machine in the
corner.


The
police woman grabbed Kara’s right hand and pressed her index finger onto a
small square platform. A light appeared. It moved slowly from top to bottom.
She took another of Kara’s fingers and did the same as she scanned Kara’s
fingerprints.


The
police woman looked suddenly confused. She looked at Kara, then back at the
scanner.


“Mais—je
ne comprends pas?” said the police woman. 


“What
is it?” The policeman came over and studied a small screen above the machine.
He raised his eyebrows in surprise. 


“Give
me your hand,” he ordered. He took Kara’s hand aggressively and pressed each of
her fingers on the scanner again. Kara feared what was going to happen next.


He
looked up at the screen and narrowed his eyes. “You … you have no finger
prints! How can you not have finger prints?”


Kara
shrugged and tried to look as innocent as she could. Play the dumb little
girl, she told herself.


“It
is not normal. Who are you?” he roared. “Why did you remove your finger prints?
Are you a spy, disguised as a little girl?” He hit the machine hard with his hand,
making Kara jump.


There
was a sudden click as the office door shut behind her. Kara whirled
around and met the cold stare of a higher demon. 


In
the blink of an eye, he reached around behind the police woman and slashed her
throat. Blood squirted from the gash, and the woman fell to the ground. Kara
stumbled back, horrified. 


“Arrêtez!” yelled the policeman. 


He
pulled out his gun. But before he could shoot, the demon wrenched the gun out
of his hand, and broke his arm with a horrendous crunch. The demon squeezed the
man’s throat with his hand. There was a loud crack. The policeman slipped to
the ground.


“Thought
you could hide from us, little angel?” laughed the higher demon. He licked his
blade and grinned. His pointed teeth were running with blood.


Kara
stepped back slowly. She had no more weapons. She couldn’t count on her own
power. When she gently placed Thor on the ground under the table, Kara noticed
two tiny spheres hovering above the dead police. She felt her body leaning
towards them. She had to save them.


But
the demon was faster. He snatched them up and swallowed them.


“Mmmm
… delicious. Don’t even think about escaping. There is no escape. You’re coming
with me.”


Sudden
pounding erupted from behind the doors. She heard the muffled voices of more
police officers trying to kick down the door.


“My
master is waiting for you, Kara. He’s been patient enough. He’d like to have a
word, you see. And for my reward for bringing you in—I get to eat your mother’s
soul. I’m going to enjoy it very much.” The demon roared in laughter and licked
its lips.


Something
heavy crashed against the outside of the door. She knew it would come down
eventually. The demon would kill them, too.


“I’ll
kill you if you touch my mother’s soul,” Kara growled, feeling a sudden animal
aggression.


“Ha!
Look at you—you are injured—you won’t last long in this world. Your pathetic
mortal body is dying. It is weak. Just like all the rest of the
mortals—pathetic! We should rule this world, not mortals. All they care about
is money. What good is money when you are weak and have no power? Why should
they be allowed to roam this world? We are the true beings.”


“Humans
inhabit the Earth. It’s the way it is. Get used to it, demon.”


The
higher demon curled its lips. “Not for long. They will soon be faced with their
final emancipation. Soon the pathetic little mortals will be no more.
They will be crushed—and we will take what’s ours.”


Kara
shook her head. She remembered the smell of the lavender soap her mother had
used every morning before work, and the way she had always put her hair up in
bun, with loose strands of hair that constantly managed to escape. 


“What?
What are you talking about?”


The
demon raised its eyebrows, pleased that it had information that Kara did not.
He lifted his head arrogantly. “Tomorrow at midnight—portals will be opened
into the mortal world—and every single home around the Earth will have a
surprise midnight visitor.” The demon raised his hand and then clamped it shut,
as though he were strangling someone. 


He
looked at Kara and smiled. “You cannot stop this, little one. No one can. Not
even your insignificant Legion. No. You will witness the death of all the
mortals—and then we will take back the Earth.” 


“The
Legion will stop you. You’ll never be able to do this.”


The
demon grinned. “They cannot stop what they don’t know, now can they?
Predictable fools, these angels. But you, my dear, are special. And my master
wants a word with you.”


“I’m
not going anywhere with you.” Kara backed away.


The
door burst open. Five police officers hesitated at the doorway for a moment.
They spotted the bodies. They looked at Kara and at the higher demon—then they
started shooting.


Bullets
grazed Kara’s head as she ducked under the table. She watched in horror at the
demon’s supernatural speed. He attacked two of the men and ripped them apart
like sheets of paper. He stood in the middle of the bodies with an evil grin.


And
then he howled in pain. Thor clamped his mouth around the demon’s leg. The
demon grabbed the dog and threw him against the wall. The last three police
officers launched their assault. Kara rolled on the ground and reached Thor.
She picked him up.


“This
is our chance—while the demon is occupied elsewhere,” he urged, “now!”


Without
glancing back, Kara ran through the doorway. Thor bounced against her chest as
she ploughed through desks and chairs. She ducked behind a large desk as a
horde of black-booted police with automatic weapons raced towards the room
where the higher demon was killing the others. They would die too.


“Kara!
We must leave!”


With
a last glance towards the police officers, Kara bolted through the door and ran
out into the busy night-time street, her eyes adjusting to the darkness and
street lights.


“Stop
running. You’ll look suspicious.” Thor twitched uneasily in her arms.


Kara
slowed to a walk. The Death Blade’s poison ate away at her M suit. She felt
light headed. She looked at her arms. The M’s skin was thin; she could easily
see her angel body’s brilliance. She guessed she had a half hour left before
her entire body crumpled, and exposed itself to every kind of demon possible.
She would be an easy target then.


“I
have to find water … my mortal suit won’t last long.”


“There’s
a water fountain at Saint-Lambert Park. At this time of night, you can slip in
without being noticed.” Thor lifted his flat nose and sniffed. “It’s this way.”
He cocked his head to the right.


Kara
walked furtively along the street, cradling Thor tightly against her chest. The
streets were crowded. Music flowed from the many shops and tiny cafés that
edged the cobblestone sidewalks. The smell of alcohol and coffee filled her
senses.


Part
of her didn’t want to go back. She wondered if she should just let herself die
here. It would be better than succumbing to the wrath of the Legion. She had
broken so many laws, she couldn’t even remember—they would probably just throw
her back in Tartarus. She wasn’t evil even though her father may have been a
demon. She was innocent. 


“Thor?”
she cleared her throat. “What do you think they’ll do to me once I’m back?”


Thor
looked away for a moment. “They’ll throw you back in prison to await your
trial, I’m sure of that.”


“Great.”
Kara shrugged. “How the hell am I supposed to prove my innocence now?” 


She
paused and then spoke again, “Do you think what the demon said was true? At
midnight a visitor will come through and kill all the mortals?”


“He
seemed too cocky to be lying.”


“We
have to warn the Legion! You have to warn them—they’ll never believe me. Thor …
you have to tell them,” Kara persisted.


“Yes,
I’ll do what I can. But first we need to get you safe.”


They
passed a pub with a terrace. A small television was mounted on the wooden bar.
Her face was on the television. Black and white close-up footage of her running
out of the police station with Thor in her arms was playing on the screen. The
label on the right-hand side read, French Police, Most Wanted. Extremely
dangerous. Police killer.


“Oh
dear,” said Thor.


“Oh,
hell.” Kara watched as the customers stared at her and then at the television.
Their expressions changed from confusion to recognition. Before it got any
worse, Kara bolted.


She
ran as fast as her failing M suit would let her.


“Which
way!” Kara yelled as she ran.


“Turn
left at the stop sign, then right—watch out!”


A
car appeared out of nowhere. The driver pressed on the brakes. Kara crashed
into the side door. She fell down, but quickly jumped back on her feet. She had
crashed into a police car. She could see the monitor on the dash board through
the window—her face was on their screen. Kara saw recognition come to the
police officer’s eyes. But before they even moved, Kara was already moving.


She
ran faster. She pressed her mortal legs and hoped they wouldn’t give out. 


“There!”
cried Thor. “There it is. Quickly—put me down; you’ll run faster.” 


“Are
you going to be okay?”


“Me?
Of course, it’s you that I’m worried about.”


Kara
let Thor down and sprinted towards the water fountain. The sirens wailed louder
every second.


“They’ll
be here soon. Go! Go! Go!” Thor urged. 


His
voice was drowned by the loud screeching of tires on asphalt. A police car
fishtailed around the corner, coming straight for them. Thor scampered around
the fountain and hid behind the statue of a naked woman holding a jug.


Kara
stepped into the water. “Thanks Thor! I’ll never forget your kindness.”


“We’ll
be in touch,” answered the dog.


And
with that, Kara submerged herself into the water and let the brightness take
her.


 











Chapter 15 


A word to the wise


 


 


Kara ignored the many insults and
repeated attempts to engage her in conversation by the large chimp. She had
never seen him before. He had long strands of hair atop his head, like a thin
Mohawk and a flowing plaid skirt. Was it female or male? Kara wasn’t sure. But
what she could tell within the short period of time they spent together was
that he was just as obnoxious and rude as all the other primate elevator
operators.


“You’re
in big trouble, you know.” The chimp raised his arms above his head. Thick
black fur covered him completely. His yellow bellboy hat was secured underneath
his chin with an elastic. He reached down and began to scratch his butt. “You are
the infamous Kara Nightingale, are you not?”


Kara
let her head rest against the elevator’s back wall panel. “Can’t you just shut
up and let me be. I don’t feel like talking. Especially not to you.” 


 “How
unfortunate.” The chimp leaned over on his wooden stool. He eyed Kara with
great interest. “They’ll throw you back into the prison, they will. You broke
the law. You escaped Tartarus. Makes one wonder why you were chosen in the
first place. Why put so much faith in a foolish girl who prances around without
a care in the world, eh?”


“Shut
up, monkey.” Kara glowered at the chimp. Its grin infuriated her.


The
elevator jerked to a stop. 


“Level
two, Operations!” cried the chimp. “I am Chimp 2P72, biding you a good day,
Miss.” He curtsied, holding the hem of his skirt with his hands.


Kara
rolled her eyes and stepped towards the doors. Her body tightened. Her hands
shook. Who would be waiting for her behind the doors? 


The
doors slid open, and she stepped down into the soft red sand. 


Gabriel’s
giant form towered over her. She relaxed a little when she saw David. There
were only the two of them—the High Council hadn’t sent the entire Legion for
her.


“How
nice to see you again, Kara. Did you have a nice trip?” Gabriel’s tone had no
emotion. It sent shivers through her body. He looked down at her. 


“Would
you mind telling me how you escaped Tartarus? Who else was involved? I doubt
you escaped on your own.” 


She
bit her lip and said nothing. Gabriel watched her contemptuously. Kara looked over to
David for help. He shrugged—he hadn’t told them about helping her. She wondered
where Jenny and Peter were now. Hopefully they were hidden away.


Gabriel
crossed his arms and looked at David suspiciously. “I know David had something
to do with it—but we can’t prove it. At least, not for now.”


“He
wasn’t involved. I—I—took my chances and jumped.” Kara stammered.


Gabriel’s
eyes flashed dangerously. “Do you know how much trouble you’ve caused? Escaping
from the prison is one thing … but now—you’re all over Earth’s news—a dangerous
assassin who killed a dozen French police officers!” 


He
threw a newspaper in her face. It fell to the ground. The cover had Kara’s
profile picture, and a bloody photograph of the dead police officers piled on
top of each other. Their hearts and insides ripped out of them. Kara cringed at
the gory picture.


Kara
started to shake. “I didn’t do this! You know I couldn’t. It was a higher
demon! He did this.”


“You
shouldn’t have been there!” roared Gabriel. “You had no business escaping and
getting involved like this! What were you trying to do?” 


His
skin seemed to darken, and Kara remembered why she was always a little
terrified of him.


“She
was trying to prove her innocence, Gabe.” David gave Kara a short smile. He
turned to face the archangel. “She never meant to hurt Al. It was an accident—I
know, I was there. She was just trying to protect me from that idiot! And the
council didn’t even give her a chance to explain. It’s not fair. How long was
she supposed to rot away in that prison? They were never going to let her out.”


“It
wasn’t just that,” said Kara as she stepped closer. She looked at the ground.
“I had to go back to look for my mother’s soul. I had to save her.” 


She
shot a glance at David. “But I couldn’t save her. The new breed took her soul.”


“You
did your best, Kara.” David locked eyes with Kara. 


Gabriel
let his powerful arms fall at his sides. 


“I
am sorry about your mother’s soul. But you have bigger problems. Problems that
could cost you everything.” He
tapped his thumbs together over his interlaced fingers. “The council is furious
with you, Kara. Your punishment will be severe, mark my words. And there’s
nothing I—or David can do about it.” 


He
looked away, lost in some distant thought, and then he returned his attention
to Kara.


“I’ve
been ordered to escort you back to the prison.”


“What!
Right now! No, wait—I have to tell you something!” Kara pleaded. Her body
trembled.


“Gabe,
you can’t do this! She’s innocent! You know she is!”


The
archangel raised his hands. “It’s not my decision. Besides, she brought this
upon herself. If she had stayed in the Tartarus she might have gotten a lighter
sentence. But with all that has happened, she’ll be lucky if they don’t kill her.”


Kara’s
mouth fell open. “What? But … but ….”


“It’s
not right!” yelled David. “How can they do this?”


“She’s
part demon—a weapon of some sort. The council is afraid of what she could do.”


Kara
clenched her fists. “So that’s it? Just because I’m part demon—I’m not a part
of the Legion anymore?” She threw up her arms, “I’m just going to be tossed
away like garbage.” 


“If
you had behaved like a normal obedient angel,” roared Gabriel, “none of this
would have happened!”


Kara
kicked up some sand with her foot. “Well, if I’d obeyed, I would never have
heard about the attack the demons are planning.”


“What?”
said David and Gabriel together.


Kara
stared at the rolling red hills, following them with her eyes until they
disappeared.


“The
demons are planning an attack tomorrow at midnight—the higher demon told me all
the mortals on the earth would be destroyed.”


A
deep frown formed on Gabriel’s forehead. “What kind of attack? Did he say
anything else?”


“—a
portal. He said that they would come through portals.”


“What
kind of portals?”


Kara
shook her head. “I don’t know. He didn’t say. All I know is, he said that all
the homes around the Earth would have a deadly midnight visitor.”


“This
is bad.” David ran his fingers through his tousled hair. “Gabe, man—you have to
warn the council.”


Gabriel
paced around with his face pulled into a tight scowl. He appeared to be
mumbling to himself. Kara strained her ears to hear what he was saying, but she
couldn’t make it out. He stepped back towards them.


“David,”
said Gabriel, “I need you to be my eyes and ears on this, you understand? I
can’t afford you screwing up—you hear me?”


David
put on an innocent look and pointed to himself. “Me? Screw up? Never! I’m your
man—uh, angel—tell me what you need me to do.”


Gabriel
focused on Kara. “I want you to take Kara and get out of here. I need you both
to look for these portals.”


“And
what are you going to do?” Kara knew what was at stake here. Gabriel believed
her. And now he was disobeying the council.


“I’m
going to have a word with the council, if they’ll listen to me. I need to try
and convince them of the truth.”


“Uriel
will believe you,” said David. “I know he still believes in Kara.”


Gabriel
raised his head. His eyes searched the red desert. “You need to get out of here
now. Get some weapons—fast—and get to the pools. Quickly.”


The
three of them raced to the weapon’s tent. David and Kara quickly filled their
backpacks with every weapon they could wrap their hands around. Once their bags
were full, they followed Gabriel down towards the pools.


Suddenly,
the air around them darkened. The red desert lost its brilliance.


“Stop
them!”


Kara
whirled around.


The
archangel Zadkiel
appeared in a dark mist. A team of guardian angels stood close behind him. Kara
trembled.


“What
are you doing, Gabriel? Treason means death amongst the angels.” Zadkiel’s grey
robes spilled behind him. “You are going against the council’s wishes and
aiding and abetting an enemy.”


“The
council is wrong,” growled Gabriel. “I need them to listen to me—to hear the
truth.”


“The
truth?” laughed Zadkiel. “The truth is that you are helping that demon spawn!
Have you lost your mind, Gabriel? She is the enemy! She must die!”


“Let’s
not get ahead of ourselves, Big Z.” David stood in front of Kara and hid her
from view. “It’s like Gabe said—there’s been a terrible mistake. Kara’s not the
enemy.”


Zadkiel
raised his great hand. “Fool! You are a worthless fool, David McGowan. Your
eyes betray you. I can see your mortal lust for that demon. You will pay with
your life!”


Kara
lowered her eyes. Part of her was glad David still cared for her. But she knew
the laws. The fact that an archangel knew about how they felt, could only make
matters worse. 


Gabriel
raised his voice. The air cracked around him. Tiny white sparks emanated from
his body. “Kara deserves a fair trial, and right now the council is blinded by
the fact that she is part demon.”


“She
is the demon lord’s progeny!” roared Zadkiel. Large clouds blocked the sun. “A
sworn enemy! If you will not take her to the prison—I will.”


Gabriel
turned to Kara and David, “Run!”


“Don’t
have to tell me twice.” David grabbed Kara’s hand and pulled her with him.


“Stop
them! Kill them if you must!”


At
the word kill Kara’s hopes fell. But her sadness quickly became a surge
of rage at the unfairness of it all. 


Kara
and David ran down the slope towards the pool. Kara looked back. The guardians
were right behind them, running like a pack of wild dogs. She began to panic
that the pools were too far away. She didn’t think they would make it.


David
was faster than their pursuers, and Kara felt herself almost flying behind him.


She
heard a swish, and in the next second a dark grey star landed in the sand
beside them. To Kara it looked like a fancy ninja star with deadly sharp edges.
It exploded in a cloud of smoke. 


“Faster!”
David yanked on Kara’s arm and pulled her with extraordinary speed.


Swish.


Another
star flew past them and exploded a few yards away.


The
pools came into view. Hundreds of angels milled about, waiting to jump into the
waters on their next assignments. David ploughed through them and ran to the
front of the line. He pulled Kara before him and pushed her up the ladder.


“Duck!”


A
star grazed the top of Kara’s head and punctured the side of the pool.


“Hurry!”


Kara
pulled herself up on the ledge of the pool. The water rippled inside the round
basin. A hand clasped around hers. David stepped onto the ledge beside her. She
chanced one last look towards Gabriel and Zadkiel. The ground trembled, and the
sky cracked. The once beautiful red desert was now in shadow. Lightning
exploded around the two archangels. She wondered who would be the victor. 


“Do
you know where we’re going?” asked Kara.


“London.”
said David as he and Kara jumped into the glistening waters. She saw a volley
of stars passing above them as her head sank below the surface.


 











Chapter 16 


The Rift


 


 


Kara walked along Victoria Street
with David at her side. He had told her that they were to meet up with Jenny
and Peter in front of Westminster Cathedral. The majestic stone architecture of
the great byzantine structure shone in the afternoon sun, towering above the
other buildings surrounding it. Its striking beauty and intricate design of red
brick and stone left Kara in awe. Flocks of tourists came and went from the
great doors, like busy ants.


Kara
sat on the stone steps, watching the pigeons coo and pick at bits of crumbs on
the ground. Her mind was still fresh with images of Gabriel and Zadkiel
fighting. She didn’t want Gabriel to suffer because of her. She decided that
she would try to make it up to him when she got back.


“What
time is it?” asked Kara.


David
pulled up the sleeve of his leather jacket. “It’s two o’clock. We’ve got ten
hours before midnight.”


Kara
let her head fall. “We don’t even know where to look? The portals could be anywhere.”


David
threw a small stone down the steps. “Well—we have to figure out something fast.
Ten hours is not very long.”


“What
do you think will happen to Gabriel.”


David
shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. He’s an archangel. I doubt whether they’ll
throw him in prison. Let’s just hope he got their attention.”


A
young Asian couple climbed the steps beside them, their hands tightly joined in
one another’s. Kara stared at their blissful expressions. She watched them
until they disappeared behind the great doors. She envied them.


She
turned and met David’s gaze. Her mortal body tingled at his nearness. He took
her hand and edged closer. He was close enough to kiss. She felt her body
leaning in without thinking—


“Hey
guys!”


Kara
moved back as Peter and Jenny ran up to them.


Jenny
grinned as she eyed Kara and David. She raised an eyebrow. “Sorry we’re late.
We had to sneak in … out … well, you know what I mean.” 


Jenny
clapped her hands and jumped on the spot. “Boy, do we have something for you!”


“What
do you mean?” Kara swept her bangs out of her eyes, wishing she could disappear
under a wall of hair.


“Spit
it out, Jenny. We don’t have all day.” David got to his feet.


Jenny
twirled on the spot. “Peter, explain it to them.” Her purple hair gleamed in
the sunlight, and Kara thought she looked like a combat fairy.


“Well
… you asked me to look for something out of the ordinary before you left with
Gabriel,” said Peter, looking nervous. “I believe I found something. From the
readings I got—it’s big. I mean, real big. A huge portal, right here in
London. And it’s still open.”


Kara’s
eyes widened. “A portal? A portal to where?”


“An
opening to the freaking demon realm, baby.” answered Jenny, and she knocked her
heels together, like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz.


Kara
looked at David. “Maybe this is what the demon was talking about.”


Jenny
cocked her head. “What demon? What are you talking about? Hey, you can’t keep
stuff like that from us—we’re your friends—remember?”


Kara
placed a strand of her hair behind her ears. “I met a demon when I was at the
police station—long story—and he told me that tonight at midnight portals would
open all over Earth, and that all the mortals would die.”


“But
how?” asked Peter. “That’s like billions of portals opening at the same time?
It’s not possible. Earth can’t withstand that kind of energy. It would destroy
the entire world. There’s nothing out there with that kind of energy to do
this. How is this even possible?”


“I’m
not sure. All he said was that a visitor would come through these portals … and
kill all the mortals.” She looked up at a passing family with toddlers, running
happily towards the cathedral. “We can’t let that happen. That’s why we must
find these portals and close them somehow. Our only lead is this portal in
London.”


David
swung his backpack on his shoulder. “Then let’s go, ladies and gents. We have
eight and a half hours left before this world crumbles.”


Kara
looked at Peter. “I hope you’re wrong.”


Peter
gave her a side smile. “I’m never wrong—hey!” Jenny punched him on the arm.


“Don’t
be a wise ass. Let’s go.”


The
four of them left the Cathedral’s steps and continued on Victoria Street. Tall
metal and glass buildings surrounded them on either side and disappeared into
the blue sky. Gleaming black taxi cabs rushed through the traffic and honked at
pedestrians. Tomato red city buses hurtled down the street. Kara thought they
looked like mad bulls.


They
passed a newspaper stand.


“Oh
my god, Kara! Look, it’s you!” Jenny whispered. She pointed to the newspaper
rack. Kara’s photograph was on the front page.


Kara
hid behind her hair. She hoped no one would recognize her here. She had always
dreamt of having fifteen minutes of fame, just not like this, and especially
not as a mass murderer.


“Let’s
keep moving.” David pulled Jenny away from the papers. The owner, an older
gentleman with wispy gray hair that moved in the breeze and a belly the size of
a beach volley ball, eyed them suspiciously.


“How
far do we have to go?” Kara looked behind her. The owner of the shop was still
staring at them, his eyes lost in a wave of thick brows.


“It’s
about an hour’s walk,” answered Peter. “The portal is beneath the eastern side
of the Westminster Bridge.”


“Let’s
go,” said Kara. 


A
group of men with hats and uniforms appeared as they made their way to the
portal. Kara lowered her head and hoped the London police wouldn’t recognize
her. She kept it down most of the way. 


The
Thames rippled below them, and Kara watched the boats drift away along the
river, like leaves in a stream. The murky waters gleamed in the sun. It
occurred to Kara that if she and her friends got into demon trouble, they could
easily escape into the river. Her nerves lessened. Thank God for the river, she
thought. She wondered why the Rift was located next to water.


A
long hour later, they reached the eastern root of the bridge. A great lion
carved of white stone stood on a concrete block at the eastern entrance to the
bridge. She thought of Aslan, the lion in the Chronicles of Narnia. She would
have loved to touch the statue, but she knew it wasn’t the time to go
sightseeing. 


Three
sets of concrete steps brought them down to a lower level. The three of them
marched down the steps. Kara’s feet touched a small concrete platform. She
looked around. The bridge’s belly was enormous. It looked bigger from the
bottom, she realized. They found themselves facing a shadow filled tunnel.
Small wall sconces illuminated the way. They were a lot closer to the water’s
edge—an easy escape.


Peter
took out a square contraption that looked like a television remote control,
except that it had more buttons, and a wire with green electricity flowing
through it sprouting from the top. After reading it for a moment Peter looked
up. “It’s in there,” he pointed towards the tunnel. 


David
was the first to move. He sauntered through the entrance of the tunnel. “How
far is it?”


Peter
followed David, but stopped in front of a thick concrete wall. He stood there
for a moment. “This is it—who wants to go first?”


Kara
saw the bricks waver as though the stones were made of water. The Rift covered
most of the wall, and it was large enough to let out new breeds.


“I
will.” David stood beside Peter. 


“So
… I just walk through this area?” He motioned with his hands.


“Yes.”


“Wait!”
Kara grabbed David and turned him to face her. “You don’t even know where
you’ll end up? We need to make a plan.”


“The
plan is—I’ll wait for you on the other side, cutie.”


Kara
threw up her arms. “This isn’t funny. Be serious for once. I don’t want
anything to happen to you.”


“Don’t
worry, I’ll be fine.” David turned and faced the wall. “It’s a doorway, right?
So it has to lead to the other side.” He grabbed a Soul Blade from inside his
jacket pocket. “I’m ready, baby. Let’s do this.”


He
stepped forward. The concrete wall shimmered, as though it were made of liquid.
He pushed his arm into the wall.


“Ahh!”
David jumped back and fell to the ground. Black smoke coiled from his hand and
arms, like black snakes. His mortal skin had melted away, revealing the
brilliance of his true angel self. His dagger fell from his blistered hands.


Kara
wrapped her arms around him. “Oh my god, David! Your arms!” She took off her
jacket and wrapped his arms with it.


David
frowned. “What is this? Why should a portal melt my skin?”


“Because
it’s a portal to the Netherworld.”


Kara
heard something and turned to see an English bulldog watching them with his
head cocked to the side.


“Thor!
What are you doing here? How did you find us?”


The
dog sat down on his behind. His stubby back legs squished flat under a large
belly. “I followed your smell—there’s a certain stench to you, you know.”


Kara
frowned and smelled herself. “Thanks.”


“You’re
welcome.” Thor bared his sharp teeth. “But you, my friend, cannot pass into the
Netherworld.”


David
pushed himself off the floor. “What do you mean, dog?”


“What
I mean, is that only demons can pass through their portals. No regular angel
can travel to the demon realm. If you try, you will die.”


“Maybe
we should just go back and tell Gabriel.” Peter put his device back into his
bag. “Hopefully the council will listen.”


“This
sucks.” Jenny plopped herself to the ground and began twirling her purple hair
between her fingers.


Kara
stared at Thor. He was looking up at her, his brown eyes glimmered.


“What
do you mean by regular angel?” She had a feeling she knew what the dog meant.
But she couldn’t bring herself to say it. If she said it, then it would make it
true.


“Glad
you asked.” Thor scratched himself with his hind leg. “Regular angels like your
friends here would surely die if they tried to pass through the portal. But an
angel with demon essence might go through. It might even survive.”


“He’s
right.” David walked towards Kara. “You might be the only one who can pass.”


Kara
glanced at the Rift. A single spot shimmered where David had been burned. She
walked towards the spot and pushed her hand into the portal.


Nothing
happened.


Kara
pulled her hand back and examined it. There were no burn marks or lesions. Her
M suit was intact. She knew what that meant.


“Told
you.” Thor trotted over to Kara. “Now listen, no angel knows what lies on the
other side. But we all know it’s full of demons. Be careful, and trust
yourself.” 


Kara
started to feel nervous. She had never imagined that she would have to do this
alone. She always thought David would be by her side. 


“I
know this is what they want. I know it’s a trap. But it doesn’t matter. I won’t
let my mother’s soul die—I don’t care what I have to do—I’m going to stop them.
I’ll make things right. The council will have to believe me.”


“No!”
David grabbed her. “I’m not letting you go alone. This is suicide! This isn’t a
plan. You’re not going in there alone!”


Kara
looked into David’s eyes and wondered if she was doing so for the last time. “I
have to go. I’m the only one who can pass through the portal. You heard Thor—I must
do this. I’ll see you when I get back. I promise.”


“No.
This is madness!”


“I’m
going, David. And you can’t stop me.” She gave him a kind smile. “I’m stronger
than any of you. You know what I’m capable of. My elemental power might save
the mortals. I have to try.”


“Let
her go,” said Thor.


David
backed away, but he was clearly distressed to let Kara do it. “I’ll be waiting
for you,” he said softly.


“You
guys have to warn the Legion,” said Kara. “Tell them what’s happened, and what
I’m about to do. I hope their stubborn heads will listen for a change.” She
threw her backpack over her shoulder. “I’ll see you guys later.”


“Good
luck, Kara.” Jenny jumped up and hugged her. “Be safe.”


“Be
careful … and watch your back,” said Peter. He was more nervous than she was.


“I
will.”


“Say
hi to your dad for me.” David’s lips curled into a crooked smile.


“Moron.”


Kara
readied herself. The portal shimmered expectantly, as though waiting for her to
enter.


She
stepped through.


 











Chapter 17 


Mr. Cockroach


 


 


Kara felt a sudden pull. She was
sucked into the portal as if it were a vacuum. 


Everywhere
she looked was pitch black. She felt her body being pulled, or was she falling?
She couldn’t tell. The strange thing was—she wasn’t frightened anymore. She let
herself be pulled into the abyss. A speck of light and then, suddenly, her
surroundings exploded in light. Brilliant stars of crimson red and blue light
rotated around her, like a giant brilliant funnel. Her legs went out from under
her. Light exploded from everywhere and her body started to spin horizontally.
She gazed at her arms and hands. Tiny golden particles drifted up from her
body, hovered for a moment, then stuck themselves back together. It was like
looking at a motion-blur version of herself.


And
then it stopped.


Kara
felt a strain on her body. With a sudden heave she fell onto a hard surface.
Her vision was blurred. Lights popped inside her lids when she closed her eyes.
She blinked several times. The images before her soon became focused. Fluff
tickled her nose. Her face was squished into a blush red carpet. She staggered
up and looked around. Blood red velvet drapes dressed the walls, like the ones
Kara had seen at the local movie theatre. A large disco ball spun around
slowly, sending hundreds of tiny lights against the red velvet drapes, like
tiny shiny diamonds. Music—she recognized it as seductive lounge music, or old
R & B music. The air was a mixture of cigar and mildew smells, like an old
dusty pub. She realized that she was in a big elevator. 


And
something was there with her.


Kara
jumped back and stared open mouthed. 


The
largest cockroach Kara had ever seen lounged in a lush red chair by the control
panel. He was about three feet tall. His black shell glistened under the
flickering lights from the disco ball. He wore a black top hat, a long red
tailcoat and a red bow tie. He looked like a ringmaster from a circus, except
that he was a bug. In one of his arms was a black wooden cane. He followed her
every movement with large black eyes.


Kara
stared in disbelief. “What the hell?” She caught herself before she laughed.


“’ell?”
said the cockroach. “A non, mademoiselle,” he corrected her, in a heavy French
accent. He jumped down from his chair and landed on his two back legs. He then
spun around once, his coat spilled around him. He swung his cane at her. He
reached out with a front leg and grabbed his hat off his head. “Zis … is ze
Nezerworld.”


“Don’t
you mean the Netherworld?” Kara looked up at the mirrored disco ball. She
started to feel dizzy and looked away.


“Zat’s
what I said.”


“No
… you said Nezerworld.”


“Oui!
Excatement! Ze Nezerworld.” He threw his four front legs in the air.


Kara
snorted and suppressed another laugh. “Whatever you say, Mr. Cockroach.”


His
antennae stiffened and shot straight up. “A
non, non, non! My name is Jean-Pierre!” He bowed. “Iz nice to meet ‘u,
mademoiselle … what iz ’ur name?” He straightened up and secured his top hat
back on his flat shiny head.


“Kara.”


“Kara,”
repeated Jean-Pierre. “A
pretty name for zuch a pretty gurl!” His antennae twitched and formed the shape
of a heart. Kara made a face. What the hell?


Suddenly,
the giant cockroach leapt into the air and landed on the wall inches from Kara.
He stuck to the wall as though he was made of Velcro. With his head resting on
two forearms, his body lay stretched out, as though lying on a lounge chair. He
blinked his eyes and adjusted his red bowtie. Kara could see her startled
reflection in his large black eyes. She edged away slowly. She didn’t want to
insult the large bug. Who knew what he was capable of?


“Are
’u lonely, ma chéri?” Jean-Pierre twirled his left antennae with his middle
arm. “I am ze great loveur, you know. I know what ze woman wants.” He hit the
wall with his cane and the light dimmed and the music changed to something with
saxophones.


Kara
rolled her eyes. “But—but you’re a bug? I’m not an insect! I’m a girl … an
angel with demon—never mind. I’m different, that’s all. And I’m certainly not
like you.” Kara thought she saw a smile coming from under his mandibles. It
freaked her out.


Jean-Pierre
continued to twirl his antennae and batted his eyes. “I like ze différent, ma
chéri! I like very much.” His antennae reached out and caressed Kara’s cheek.
She backed away. 


“You
smell différent. You do not smell like ze demons ’ere. Your smell iz more like
ze woman! You ’ave a little … je ne sais quoi, about you?”


“Uh
… thanks, I’m sure.” Kara slipped away from the cockroach and stepped towards
the control panel. 


The
panel was made of dark brass with two black buttons. One with the word UP
and the other with the word DOWN. There were no labels beside the
buttons. 


“So
where does this elevator go? There are only two buttons here—does this mean the
Netherworld is only one level? Like on Earth?” Kara pressed her index finger on
the brass plate. It was cool to the touch.


In
a flash, Jean-Pierre sprang to her side. He tipped his hat seductively.


“Why
do you want to know, mon amour,” he purred.


Kara
shook her head. “Because I need to stop Asmodeus. He needs to pay for what he
did to my mother—to the Legion. I need to stop him.” Kara wasn’t entirely sure
why she trusted this bug with all this information. Clearly, he could do some
damage.


Jean-Pierre
brushed his cane over Kara’s leg. “Stay wiz me, Kara. I love you! ‘Ere iz
noting out ‘ere for you. Stay wiz me and be mon amour.” He leaned towards Kara.
She jumped aside.


“Listen,
JP. I’m very flattered, but I have a job to do. I must go. Don’t make me hurt
you.” She lowered her bag on the floor. She wasn’t entirely sure what she would
do next.


“’Urt
me! ’urt me please! I want you to ’urt me!” The cockroach leapt into the air
and landed right beside Kara again.


Kara
rolled her eyes. “Good God.” Frustrated, she crossed her arms. “JP. I need to
get off this elevator—I’ll either do it myself, or you can help me—I can’t stay
here.”


Jean-Pierre
clasped the left side of his chest with four of his arms at once. “You do not
love me! I will die of ze broken ’art.”


Kara
glanced at her watch. It read six o’clock. What the—? She’d lost three
hours already. She had to get off this elevator.


“I
need to get off now!” She raised her voice. “Let me go.”


“Bon,
bon, bon.” Jean-Pierre pushed off and fluttered over to his red chair. “I will
let you go, but wiz one condition.”


Kara
grabbed her backpack and flung it over her shoulder. “What’s the condition?”


“A
kiss.”


“You
can’t be serious!”


“I
am very serious.” Jean-Pierre combed his antennae with his front leg. “You give
me a kiss, and I will let you go. No kiss—no go!”


This can’t be happening. Kara screwed up her face. It
couldn’t be that bad, right? Her first kiss had been David, and now—a giant
cockroach.


“I
am ready, mon amour.” Jean-Pierre leaned against the wall, his four front legs
tucked behind his head.


“You’ll
pay for this,” mumbled Kara. She walked up to the cockroach. Leaned in, made a
face, closed her eyes and kissed the bug where she thought was his mouth.


She
jumped back, wiping her mouth. “Gross! Gross! Gross!”


“Ahhh
. . . what za kiss!” Jean-Pierre twirled on the spot, fell off his chair and
landed with a soft thud on the shag carpet. He was still.


The
elevator doors slid open with a screech. A gust of wind hit her face, and Kara
smelled decay and rotten flesh.


“Au
revoir, mon amour!”


Kara
hesitated for a moment, and then drew her soul blade, and with one last glance
at the cockroach, she closed her eyes until they were tiny slits, readied
herself and stepped into the Netherworld.











Chapter 18 


Netherworld


 


 


A burst of strong wind pushed Kara
to the ground immediately once she stepped through the portal. Her hands met
sand—not the red color from Operations, but sand whose color had been sucked
out—grey, dull and dead. 


She
stood up, shielding her eyes. The wind tugged at her hoodie. A flat barren land
covered in a blanket of gray ash disappeared into the shadows of the distance.
She couldn’t see any signs of life. It was like what would be left after a
nuclear war. She shivered. Black shapes seemed to crawl beyond the darkness.
The wind was an eerie voice calling out from beyond the dead. Kara could hear
nothing else. It was as though she were the only one here. 


Kara . . . 


She
heard a whisper of her name brush her ear.


I see you . . . 


She
felt a hand press down on her shoulder. Kara whirled around. 


There
was no one there. 


Then
she heard a distant laugh. 


They
were mocking her, she realized angrily.


“Show
yourself!” she yelled, clenching her Soul Blade. “Cowards!”


Something
moved in the distance. Kara strained through the blowing sand to see. It came
towards her, slowly. It was red, and it rippled along the ground. It was a
carpet.


It
unfolded itself towards her, like the ones at a red-carpet event. It stopped
right at her toes. A chill rolled up her back. The carpet was soaked in blood.


Kara . . .


Kara
whirled around again, desperately trying to see. 


She
was alone with the bloody carpet.


Someone
had sent her the carpet. It was an invitation—she knew what she had to do next.


“Well
… here goes nothing.” Kara hopped onto the carpet. Her shoes pressed down into
the soft material as the blood poured from the sides. She was thankful she was
wearing her big combat boots. The carpet stretched out into the shadows of the
blowing grey sands. 


Here we go. Kara walked cautiously along the
blood carpet. She could hear the squish of her boots even over the roar of the
wind. Nothing happened. She walked on—and on. It seemed to Kara that she had
been walking for hours, or was it only a few minutes? She couldn’t tell. The
carpet seemed to grow longer as she walked. A gust of wind brushed her face,
like a hand caressing her cheek—were they playing tricks on her?


Kara . . .


Kara
sliced the air behind her with her blade. She cut into nothing. 


She
turned around. She flinched—an enormous structure stood before her. It had
appeared out of thin air. 


A
huge mall, filled with brilliant lights that flickered on and off and loud
music that echoed all around beckoned Kara. She could hear laughter coming from
inside. A giant red and blue neon sign read, Netherworld Casino.


“You’ve
got to be kidding me.”


Two
glass doors appeared, and creaked and opened in front of her.


Kara
clasped her blade tightly in her hand. She walked in—demons were everywhere.
Demons with skin as blue as ink loitered by the bar. Demons with large bat-like
wings were drinking a red liquid that Kara was sure wasn’t wine. Small demons
that looked like gnomes, except that they had thick green leathery skin and extra-large
teeth, played a game of blackjack. Higher demons yelled and gambled with golden
coins and shiny balls. 


As
Kara stepped deeper into the casino, she saw female demons dancing topless on
the tables and swinging from poles. Horns sprouted from their heads. Caged
lower demons howled as they were tormented by higher demons who appeared to be
throwing chunks of bloody meat. Other demons eyed her and hissed as she passed,
but no one made any attempt to attack her.


Strange, she kept walking.


She
passed an in-ground pool filled with brownish-green liquid. She noticed lumps
in the pool. At first she thought they were rocks, but then they moved.
Horrified, Kara watched as one of the lumps twitched and rippled. It was a
grotesque misshapen egg. Stick black legs with sharp claws tore free of the
shell, green liquid oozing out of it. It jumped out of the pool. Its black and
green body gleamed in the light. Large wet bat wings unfurled behind it. Its
human face was contorted and swollen, with large bulging red eyes. It was part
fly and part human. Kara’s gorge rose in her throat—she had just witnessed the
birth of a new breed demon. 


A
sudden burst of cheer caught Kara’s attention. A snarling demon with rows of
rotten yellow teeth stood up and threw some poker chips onto the bar. He
stretched out his long bony hand and twisted arm towards the bartender who
reached behind him and opened a glass cabinet. He reached inside and pulled out
a glowing sphere. Kara’s head swayed—it was a soul—the entire cabinet was
filled with rows upon rows of souls. The snarling demon threw back its head and
swallowed the soul. His body shimmered as light exploded all around him. He
closed his eyes and gave out a loud moan.


Kara’s
knees weakened—everywhere she looked, souls were the prize—human and angel
souls.


Over here, Kara . . . 


A
movement caught her eye. Kara froze. Her mother was playing at one of the
tables. With a drink in her hand, she laughed and caressed a large black demon
with the head of a boar and the body of a man. She caught Kara’s eye and waved.


“Mom?”
Kara stumbled forward. “Mom!” Petrified, Kara pushed her way through the demons
to reach her mother. She got to the table, but her mother had disappeared.


“Mom?
Where are you?”


My daughter . . . this way . . .


Kara
caught sight of her mother waving at her again. She laughed and skipped away
like a little girl.


“Mom!
Stop. Mom!”


Kara
rushed forward. Demons jumped in her way hissing at her as she tried to pass.
She lifted her blade, and they scattered, spitting at her face as she passed.
Kara looked over the demons’ heads and spotted her mother. She pulled open a
door and disappeared through it. Kara ran to follow her. She punched and kicked
her way through the crowd of laughing demons, drunk on souls. She didn’t care.


She
reached the door. It stood ajar. She peeked inside. She knew it to be a room,
but she could only see darkness staring back at her.


“Mom?
Mommy? Mom—where are you … I can’t see anything.”


Kara . . .


Without
a second thought, Kara stepped into the room. The door slammed shut behind her.


Lights
flicked on, and Kara stood in the middle of a large round room with wall to
wall mirrors. Thousands of mirrors reflected millions of images of herself. Her
mother sat upon a metal chair resting on a dais in the middle of the room. She
drank from her glass and giggled.


Kara
rushed over to her mother. “Mom! We have to get out of here, come with me.” She
reached out. 


Her
mother recoiled and laughed. Her body shimmered, as if it was made of water,
and Kara watched her mother’s face change. What she believed to be her mother
was morphed into its true demon form. She had rough green skin like tree bark
and long wispy green hair. A tail curled up behind her. Her yellow eyes mocked
Kara. The female demon laughed and jumped off the chair.


Kara
realized her mistake. But it was too late. Before she could turn around, she
felt two powerful hands grabbing her from behind. One took away her blade. They
held her. She couldn’t move.


“Well,
hello again, Kara.”


The
hands yanked her from the dais with force and threw her down. She looked up
towards the voice.


“I’m
so glad you’ve come to see your new home.”


Asmodeus
stood before her. He was grinning. She flinched. She had forgotten how much the
demon lord looked like one of the archangels. His face was utterly beautiful,
carved to perfection. His gray eyes rested above high cheekbones. His skin was
white, and Kara thought he looked a lot like a vampire. His short black hair
glimmered in the soft light of the room, like a crown of black jewels. He wore
a red tailored suit with a black tie and shirt. He pressed a large brown cigar
to his lips, and then blew a row of smoke rings.


“Looking
for this.” Asmodeus held up a glass jar with his other hand. A brilliant soul
hovered inside it. Kara instantly knew it was her mother’s. 


“I’m
afraid it’s not time yet for a family reunion, although, I rather miss your
mother’s striking good looks, rather surprising for a mortal. I’ve always
thought she looked more like an archangel than a mere human. I couldn’t take my
eyes off of her that summer day—I knew she was the one for me.” 


He
lifted the jar and examined it for a moment. He turned his head towards Kara.
“You seem to have inherited part of her beauty,” said Asmodeus in a
matter-of-fact tone. He placed the jar on the platform and strolled away. 


“We
have such a great show tonight, my daughter. I’m so glad you could make it. It
just wouldn’t be the same without you.”


“I
am not your daughter!” Kara stomped her foot. She wished she could kick him in
the face for referring to her mother as if she were a piece of meat.


 “But
of course you are, silly girl. You are my offspring. And you got here just in
time for the big performance. Grutus. Xenor. Please bring my lovely daughter to
her chair.” Asmodeus laughed. He twirled on the spot, his red jacket fluttered
around him, and Kara thought it looked more like a blood suit stuck to his
body.


The
two higher demons lifted Kara in the air. She kicked and fought as best she
could, but to no avail. The demons were much stronger than she was. They shoved
her into the chair. They secured her arms and legs with chains and stepped
aside.


Kara
wiggled in the chair. “You call me your daughter, and this is how you treat me?
Come on, let me go.” 


She
felt like a convict on death row, waiting to be executed in the electric chair.
She pulled at her restraints. There was no way she could break free of the
chains. She began to panic.


The
demon lord grinned and laughed softly. He sauntered towards her. “I remember
our last encounter, daughter—as should you. I wouldn’t want you touching
anything with those hands just yet.” He glanced at his watch. “It is almost
time.” He raised his arms and snapped his fingers.


Kara
caught movement in the mirrors. She lifted her head and frowned. The millions
of images of her angry face suddenly shimmered and disappeared, to be replaced
by faces of people she didn’t recognize. They were the faces of all the nations
across the world staring back at her—children brushing their teeth, men
shaving, women applying their makeup, brushing their hair, putting in their
contact lenses, teens picking at their pimples—millions of people going about
their regular routines, oblivious that Kara could see into their most private
moments. She looked away abashed.


“This
isn’t right. What—what are you going to do to them?” Kara pulled at her
restraints.


Asmodeus
smiled mischievously. “Ah—be patient, my dear. The fun has just begun.” 


He
clasped his hands behind his back and strolled around the room, staring up at
the millions of mortals. “Now, boys—bring me my special mirror.”


Grutus
and Xenor jumped down onto the platform and disappeared behind a door. A few
moments later, they reappeared carrying a magnificent antique mirror. Kara
wanted to touch it. It was carved elegantly in a red wood, with strange symbols
etched along the sides. The glass in the center was pitch black, and no
reflection came from it. It stood as tall as a full-grown man. The demons put
the mirror in the center of the room, between Kara and the wall of mirrors.


“Beautiful,
isn’t it?” Asmodeus walked over to the mirror. He slid his hand up and down the
wooden edges, caressing the details. She could see the hunger in his eyes as he
stroked it lovingly. 


Kara
looked away. 


“They
say eyes are windows to the soul, don’t they? But they are mistaken. Mirrors
are the windows to the souls, and you my dear—are the key.”


Kara
looked up uneasily. “What? What key? What are you talking about?” 


Asmodeus
laughed softly. “Isn’t it obvious? I need your special power, Kara.
Without you, the mirror wouldn’t work. But through you—the Mirror of Souls will
come alive with elemental power and open gateways into the mortal world through
every mirror that has a reflection. And out of all those mirrors my servants
will emerge on the other side. The entire world will be filled with demons
tonight, my dear. We will crush the mortals, eat their souls, and take
possession of Earth.”


Kara
trembled. This was all her fault. The end of the mortal world would be her
fault. She knew it was a trap, but she still went to try and save her mother.
It was a selfish act, she saw that now. She was only thinking of her feelings,
and those of her mother. She never once thought she could be responsible for
the total annihilation of the human race. She faced the worst outcome possible.
If only she would have stayed in Tartarus, none of this would have happened,
she realized.


She
clenched her jaw. “I won’t let you. You can’t use my power—so your scheme won’t
work,” she hissed.


“HA!”
Asmodeus flew over to Kara with extraordinary speed and landed softly in front
of her. 


He
scowled. “It will work, and you will give me your power, my dear. You were
foolish enough to enter my realm. I knew you would come for your mother—it was
only a matter of time—so I waited. And now that you are here, why wait?”


A
flash of black electricity hit Kara in the chest. She cried out in pain. It
burned through her angel skin like liquid acid. A warmth flowed through her and
then slipped away. She opened her eyes. Golden light covered her body. Long
trails of light spilled away from her, twisting and turning. And then a golden
beam shot out from her and hit the Mirror of Souls. Kara felt her energy being
sucked away and into the mirror.


The
mirror glowed a brilliant red. After a moment, millions of golden beams shot
out from the Mirror of Souls and hit the mirrors surrounding the chamber. The
beams of light looked like the strands of thread in a giant golden spider web.
Kara’s head fell forward. She felt weak.


“Stop
… stop!” Kara forced the words out of her mouth. Her body trembled as the
mirrors drained her of her energy. She knew she was slowly dying. Soon she
would disappear completely. David’s face flashed in her mind’s eye. She knew
she would never see him again. Her lips trembled.


Asmodeus
threw his arms in the air. A wicked gleam in his eyes. “It’s working! It’s
working! Soon the world will be mine! Go my servants. Go and have your feast as
I promised!”


Black
tendrils slowly slithered out of the Mirror of Souls. The air was filled with
the stench of rotten flesh and blood. Shadow demons and other lower demons
materialized out of the mirror for an instant before they shimmered and became
black mists. They intertwined with the golden beams emanating from the Mirror
of Souls like black and golden braids. 


Kara
flinched when they reached the mirrors that lined the room.


She
could hear the screams coming from the other side, behind the mirrors. She heard
a child whimper. A demon’s roar. Then silence.


“Stop!
Please stop! I’ll do anything you ask—just don’t do this.”


“Too
late for that, my dear. Besides, you are doing what I ask. You are giving me
power! The power I needed to work the mirror! The mortal world will die because
of you, my child!”


Screams
and wails filled the room. The chamber trembled. Kara lifted her eyes, and as
soon as she did she wished she hadn’t. In the mirrors around the room she could
now see terror reflected in all the mortals’ faces on the other side, terror
and the recognition of death. It was almost too much for Kara to bear. She
hoped desperately that the Legion had listened to Gabriel and believed him. She
had to believe some mortals would survive.


She
wiggled in her chair. Her mind was on the verge of darkness. Part of her wanted
to give up and let herself flow away.


“S—stop,”
Kara stammered, her voice a whisper. “Please … stop … please.”


But
Asmodeus didn’t hear her. He danced around the room laughing.


In
one of the mirrors Kara could see a girl her age scream as a shadow demon
ripped out her guts. Her lifeless body crumpled to the ground in her bedroom.


“NO!”
Kara twitched. Her desperation suddenly replaced by anger. “Stop!”


The
room vibrated under her feet. She felt a tiny surge of energy within her belly.
She focused on it, trying to draw it out. She had to.


Asmodeus
raised his fist. “Feed my children! Feed! Take them! Eat them! Destroy them!”


Kara’s
body started to shake. Warmth gathered in her belly and spread to her toes. It
moved up to her fingers and finally to her head. She felt the wild power of the
elemental take over. She abandoned herself to it. 


Her
restraints melted away. Her power fed on her anger at Asmodeus and kept growing
stronger. She wanted to kill them—kill them all.


A
burst of energy flew out of Kara and hit the Mirror of Souls. The mirror burst
into a million tiny shards of black glass. 











Chapter 19


Shattered dreams


 


 


“No!” Asmodeus ran over to
the shattered mirror. But it was too late.


The
connection was cut. All the golden beams and black tendrils evaporated, and the
millions of mirrors exploded with a roar. Pieces of glass showered the ground,
like sheets of brilliant rain.


Asmodeus
turned to face Kara. His face distorted into something evil and sinister. The
beautiful face was now ugly and contorted.


“You
have tried to ruin my plans once again, daughter,” said Asmodeus. 


A
smile twitched on his lips as he drew his cigar from his mouth and blew
ringlets of smoke, “—but you are too late. My pets have already entered the
mortal world. Soon all the pathetic mortals around the world will be
eradicated. And I have you, daughter, to thank for it. You were conceived for
this. And now, unfortunately, I have no more use for you—KILL HER!” he roared.


Grutus
and Xenor drew their weapons and charged. 


Kara
felt her power drift away from her body. She knew it was dormant now. She felt
tired. The last surge of energy had drained her completely. She knew she didn’t
stand a chance against the demons without her power, so she did the only thing
she could—she ran.


Kara
grabbed the jar with her mother’s soul and bolted through the door.


“Stop
her!” Asmodeus roared and pointed. “Stop her you fools!”


Kara
didn’t look back. She hid the jar under her shirt and pushed her way through
the drunken demons in the casino. She hoped they wouldn’t notice her. Then she
heard a commotion and turned to see Grutus pointing to her. The entire legion
of higher demons stopped gambling and focused on her. They charged.


Kara
pushed and kicked her way towards a blue and red neon exit Sign. She ducked
under the armpits of a demon throwing dice. The exit was near.


“Get
her!”


Kara
reached the door and pushed her way out.


She
found herself in the windy desert again. Dark, dead and barren, the desert attacked
Kara with sand tornadoes and tried to knock her down. She couldn’t see past
five feet. To her relief, the blood carpet still lay rolled out. She hoped the
elevator would be at the other end.


With
her eyes shut into slits, Kara bolted down the carpet. She heard the doors
swing open behind her, but she didn’t stop. Images of her mother and David gave
her the fuel to keep on going.


To
her amazement, Kara reached the end of the carpet. But when she looked around,
she couldn’t see the elevator. It was gone.


“Oh
no!” cried Kara desperately. She heard the loud stumps of many feet. Angry
roars reached her ears. She looked around the grey desert. Where could she go?
Where could she hide? What was the name of that cockroach?


“Jean-Pierre,
where are you! JP I need you!” Kara called out into the wind and sand.


There
was a sudden pop and a swoosh. Kara turned around.


“Ah!
Mademoiselle, Kara! I knew you could not resist mon amour!” The cockroach stood
in the doorway of the elevator, and batted his eyelashes.


“Oh,
thank god!” Kara scrambled in, careful not to break the glass jar. She looked
out the door. “Quick! We need to get out of here. They’re coming! Shut the
door!”


“
’Ou iz coming, ma chéri?”
Jean-Pierre stuck his head out. “I don’t see anyone?”


In
a few seconds the demon horde would reach the elevator, kill Kara and eat her
mother’s soul. 


Kara
crawled over the cockroach and grabbed a foreleg. “Please—I beg you! Close the
doors now! They’re almost here … I’ll … I’ll … give you a hundred kisses if you
close—”


The
elevator snapped shut. Instantly there were loud booms, and Kara could see the
imprints of sledge hammers forming on the metal doors as the demons tried to
beat their way in behind her.


Jean-Pierre
threw off his top hat. Then his cane. He waddled over to Kara, his black eyes
glistening in the reflection of the glass jar that held her mother’s soul.


“I
am ready, my love.”


The
elevator shook. The demons pounded on the door. The glass jar jumped and
jiggered.


She
regretted her offer to kiss him, but decided it wouldn’t be a good idea to hurt
the feelings of the French cockroach now.


“Okay—”
Kara leaned towards Jean-Pierre. His antennae were bent into a heart shape over
his head, “—here goes nothing.”


Another
thundering boom. The door wouldn’t last. She had to get the elevator moving.


“I
am counting, you know.”


Kara
cringed. “Sure. You can count. Let’s just do this quickly!”


After
giving him one hundred small pecks, and wiping her mouth on her sleeve, Kara
backed away. Jean-Pierre jumped into the air and rocketed around the small
elevator.


Kara
secured the jar with her mother’s soul tightly in her arms. 


With
another great strike, the door ripped open. A hand reached in. 


Kara
jumped back. “Quickly! We need to go! Now!”


 “Oui,
mon amour. I can take you back to urth—and zen you can go back to ‘orizon.”


“That’s
fine. Good enough.” She stared at the hands reaching in. “Go!”


Jean-Pierre
stretched out his forearm and pressed the Up button.


Kara
was thrown on the ground with the sudden pull from the force of the elevator.
The demons were gone. She breathed a sigh of relief. A moment later, the
elevator stopped, and the doors swished open.


“Merci,
Jean-Pierre,” said Kara.


“Au
revoir, my love.” The giant cockroach bowed and pressed his four arms to the
left side of his chest. “I ’ope to see you again soon.”


God, I hope not, thought Kara. She flashed her
teeth and jumped out.


 











Chapter 20 


Going home


 


 


Kara jogged along the red dunes in
Operations. Would the High Council hear her out now? Would they believe her
now, even if she was Asmodeus’s daughter? She clutched her mother’s soul to her
breast and ran faster. After what Jean-Pierre had done for her, she made a
mental note always to be kind to bugs, especially cockroaches. Even if it had
been disgusting to kiss him, he had saved her life.


She
spotted the tops of the blue training tents. She longed to see David. She hoped
he wasn’t in too much trouble. She kept her eyes down. She didn’t want to
attract unwanted attention. Especially now. First she wanted to reach Gabriel.
Then, if all went well, she would take her mother’s soul to the Hall of Souls.


A
few GAs stopped their combat lessons and stared. Some pointed. Kara pressed her
chin into her neck and jogged faster. But before she could find Gabriel,
Zadkiel emerged in front of her. Kara cringed.


“I’ve
been waiting for you,” said Zadkiel, his voice dripping venom.


Kara
backed away, clutching the glass jar protectively. “What—what do you want?
Where’s Gabriel?” She searched for Gabriel’s white tent but Zadkiel stepped to
the side to block her view.


“Gabriel
is not here right now.” Zadkiel’s dark eyes and black eyebrows made Kara want
to run away. “He is indisposed at the moment.” 


Zadkiel
eyed the glass jar. His eyebrows shot up. “I’ll take that now.” He lifted his
large hand from his robes.


Kara
recoiled. “No. This is my mother’s soul. And I’m taking it to the Hall of Souls
where she’ll be safe.”


Zadkiel
snarled. His face wrinkled in contempt. “I will take this now—give it to me, or
you’ll be sorry.” His lips turned up at the corners.


Kara
shook her head like a stubborn child. She felt panic crawling inside her. What
was happening? Where was Gabriel?


“Give
me the soul, guardian.”


Kara
lifted the jar in the air for a moment, staring at the tiny white sphere
hovering inside like a light bug. She shrugged and handed the jar to the
archangel.


“So,
are we going to the High Council?” Kara asked expectantly. “I have to explain
what happened. I went to the Netherworld—I saw Asmodeus. He’s planning to
destroy the entire mortal world! He’s released thousands of demons through
mirrors. We have to stop him—”


Zadkiel
held up his hand in Kara’s face. “No, you are not going to the council.”


Kara
frowned. “What do you mean? I have to tell them what happened. This is really
important—at least to debrief?”


“You
will not need to debrief where you are going.”


Kara
looked into his eyes. She feared what he would say next.


Zadkiel
laughed softly. “I’m taking you where you belong, demon filth. I’m taking you
to Tartarus. And trust me, this time, you will not escape.”
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Chapter 1


Forgotten


 


 


Kara Nightingale sat on a cold stone
floor. She felt numb and empty, drained of all feeling. She could hear a frayed
chorus of distant moans from the other prisoners, and she wondered when she
would start having hallucinations herself. She didn’t want to lose her mind to
shadows in the perennial darkness of her prison cell. The voices of the dead
and the forgotten were her only companions.


Over
time, the jagged grey walls had become a comfort to her. She had had no
visitors since the archangel Zadkiel himself had brought her to the prison and
thrown her in the cell. He had ridden on the back of one of the great eagles,
like a knight riding on a powerful steed. She had dangled below in the bird’s
sharp talons, like a prey ready to be eaten. Zadkiel had been the last person
she had seen, and she wondered if she’d ever see another soul again.


Kara
sighed. She grabbed a sharp pebble and turned to face the wall behind her. She
reached up and pressed the rock into the stone with just enough pressure to
make a small indent and form a rough line. She sat back on her heels and
admired her work. Each mark accounted for one day. 


She
counted twenty-eight tiny marks. She wasn’t sure if her calculations were
correct; it was hard to determine time in Horizon, because darkness surrounded
her all the time, and she never saw the light of day. But she figured it was
about right, give or take a few days. But what did it matter anyway? Angels
were not mortals. Time had an entirely different significance in Horizon. Her
very first assignment as a guardian had taught her that.


She
remembered the first time she had been locked up in Tartarus. She could see
David’s smiling face when he had come to rescue her and had stood at the
threshold of her prison cell. Her knight in shining armor, he had said.
But no one had come for her this time. She had been locked up for nearly a
month, forgotten like an old pair of shoes. 


It
wasn’t doing her any good to dwell on the past. 


She
was amazed she was still sane. The insane moans and howls of her neighbors led
her to believe that there were at least a dozen others in here, locked away on
separate levels. How many levels and cells were there in all of Tartarus?
She could only guess—thousands perhaps. She wondered how long the other
prisoners had been left to fade away until their minds couldn’t tell the
difference between reality and illusion. How long until she began to moan and
wither away? Perhaps counting the days kept her mind functioning and sane. 


She
burned with the desire to speak to the council and claim her innocence once
more. It kept her going. She hoped that one day soon she could stand up to them
and prove once and for all that she wasn’t a demon spy, but a regular teenage
angel, if such a thing existed. She wasn’t the enemy they accused her to be.
They could trust her. She was one of the good guys, wasn’t she?


Kara
sat back. Her head smashed against the hard wall. She knew she had really made
a mess of things. She had nearly killed a fellow guardian. Then, she had
escaped from Tartarus, without waiting for her trial. She had forgotten her
mandate to save the mortals and had been preoccupied with a selfish quest to
save her mother’s soul. She had become an angel vigilante, an outcast from the
supernatural world. What the council would do with her now, she could only
guess. Though she knew it was going to be very unpleasant …


With
a sigh, Kara let her head fall on her knees. She remembered the evil grin on
archangel Zadkiel’s face. Dust and small debris had fallen from the ceiling and
into her eyes when he slammed her prison door shut. His eyes had gleamed with
gratification. Broad wrinkles, like potato chips, had formed on the top of his
bald head. His deep-set black eyes and heavy brows had mocked her. She
remembered wondering why he looked so satisfied. It seemed to her that the
archangel had a personal vendetta against her and couldn’t wait till she was
locked up. Zadkiel had ignored her pleadings to take her straight to Gabriel.
He had ignored her information about Asmodeus’s plans . . . she wasn’t even
sure he had heard her at all. It was as though he had become deaf. He wanted
nothing more than to shut her up, throw her in prison and be rid of her for good.


Kara
swallowed her resentment. She shook her head. “I’m so screwed—”


“Not
yet.”


Kara
froze. She strained her ears and realized the voice came from the wall behind
her.


“Who’s
there? Who said that?” 


Kara
turned around on her knees and faced the wall. Closer inspection revealed a
large crack like a lightning bolt in the jagged rock. The voice came through
there. She edged closer to it.


“You
need to get out of here, Kara,” said the raspy voice through the fissure. 


Kara
imagined that the voice belonged to an elderly man. The image of Merlin, the
wizard with wispy white hair and a scruffy white beard that brushed the floor,
popped into her head. “You need to stop Zadkiel before it’s too late.”


“What—?
Who are you? And how do you know my name?” asked Kara. Her lips brushed the
sharp rock wall. She strained to see through the crack, but she was faced with
only a shadow.


There
was a moment of silence, and then the man spoke again. 


“I
heard the guards talk about you before. I know you are the guardian angel, Kara
Nightingale. I also know that you are different from most angels, and that you
possess unique and incredible powers, powers that frighten and anger the High
Council. You have many enemies in the Legion, my dear.” 


Kara
heard the stranger clear his voice, and then he spoke again. “I understand this
is your second time in Tartarus, and that you are Asmodeus’s daughter.”


Kara
flinched at the last words. It was strange to her how the man had said it so
matter of factly, as if it was common knowledge amongst all the prisoners. She
found herself wondering if this man was another nut job and if some of his
sanity still remained. Would he be the kind of nut case that never shuts up and
keeps rambling on forever? Would his ramblings accompany her till the end of
time or until she lost her mind all together? He knew who she was. Perhaps the
other prisoners weren’t so insane. 


“My
name is Legan,” said the stranger. His voice was soft and kind, not at all the
tone of a rambling madman. 


He
continued, “… and what I have to tell you now is very important. You have to
promise to tell the council exactly what I’m about to tell you. You
cannot forget a single detail. Promise me, Kara.”


Kara
straightened. She couldn’t help but be astonished at what she heard. “Um … nice
to meet you, Legan. But what are you talking about? What is it exactly you want
me to tell the council? It’s not likely I’ll ever get out … so you might be
wasting your time. I have a feeling I’ll be stuck in here for a very, very long
time.” 


Kara
heard the shuffling of feet, and then a soft plop. She knew Legan had just sat
with his back against the wall. She pressed her cheek against the wall and felt
a cool tingle against her angel skin. The prisoner was silent again behind the
wall. Kara wondered if he was preparing his next words carefully, to try and
persuade her somehow.


“You
need to tell the council,” said Legan finally, “that Zadkiel is a traitor,”
he hissed. 


Kara
noticed the disgust in the pronunciation of Zadkiel’s name, as though the name
itself rotted in his mouth. She had never liked the archangel Zadkiel; he had
always made her feel unwelcome and grotesque. He had called her demon filth
more than once. Kara smiled and felt an immediate empathy towards Legan for
hating Zadkiel, too. Perhaps they could be friends?


“Never
liked him,” announced Kara. “He always gave me the creeps. A traitor you say?
Are you sure?” She crossed her fingers. “You got proof?”


“Not
yet,” answered Legan, and Kara heard the disappointment in his tone. “He has
all the council fooled. But I wasn’t fooled. I know which master he
truly serves. That’s why I ended up here. He knew I was on to him. He had to
get rid of me, you see. I was about to reveal his mark.”


Kara
shivered at the mention of the mark. The demon mark was the symbol of loyalty
to the demon lord who had made it. A nasty angry scar, a demon’s mark, like a
spider’s web, had wrapped around her ankle once. The entire Legion had accused
her of being a demon spy because of it. David had pulled away from her when he
saw it. She recalled his angry and confused face when she had shown him her
ankle. She had just brushed it off as if it were nothing. She could never have
imagined the chaos it would cause later on. Although the archangel Raphael had
removed her mark, she couldn’t remove the distrust it had caused. The damage
had been done; she knew some angels would never trust her ever again.


“Where
is he marked?” asked Kara abruptly, her voice higher than she would have
wanted. She couldn’t imagine where the mark would be on him. Clearly, it was
cleverly concealed.


“I
do not know,” said Legan, and Kara heard him sigh. “The mark is hidden well on
him. How he managed to conceal it, I cannot tell though he must be using some
sort of illusion to mask it. A cloaking device of some sorts, I am not sure.
But I know he is marked!”


Kara
bit her lip. She questioned Legan’s story. Maybe Zadkiel had locked up the old
man, and he wanted to get back at him somehow. Getting involved with a madman
couldn’t help her present situation, she knew. With a sigh of resignation, she
pushed herself off the wall slowly and sat back down with her back against the
jagged rock. She didn’t want Legan to hear.


“You
do not believe me,” Kara heard Legan say after a few minutes of silence. “You
think I’m a crazy old fool, don’t you? You believe I made this all up.”


“I
don’t know what to believe anymore. If you have some issue with Zadkiel—that’s
your problem. I have enough problems of my own. I don’t need this right now.
Maybe you should ask someone else to help you out.” 


Kara
threw a stone against the opposite wall. She hung her head.


“I
cannot ask anyone else. You are the only one. This is your task, and
your task alone. You must believe me, Kara, when I say that only you can
do this,” said Legan. Kara heard an urgency in his voice that made her feel
uncomfortable. “Zadkiel didn’t return your mother’s soul to the Hall of Souls—”


“What!”
Kara jumped to her feet and smacked her forehead on the wall of her cell. “How
did you know about my mother’s soul?” 


She
remembered the disgustingly satisfied grin on Zadkiel’s face when she had given
him the glass jar containing her mother's soul. She realized in a moment of
horror that he hadn’t smiled because he could return the soul to the Hall of
Souls—he was smiling because he wasn’t going to. It had given her the creeps
then, now she felt a chill pass through her body. What had happened to her
mother’s soul?


“I
knew a lot of things that went on in Horizon, my dear.” Legan continued, “I’ve
been around, let’s say…for a very, very long time. Nothing gets past me—well,
nothing did get past me until they threw me in here. But that doesn’t matter
anymore. What matters is what you do now. Trust me when I tell you, he did not
return your mother’s soul.”


The
ground wavered slightly and Kara hung on to the walls so that she wouldn’t fall
over. The only happy thought that had kept her going all this time in the
prison was the conviction that her mother’s soul was safe amongst all the other
brilliant hovering globes in the Hall of Souls. But now it was lost. She set
her jaw. What a fool she had been. She was locked away in prison for absolutely
nothing. Kara waited for the lightheaded feeling to pass before she spoke
again.


“How
do I know you’re telling me the truth and not some fabricated lie from your
damaged mind? How do I know you’re not working with Zadkiel to get me killed?”


“You
don’t. You have to trust me,” he said in a gentle voice. 


When
Kara didn’t answer, Legan continued. “You must believe me, Kara. I am telling
you the truth. Part of you knows I speak the truth—I can sense it.”


Silence
descended on the room. Kara ached to be with her mother again. If what the old
man said was true, then her mother was in grave danger. She had to do
something. 


“What
… what can I do?” said Kara, and she knew she couldn’t mask the trembling in
her voice. “I’m stuck here! How am I supposed to do anything? Do you know a way
out of here?” Kara threw her weight against the hard wall, but it was like
trying to move an elephant. She knew she couldn’t break her way out. She
thought about picking the lock. But was there a lock to her cell door? She
didn’t remember seeing one. Desperation filled her. How was she ever going to
get out?


“You
will not be locked up in Tartarus for long,” informed Legan, as though reading
her mind. “Soon you will be summoned to your hearing to face the charges laid
against you before the High Council. It will not be easy, since the council has
been misled by the poison from Zadkiel’s mouth. But you must stop Zadkiel. This
will be your only chance—our only chance. Do you understand? If you do
not succeed, we are all doomed.”


Kara
felt another chill crawl up her back. She shuddered involuntarily. “What do you
mean exactly?” It was bad enough that she was partly responsible for allowing
demons to cross over to the mortal world. She didn’t want to have the downfall
of the angel world on her conscience, too. It would be too much for one soul to
handle. “Uh … I’m completely lost. What is it that I’m supposed to do?”


“You
must touch him.”


Kara
shook her head. “Excuse me? Are you mad? Touch him?”


“Yes,”
said Legan, “a single touch on him from you, and the mark will show itself.”


Panic
welled inside her breast. She couldn’t see how she could get close enough to
touch him. This plan was going from bad to worse. “They’ll never let me get
close to him. I’m the demon spawn; remember? They’ll kill me if I get too close
to the council. And then where will we be?”


“But
you must, Kara. You must touch him and show the council whose master he’s truly
serving. They will believe you once the mark reveals itself. I promise.”


“I
don’t know. This doesn’t sound like a master plan.” Kara let her head fall
against the wall. An image of her mother’s beautiful face danced before her
eyes. Big-band music drifted in her ears. She remembered listening to Billie
Holiday while doing the dishes with her mother as they sang along and spilled
water all over the linoleum floor. Her nerves fluttered inside her. She owed it
to her mother to try. “Okay. I’ll do it.”


“Good,”
said Legan, and Kara was sure he smiled. “It won’t be long now.”


Kara
wasn’t sure what he meant by that. Was this all a madman’s scheme? How did he
know when the council would summon her? How deep were his connections to the
outside world? She had been locked up for so long that she had started to
forget what it was like outside these walls. Something nagged at the back of
her mind. 


“Legan.
Why haven’t you spoken to me before? Why now?”


“Well,
I wasn’t here before. That is to say, I was in a different place.”


“Like
below a few levels or something?” Kara wondered just how many cells belonged to
the concrete block they called a prison. It was an enormous structure. She
figured it must hold thousands of cells. Were thousands of innocent angels
locked away?


“Hmmm
… yes … I suppose. Something of that sort,” said Legan. “Here they come. Get
ready, Kara. We shall meet again soon.”


“What—?”


Kara
heard a loud screech followed by a deafening boom. The cell walls shook, and
for a minute Kara thought there might have been an earthquake, but she quickly
realized that was impossible because they were floating in a giant cube. She
whirled around. She wiped the dust and dirt from her eyes and blinked.


Kara
stared into the piercing golden eyes of a giant eagle.


 


 











Chapter 2


Zadkiel


 


 


Kara walked along the endless
corridor leading to the High Council chamber. Tall grey walls dressed with
colorful tapestries and the occasional portrait of some important angel
official surrounded her on either side. The stale air was hot, and dust tickled
her nose. Her boots echoed through the empty corridors, cutting the eerie
silence like a knife. The exquisite wooden doors of the offices reminded Kara
of the monumental Chateau Frontenac hotel where she had spent a day exploring
the different levels on a school trip. She peered through an open door. It was
an office, she realized, and she stepped inside. It was cluttered with papers,
and books were piled all the way to the ceiling like crooked ladders. Light
leaked from a large window at the far end, lighting up thousands of dust
particles floating in the air like miniature snowflakes. The office seemed
deserted. Kara felt uneasy. Where was everyone?


Unlike
the other times she had been summoned to the council, when the halls had been
filled with curious onlookers, this time the halls were deserted. Not even an
oracle came to greet her on the landing platform to escort her to the council,
as they always did. No one came, and she felt a nasty chill roll up her back.
What was going on?


Kara
walked out of the office and continued to make her way towards the council
chamber. She reached out and dragged her fingers along the walls, reassuring
herself that they were real, and that she wasn’t back in her cell
hallucinating. She wondered if she had gone mad—and this was all in her mind.
Kara shook her head and pressed on. She figured that once she arrived at the
council things would become clear. It would all make sense.


She
spotted the giant metal doors of the council chamber at the far end of the
hall. They stood before her, majestic and accusing. They judged her before she
even pled her case. She walked up to them and pressed her trembling hands
against the cold metal. Uncertainty flooded through her. She questioned what
would happen once she entered the chamber. Would the High Council believe her
now or would they simply lock her up again until she withered away, mad as a
hatter. Why they had locked her away for so long, kept her guessing.


She
steeled herself. She’d fight for the truth, even if it meant they’d throw her
back in prison. But she couldn’t forget what Legan had told her...how important
he had made her feel, the hint of desperation in his voice. She had a job to
do. She had to get near Zadkiel somehow. She had to touch him. Once the Mark
was revealed, the council would believe her—Legan had told her so. She decided
to take that chance. Legan had handed her an opportunity; she had to take it.
She fought to control her nerves. She readied herself and pushed the metal
doors.


The
doors screeched on their hinges as she pressed them apart. She sauntered into
the chamber and stopped. The great round room was empty, save for seven
archangels who sat behind a glistening black desk raised on a dais at the
opposite end of the room, like a giant black diamond. Yellow light spilled
through the rounded glass dome above her, like an enormous greenhouse, filling
the room in a soft light. Spasms erupted all over Kara’s body, and she forced
herself to stay calm. She didn’t want the archangels to notice her fear. Be
strong.


Kara
scanned the room again quickly. David wasn’t here either. She wasn’t sure why
she actually expected him to show up. He hadn’t come to see her in Tartarus.
But she wasn’t even sure if visitors were allowed. They probably weren’t. Maybe
he had to lie low? She convinced herself that David was occupied elsewhere, or
that he didn’t even know her trial was today...which was really unlikely...


She
set her jaw. Legan’s words echoed in her head. She lifted her eyes and met
Zadkiel’s gaze. She flinched. His black eyes stared back at her. A mixture of
satisfaction and disdain painted his face. He was searching her face, reading
the fear in her eyes. His bald head stood out against his red robes, like a
severed head above a bloody stump. She forced herself not to look away. She
didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. Hatred filled her. What had he done
to her mother’s soul? He would pay for this. Her chance had come. She knew
exactly what she had to do.


Kara
clenched her fists and walked forward. She knew the drill, and she walked over
to the lonely bench conveniently placed below the council members. She figured
they sat on a raised platform so that they could look down upon the poor soul
who happened to be summoned—a power trip. But it was her turn now. She let
herself fall onto the bench. She sat calmly with her hands on her lap and
looked up. She met Uriel’s eyes. She watched him raise his eyebrows, but his
face was as unreadable as ever. 


“Kara
Nightingale,” said Uriel, in a musical tone. “How delightful to see you again
so soon—”


“This
is soon?” blurted Kara before she could stop herself. She pressed her lips
together, eyes wide. She saw annoyance flash in Uriel’s perfect face
momentarily, and then it was gone. His dark eyes glimmered as he studied Kara.
The light from above illuminated his delicate features and silky brown hair.


“There
are two serious charges laid against you.” Uriel interlaced his fingers. His
golden robes glistened in the light, and Kara thought he looked like a golden
statue. “Both are very serious indeed, and I find myself very disappointed in
you, Miss Nightingale. We had high hopes for a guardian of your special
talents, who showed so much promise. We are faced with terrible times, and this
is very unfortunate.”


Kara
stared back in puzzlement. She wasn’t sure what he meant by terrible times. Had
she missed out on something? Was he referring to the mass release of demons
into the mortal world? She fidgeted in her seat, and tried not to feel
culpable. She knew that striking Al had been an accident, but escaping from
Tartarus wasn’t. She hoped the council didn’t know that David or the others
were involved in her break out. 


“The
council has had time to review your cases extensively,” continued Uriel, his
mouth pressed in a hard line. “After listening to the eye witness accounts and
reviewing the evidence in your first case, the council has voted and has found
you guilty of the crime of attempted murder of a fellow guardian—”


“What!
You can’t be serious!” Kara couldn’t hide the anger in her voice. She jumped up
and threw her hands in the air. “It was an accident! Who are your eyewitnesses?
Did you speak to David McGowan? He was there … he can tell you it was an
accident. What about the archangel, Cassiel? He can tell you—”


Uriel
lifted his hand to silence Kara. “We have questioned the archangel Cassiel on
several occasions. He believes it was an accident … but the evidence speaks for
itself. Unfortunately for you, we never found the dagger you spoke of. You
viciously attacked an unarmed angel … and nearly killed him. Fortunately, he
lives, the archangel Raphael mended him, so your sentence will be more
lenient.”


Kara
trembled. Anger flared inside her. She fought to control her temper. She had
run the entire scenario in her head for weeks; this was not how she had
imagined it. She glowered at Zadkiel. To her surprise, his face openly showed
his immense satisfaction. 


“This
isn’t fair! This isn’t a trial. Your witnesses are liars! It was an accident!”
yelled Kara before she could stop herself. She felt herself losing control. 


Uriel
leaned closer. “Compose yourself, Miss. Without the evidence of the knife, it’s
your word against his.” His dark eyes flickered as he studied Kara momentarily.
“And from what we’ve gathered, you were not injured … correct?”


“Yes, but—”


“A
terrible crime was committed,” continued Uriel as if he hadn’t heard Kara. “One
party was nearly killed, while the other party didn’t even have a scratch. The
eyewitnesses all say that you attacked him from the back, leaving him
defenseless—without the ability to fight back. How could he have defended
himself from such an attack? So tell me now, Miss Nightingale. How do you
expect us to believe you when all the evidence points to you?”


Kara
suppressed the scream rising in her throat. Her bottom lip trembled. She
clenched her fists. “Because it’s the truth. I never meant to hurt him. It was
an accident. We were training … and then Al and David started fighting. I saw
him pull out a death blade … he was going to hurt—”


“Yes,
we’ve all heard this before.” Uriel sat, poker faced, drumming his fingers on
the gleaming black desk. “Unfortunately for you, there is no blade. There was
never any blade, was there? You made up this silly story to hide your crime.”


Dread
welled inside her. This was much worse than what she had imagined. “No,
that—that’s not true,” she said, her voice wavering. “There was a blade! I saw
it. It was black … and it had marks—” 


“Enough
of your lies!” boomed Uriel. He pushed back his chair and stood up. His robes
billowed before him like liquid gold. “We have voted, and the council has found
you guilty. The decision is final. You are therefore sentenced to serve out
your term in Tartarus … for five hundred years.”


Shock
exploded in Kara—they didn’t believe her. Fear ate at her core. She knew she
couldn’t survive even a few more months in Tartarus, let alone five hundred
years. The weight of Uriel’s words pulled her down, like a metal chain wrapped
around her neck. The room started to spin. Kara strained to keep from fainting.


“But
…” Kara heard Uriel say, as she tried to focus. “If you give up the names of
the angels that helped you escape from Tartarus … the council has agreed to
lessen your sentence.”


Kara
lifted her eyes. “It was just me. No one helped me.” Her voice wavered, but she
didn’t care.


“Liar!”
The archangel Zadkiel jumped up and pointed a large finger at Kara. His face
screwed up in disgust. Kara stared back, wishing she could punch him in the
face. “She lies! The guards told us that she had help. They saw three
other angels. Give us their names!”


“The
guards are mistaken,” replied Kara, glad that her voice was even. She glowered
at Zadkiel—the true traitor posing as the good guy. He made her sick. “I escaped
on my own. I had no help.” She remembered David’s cocky expression when he had
come to rescue her. It had been a great moment for both of them.


Zadkiel
struck the desk before him with a giant fist, and Kara wondered how it didn’t
break. He leered at Kara from his seat. “How can we let this filth live and
spread her lies? She is the demon lord’s daughter. You are all aware of this.
He created this monstrosity and disguised her as a girl to fool us all!”



He
turned to face the council and waved his arms theatrically. “Do not be fooled
by her. She is a creature of evil, a spawn of the netherworld, sent here to
destroy our world. She will try and kill us all! I vote for the true death.
Kill the demon. Be rid of her once and for all!” 


Kara
noticed Zadkiel’s skin flicker to a darker shade, and then it went back to its
normal olive tone. Murmurs reached her ears, and she saw some council members
nodding their heads in agreement. 


Once
the whispers died down, a beautiful archangel woman with rolling red hair and flowing
green robes said, “Let’s not get in over our heads, Zadkiel.” Kara recognized
her immediately. She was the archangel Camael. She had always shown kindness
towards Kara. And Kara wondered if Camael believed her.


“She
will be punished for her crime,” continued Camael. “As we have discussed
previously, the true death will not be applicable in this case.”


“I
say that it should! We should take another vote.” Zadkiel turned and faced
Kara, his eyes blazing. “She should die for her crimes! We cannot let her live
and corrupt other angels!”


“Enough!”
roared Uriel. “We have already spent too much time discussing these cases. Kara
Nightingale is a unique angel … and should be treated as such. She will not
suffer the true death. The council has voted.” 


Uriel
shared a look with Zadkiel. 


Kara
had the impression that they must have had this discussion many times before. 


Uriel
turned his attention back to Kara. “Now, Kara. If you want a lesser sentence,
give us the names of your accomplices.”


Kara
watched Uriel’s lips move. Her mouth wouldn’t open. How could she betray her
only friends? She wouldn’t. She forced the words out of her mouth. “Like I
said—I escaped on my own. I used my unique powers to blow down the door,
and then I jumped.” For a moment, Kara saw a look of surprise pass over
Zadkiel’s face. He seemed to have taken the bait.


“It
was that David McGowan again,” growled Zadkiel, his voice rising. “I’m sure it
was him.”


“Be
quiet!” bellowed Uriel, and Kara noticed that he had lost his patience with
Zadkiel. It gave her an idea.


“Why
are you so intent on having me killed, Zadkiel?” asked Kara, in her most
innocent voice, and tried to keep a disinterested expression.


“Because
you are the demon’s progeny! Sent here to trick us!” spat Zadkiel. 


“Right.
So, in your eyes … I’m a traitor?”


“You
are a traitor! I’ve always known you were a traitor.”


“I’m
the traitor who saved the elemental child from Asmodeus, right? But then, tell
me why did I do that? Why didn’t I just give the kid to Asmodeus, if I’m a
traitor?” Kara took a step forward.


“Because
you are trying to deceive us into believing you are good,” said Zadkiel in
disgust. “You want the council to trust you, so that you can destroy them with
your demon powers when they are least expecting it. But you don’t fool me,
demon.”


Kara
met Zadkiel’s stare with a level gaze. “I see. So you think that I’ll use my
demon powers to kill everyone in this room. You’re saying that I’m powerful
enough to kill all of you now—” She snapped her fingers. “Like I can snap my
fingers and—poof—all gone. So then why aren’t I doing that now? Why am I
letting myself be thrown into prison instead of killing you all and then going
to hang out with my dad in the Netherworld?”


Zadkiel’s
jaw was a hard line. “Maybe you’re waiting for better timing...or for orders
from your true master.”


“Don’t
you mean your true master, Zadkiel?” Kara saw recognition flash in the
archangel’s eyes, and wondered if anyone else had seen it too.


Zadkiel
began to laugh. “Everything out of your mouth is a lie! You just can’t help
yourself—it’s in your nature.”


Kara
watched Zadkiel without expression. “Isn’t it your nature to serve the
demon lord, your true master? You want me gone because you fear that I can kill
him.”


“Nonsense,
the demon lord is our sworn enemy,” said Zadkiel, and Kara saw his fingers
twitch. “The council is in the process of planning his demise, we will—”


“—but
you know that’s not true.” Kara’s tone was casual. “You believe I can destroy
him, and that’s why you want me dead.”


“I
heard enough of her lies!” hissed Zadkiel, with a look of intense hatred. “Take
her back to her cell. We can continue the deliberation later.”


“I’d
like to hear what else Kara has to say,” said Camael suddenly. She flicked her
eyes towards Kara for a moment. “If they are all falsehoods, then you have
nothing to fear, Zadkiel.”


“Lies
from the demon’s tongue! Don’t listen to her.” Zadkiel pushed his chair out of
his way and stepped down from the dais. He strode towards Kara. His bald head
glistened in the light. “Take her back! I demand she be put back into her
prison!” shouted Zadkiel to no one in particular.


“Why
don’t you tell him about the archangel, Legan?” said Kara. “You locked him up
because he found you out. Isn’t that true?”


Zadkiel
frowned, then threw his head back and laughed. “There is no archangel with the
name Legan in Tartarus—or anywhere else in Horizon. You lying filth.” He turned
to the council. “You see. She lies. You all know there is no one of that name.
She is delusional.”


Kara
saw confusion spread over the council’s faces. Did she get his name wrong, she
wondered. It was hard to hear from the other side of the wall, perhaps she did
get his name wrong.


“Maybe
I didn’t get his name right, but I know what he said was true.” She glared at
Zadkiel. “What did you do with my mother’s soul?”


Zadkiel
flinched. “What are you talking about? More lies. She cannot help herself.
Can’t you see she is mad?”


“My
mother’s soul was in a glass jar. I gave it to you. What did you do with it?”


Zadkiel
smiled and observed the council. Kara noticed that Uriel seemed distraught. She
saw Zadkiel noticing it too as he fought to control his composure. 


“I
have no idea where your mother’s soul is. Perhaps it is lost. What does that
have anything to do with your crimes? Send her back!” 


Zadkiel
stood beside Kara. She could see the delicate ruby red trimmings around his
large collar and sleeves. His hands twitched.


“You’re
the liar, and the traitor. And I’ll kill you if I find out you hurt my mother.”


“Ha!
There she goes again. A mad demon should be locked away for good. I had enough
of the filth from her mouth.”


Come
closer, Kara thought.


“Say
hi to my father for me when you see him. I’m sure the two of you will have lots
to talk about—”


Zadkiel
grabbed Kara roughly by the arm and threw her down. She landed hard on the
marble floors. 


She
grinned. She had him exactly where she wanted. This was her chance. She jumped
up with incredible speed. Before Zadkiel knew what was happening, Kara had
reached out and pressed her hand on his bare chest above his collar. 


A
puzzled expression appeared on Zadkiel’s face. Kara backed away. She scanned
his body for the mark. She frowned. There was nothing...Had Legan lied to her?
Dread crept inside her as she took an involuntary step back.


Zadkiel
laughed. He looked up at the council. “Isn’t this clear enough? The girl is
mad—”


Kara
heard Camael gasp. She pointed to Zadkiel, horror coloring her face. “He’s
Marked! Look!”


Kara
saw a black mark like a spider’s web slowly materialize until it covered half
of Zadkiel’s face, like a mask.


Uriel’s
face was frozen in shock. “How could you? How could you betray us?”


A
strange laugh escaped from Zadkiel. He smiled. Everyone was staring at him now.
“Why? Why you ask? Because you are fools! Mortal-loving fools! You love the
weak. It’s pathetic.”


Uriel
glanced over to Kara; his eyes were filled with remorse. He shook his head and
pointed to Zadkiel who smiled back. “You will pay for this! Summon Michael—”


Black
lightning shot out of Zadkiel’s hands like electric tendrils.


They
hit Kara.


She
rocketed back into the air and crashed into the wall. She crumpled to the floor
and winced. Black smoke coiled from her body, like a smoking log. She heard a
thundering roar and looked up. Millions of glass shards exploded from the sky,
like sheets of glass rain and the entire room was showered in diamonds. They
hit the ground in a cacophony of breaking glass. Kara caught a glimpse of a red
robe dash across the room and disappear behind the chamber doors.


 


 











Chapter 3


Disappearing Act


 


 


After about twenty minutes of
apologies and excuses from the council, for not believing Kara and locking her
up in Tartarus for so long under false allegations, the High Council removed
all charges that were laid against her. Kara was reinstated as a guardian
angel.


Before
Kara was excused, Uriel informed her that he was going to set up teams of the
most dependable GAs to arrest the traitorous Zadkiel and to search for her
mother’s soul. But Kara answered that this was something she had to do
personally. She welcomed the help, but she had to search on her own as well.
Kara rushed out of the great hall with a smile on her face. She silently
thanked the angel Legan for all his help. He hadn’t been mad after all.


The
elevator jerked to a stop. The doors slid open, and Kara stared out into a sea
of ruby-red dunes. She jumped out and landed with a soft poof in the
smooth sand of Operations. She was tickled with glee with the fresh air that
caressed her face and the distant smell of salt water. How she had missed that
smell. In Tartarus, the only smells had been the constant fragrance of mold and
the nose-burning stench of bird droppings. She could hear the soft splashes and
plops of angels jumping into the myriad of salt-water pools, heading off
towards their next missions.


Kara
wiped her bangs from her face and pressed on. Zadkiel had about a half hour
head start, but if she pushed herself more she might catch up to him. She
clenched her fists and imagined herself punching the malicious smile off his
face. He wouldn’t be so pretty after she was done with him. Every inch of her
being screamed with the desperation she felt. Her mother’s soul was lost again.
She knew she couldn’t fail this time. She had to find Zadkiel. Kara knew that
if anyone could figure out where the traitor had gone who might help her, it
was the archangel Gabriel. 


With
the sun blazing against her back, Kara raced down the rolling red hills. The
memory of handing Zadkiel the glass jar with her mother’s soul helped her gain
incredible speed. Kara felt as though she was flying. Was this another super
ability from her elemental powers? She didn’t know— maybe it was just the
anger. Either way, she couldn’t tell anymore if her boots touched the sand at
all.


A
figure came towards her and slowed down. From the way it moved its square
shoulders, she could tell it was male. He came closer. She felt goose bumps all
over her body. Warmth spread through her like a hot bath. She fought to control
her emotions as she looked into David’s face. 


He
wore a pair of scruffy blue jeans with a tight black t-shirt that showed off
his muscular chest. His signature brown leather jacket swayed at his sides as
he walked. Clear blue eyes smiled at her. The beautiful face she had longed for
and imagined so many times in Tartarus was even more beautiful close up than
she remembered. With a lopsided grin, David sauntered towards her.


He
stretched out his arms and lifted Kara in a tight embrace. She couldn’t find
any words to say and let her face dig into David’s neck instead. She trembled
with passion, with feelings that were forbidden in Horizon, but that were too
strong to deny. She wondered if David felt the same. She didn’t want to let go.
The distant memory of a kiss and his hard body pressed against hers—she felt
him shaking and held him tighter. Her feet dangled in the air, and David’s
strong arms wrapped around her affectionately.


Kara
heard someone clear their throat, and then a short giggle.


“I
hate to be the one to break up this happy reunion … but we have a job to do.”


David
released Kara, and she turned to meet the voice. Jenny stood before them. Her
short purple hair glimmered in the sunlight like a crown of purple sapphires.
She had on the same black cargo pants and purple bomber jacket with the sleeves
cut off that Kara remembered. Her eyes were rimmed with a thick line of black
kohl, which made her green eyes stand out. Her pointy face and delicate
features always made Kara think Jenny looked like a pixie.


“Can
I get a hug too?” Jenny faked a pout.


“Come
here you big baby.” Kara pulled Jenny into a tight bear hug. “I really missed
you guys.”


“We
missed you too.”


Kara
looked up. Peter bounced into view. He wore the same CDD combat outfit as
Jenny. It seemed far too big for him, or was he too small for it, she wasn’t
sure. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “You were gone a long
time.” 


Kara
let out a small laugh. “Well, excuse me for being in prison. It’s not
like I had any visitors or anything.” She was glad her voice didn’t betray the
hurt she felt inside. The four lonely stone walls of her cell had not been much
company for the past month.


David
felt her disappointment. “I tried—we tried … but they didn’t let us.” 


David
took a step towards Kara. His gentle eyes studied her, and Kara felt her chest
tighten. “It wasn’t as easy this time. We couldn’t risk getting caught … it
would have made things a lot worse for you, Kara. Those douche bags had us
watched constantly. We couldn’t do anything without being followed.”


Jenny
let out a long sigh. “It was freaking annoying. I almost punched one in
the face.” Her lips twitched into a smile.


“So
what happened to you, Kara?” David studied her closely, his blue eyes blazing.
“I mean, a few minutes after you entered the demon realm, all hell broke loose
on Earth—literally. It was as though a dark shadow passed over the world,
releasing evil as it went.”


A few minutes? Kara was sure she had been in the
demon realm for a few hours at least. It didn’t make any sense. Perhaps time
had no meaning in the Netherworld. It was her only explanation. 


“There
were demons everywhere, attacking mortals,” continued David. “It was nuts. The
sun disappeared, and it became dark as night in the middle of the afternoon. We
figured it had something to do Asmodeus. So, what happened in the Netherworld?”


All
eyes focused on Kara. She wondered if she should tell them everything. Would
they still be her friends if they knew that Asmodeus had used her to open the
portals to the mortal world? How would they react once she had told them this
was all her fault? 


Life
had been so incredibly easy for her back when she was mortal. She wasn’t faced
with such challenges and horrible truths about who she was. She had been a
normal teenager, with the same hopes and dreams for a better life as any other
teen her age. It all seemed so long ago, a memory of a dream. She knew she
would never have it back.


Kara
decided to tell them everything.


She
described the events as best she could. She recounted everything from the giant
cockroach, Jean-Pierre, leaving out the kissing parts, to the Mirror of Souls
and the opening of the portals, to finally how she had barely escaped. Once she
had finished, she stood with her arms crossed and waited for their reactions.


David
cocked his head and shoved his hands in his jean’s pockets. “You think this is
your fault, don’t you. I can see it on your face.”


Kara
hated that he could read her so easily. “You think? Of course I do. Without me,
Asmodeus wouldn’t have been able to open the portals.” She remembered the beams
of golden elemental current being sucked out of her and hitting the wall of
mirrors, opening a passage for every demon imaginable to cross over into the
mortal world. She shuddered at the memory.


Jenny
grabbed Kara’s hand and squeezed. Her face was kind. “You have to stop thinking
like that. You can’t blame yourself. He used you. This isn’t your fault, girl.”


“Jenny’s
right,” said Peter, who Kara thought looked a little uncomfortable. “You
couldn’t have known about his plans. You wanted to do something good. You
wanted to save your mom.”


“Yeah,
don’t beat yourself up about it,” said David, his expression thoughtful. “We’ll
make things right, Kiddo. I promise.”


Kara
hoped that they were right. She felt better telling them, but she couldn’t
shake off the guilt. They couldn’t understand what it was like to be forced to
do something terrible, with no way of stopping it. She knew it wouldn’t matter
how many times her friends told her it wasn’t her fault, she would always feel
partly responsible. She had to make things right again—no matter what the cost.



Kara
forced a smile. “Well … I guess you’re right. I’ll try not to think of it as my
fault, but I can’t promise that I won’t.” 


She
noticed that David was about to reply, and she quickly cut him off. “Listen, I
need to find Gabriel. I don’t have much time. He has to set up a team for me to
look for my mother’s soul—”


“He
already did,” answered David, with a cheeky smile. He lifted his arms. “We’re
it.”


Before
Kara could control herself, her face broke into a smile. “I don’t know how you
managed that with Gabriel … but I’m glad it’s you guys.” She looked from one of
them to the other. She couldn’t have asked for a better team. She knew she
could trust them with anything. “Did Gabriel fill you in about Zadkiel?” Kara
spit out his name. She was surprised at her hatred.


David
cracked his knuckles. “You mean that lying traitorous piece of garbage? Yeah,
he told us what happened. We all know that Zadkiel was a double-crossing demon
lover. He turned the council against you … and tried to have you killed. I
can’t wait to kick his ass.” David shook his head and laughed in spite of
himself.


“Okay,
listen up,” urged Peter, his voice louder than usual. He reached into his
jacket pocket and pulled out a small contraption that looked like an iPad. He
pressed his fingers against the smooth screen. “Zadkiel went through a Rift on
Tartarus … near one of the entrances. If we leave now, there’s a chance the
Rift might still be open. But we have to leave now.”


Kara
felt a shiver pass through her at the mention of the angel prison. The idea of
being near those grey stone walls again and hearing the dreadful incessant
moans, terrified her. She could only hope it would be a fast trip. She felt a
hand press against her shoulder and looked up to find David staring back at
her.


“Don’t
worry, Kara. Those giant turkeys can’t hurt you anymore. If they try anything,
I’ll have them plucked and ready for Thanksgiving dinner.”


Kara
shook her head. “The guards never hurt me. They never even spoke to me. It’s
the solitude that makes someone go mad.” A cold spasm went through her body as
she recalled the endless darkness and the eerie moaning from the other
prisoners. Legan’s voice echoed in her ears. A wave of shame rippled through
her. She had hardly even thought about him since she left. After all, it was
because of Legan that she was free now, and she hadn’t even asked the council
for his release. She had only thought of herself and her mother. 


Her
head felt heavy. “Let’s get out of here.”


David
clapped his hands together. “All right, ladies and gents—let’s do this!”


 


After
an intense and terrifying ride to Tartarus, Kara jumped off the sky-car and
landed on hard concrete. She thanked the driver for a safe trip, turned and
looked up at the giant stone walls. Jagged edges like razor blades perforated
the stones. No one would dare try to climb these walls to escape, they would
slice away their hands and feet if they did. Without handholds to hang on, they
would simply plummet to their deaths.


An
opening stood before them at the other end of the platform. The entrance to
Tartarus was a black rectangle, etched in darkness. It was as though a perfect
piece of the wall had been cut out by giant hands. It was a small hole compared
to the colossal stone cube. Kara strained to hear the cries from the prisoners.
A sudden scraping sound reached her ears, and Kara looked up and saw a giant
eagle pass through the entrance.


His
magnificent golden feathers rippled in the soft wind like golden waves. He wore
a large metal breast-plate and a metal helmet, and Kara thought that was what
gave him away as a guard. A long silver chain with a glowing blue star swayed
and bounced against his powerful chest. His toffee colored eyes watched Kara,
and she had a feeling he wasn’t so happy to see her again so soon.


“The
Rift is right here.” Peter pointed to the right side of the doorway, where a
giant wall of rock rose up into the blue sky and disappeared within the clouds.
Kara hadn’t noticed it before, but now she could see a wave rolling against the
wall, as though a part of rock was made of water. “This is where he passed
through.”


“Is
this another Rift to the demon world?” David hovered before the Rift. He lifted
his hand and moved it slowly above the Rift without touching the stone. “You
think I can go through this one? Or is it just Kara who can pass.”


Peter
touched the screen on his pad. He looked up. “I don’t know. I can only monitor
the changes in the fields. I don’t know where the doorways lead to—”


“Well,
there’s only one way to find out—” David plunged his arm through the Rift.


“David!
No!” yelled Kara, Jenny, and Peter at the same time.


After
a moment, David retrieved his arm. It was unscathed.


“Ha!
Look, nothing happened!” David laughed as he paraded his arm. He started to do
a dance and moved his hips in a strange way that made Kara look away
embarrassed.


Jenny
was pleased with this new discovery and jumped beside David. Her green eyes
sparkled in delight. “So … we all go. I wonder where it leads if not to the
demon world.”


“It
doesn’t matter where it leads, as long as it leads us to my mother.” Kara
studied the Rift for a moment, and then glanced over to the prison’s doorway.
“There’s something I have to do first,” said Kara. She watched Jenny pluck out
one of her earrings and hand it to the sky-car’s driver, who accepted it
graciously. “Zadkiel had an angel locked up in here because he was on to him.
He’s the only reason I knew how to make his mark appear. He’s the reason why
I’m out. He told me how to do it. He deserves to be freed. I can’t go anywhere
before we do this. I owe him that much.”


“Sounds
good to me,” said David. He turned and walked up to the guard. “Hey … big bird!
Think you can get us inside to release our friend? Think you can do that? Or do
I have to go and have a chat with your boss?”


The
giant eagle lowered its head towards David. It regarded him for a moment before
it spoke. “I have special orders to answer to her,” he cocked his head
towards Kara, and she heard David mumble something under his breath. 


“Who
is this friend of yours you speak of?” said the eagle.


Kara
shuffled closer and looked up. “His name is Legan. He was in the cell next to
mine—”


“That’s
impossible,” said the guard.


Kara
wrinkled her face and kept her composure. “I’m telling you … he’s in
there, and I want you to let him out!” She felt her temper rising and was glad
for it. She wouldn’t stand for his attitude. These birds didn’t exactly warm
her stay in the prison. She would have preferred to be treated badly, than to
be forgotten altogether.


The
guard ruffled his feathers in annoyance. “You are mistaken. It is impossible
that your friend as you say was in a cell next to yours. There are no
cells next to yours. You were in a high security cell, with nothing but thick
walls surrounding you.”


A
chill passed through Kara. She wondered if she had indeed imagined the entire
thing. She felt the stares of the others on her, and suppressed a shudder. What
if they thought she was mad? Had she made up a friend to ease her loneliness?
But then how would she have known about Zadkiel’s mark? No. Legan wasn’t a
figment of her imagination, but a real angel who had been in the cell next to
hers. The eagle was mistaken, or worse, he was lying.


“That’s
not true,” said Kara, as she remembered Legan’s raspy voice coming through the
wall. “He’s here. I know he is. You’re lying. You’re hiding something. I demand
to see him at once!”


The
eagle’s face was expressionless. “There is no one by that name in Tartarus, and
as I have told you … there are no cells or rooms that neighbored yours. Only
thick walls of stone—”


“Now
you listen here, you big piece of poultry,” said David and pointed to the large
bird’s face. “If Kara says he’s in there, that means he’s in there. Now let’s
go!”


“As
you wish.” The eagle turned its massive body. It bent its head and stepped
through the doorway. David beckoned to Kara to follow the guard, and he stepped
in after her, followed closely by Jenny and a wide-eyed Peter.


Kara
stepped into darkness. Tall shadows surrounded her. A deep roar sounded from
the depths of the prison, and Kara felt as though the monstrous cube was
welcoming her back. Three brilliant green orbs appeared. They hovered before
them like large fireflies and gave off enough light to see through the
blackness. A low rumble came from the deep. The sound rose until the tremors
were all around them. Kara watched as pieces of rock detached themselves from
the walls to form the path below their feet as they went. It was too bad the
lights couldn’t mask the burning stench of bird droppings. She heard Jenny
complain rudely about the smell. 


The
group walked in silence for a while. The light tread of their footsteps
reverberated in the darkness, followed by the eerie sound of sharp talons
scraping the stone floor. The prison’s walls rumbled and shook with every step,
as though commanding respect of all those who entered. Kara had a nasty feeling
the walls could come crashing down upon them at any moment, sending them all to
the black void below. She felt dreadfully uncomfortable wandering inside Tartarus
again. She had hoped to forget about it, to shake it off like a bad dream.


Soon
the group found themselves standing before a chamber. A large concrete door
stood ajar. Kara glanced to the side nervously. There were no adjoining cells
to either side. Just walls of more thick rock, she realized. What was
happening?


“This
isn’t the same cell.” Kara eyed the large bird. “This is a trick. Where’s my
prison cell?”


The
eagle cocked his head towards the room. “This is it.”


“It
can’t be,” said Kara stubbornly. She watched the eagle’s expression, and she
swore he looked annoyed.


“This
is it,” repeated the guard.


Frustrated,
Kara stomped into the tiny room...the hair on her entire body stood up. Small
indents covered the back wall, spaced out equally in sections like days in a
calendar. They were her marks, she realized in horror. This was indeed her
cell.


Kara’s
mouth fell open in silent protest. “How is this possible—?” 


She
ran over to the back wall and pressed her hands against the sharp rock. It felt
cool against her angel skin. Kara ran her fingers up and down the wall and
searched for the opening from which she and Legan had shared information. 


“Where’s
that stupid crack?” Kara frantically moved her hands all along the wall. Her
fingertips tapped every inch of the rough wall, passing over every little bump
and probing into every tiny hole. But she didn’t find openings of any kind. It
was as though the wall had swallowed up the crack. 


Kara
fell to her knees. “I … I don’t understand. He was here. We talked for like an
hour—he told me about Zadkiel! I couldn’t have made this up. It doesn’t make
any sense. He was real. I’m not crazy!” Kara hit the wall with her hand. “What
is happening?”


“It’s
okay, Kara.” David stood beside her. He placed his hand on her shoulder
reassuringly. “No one’s saying you’re crazy. I’m sure there’s a very good
explanation—”


“The
explanation is that there was never anyone on the other side.” Kara heard the
eagle say. Her temper flared. 


Kara’s
hands shook, afraid of what she might do to the bird. She kept looking at the
wall. “I didn’t imagine this, David. He was there. I swear it.”


“I
believe you, Kara,” said David, and Kara saw the concern in his face. She
wasn’t sure if it was a concerned it’ll-be-okay-face, or a concerned the-girl-went-crazy-face.
She figured it was the latter.


Kara’s
eyes flicked to Jenny who only offered a shrug and quickly looked away. Great,
now her friends thought she was a mental case. But she knew the truth. Legan
was real.


“Uh
… guys?” Peter popped his head inside the cell. “If we want to go through the
Rift and be able to come back before it closes—we have to leave now. If we
don’t … we won’t be able to get through.”


“Come
on, Kara. He’s right.” David strolled towards the doorway. “We have to go now,
or we’ll lose your mother’s soul for good.”


Reluctantly,
Kara pushed herself up and ignored her friends’ stares. She knew how this scene
must look to them. She had lost her sanity to the grey and lonely walls of
Tartarus, and they felt sorry for her. 


Kara
struggled to keep her legs steady and staggered through the door. She kept her
head down and avoided their eyes.


“Let’s
go find my mother’s soul.” Kara ran back to the platform. She wondered what had
happened to Legan? Was he really a figment of her imagination, a temporary
glitch in her brain caused by the isolation and solitude from inside the walls
of Tartarus? Or did something awful happen to him? Fear welled up inside her.
Perhaps it wasn’t a coincidence the Rift was on Tartarus. Maybe Zadkiel came
here to finish him off before disappearing back to his true master. Something
didn’t fit, and she promised herself that she would figure out what happened to
Legan—after she rescued her mother.


Kara
stood before the Rift. She felt the anxiety rising inside her, like an
uncontrollable panic attack. This wasn’t a Rift to the Netherworld, so where
did it lead? She saw David standing to her right in her peripheral vision, and
heard the shuffling footsteps of the others behind her.


“You
ready?” asked David. Kara noticed a slight waver in his voice.


Kara
just nodded. She didn’t want David and the others to hear the panic in her
voice. She fought to control her composure. The black wall rippled, but Kara
saw only the laughing face of a bald archangel. 


She
clenched her fists—and stepped into the Rift.


 











Chapter 4


Lost Soul


 


 


Kara felt her body being pulled by a
powerful source, like a giant vacuum sucking her in. She opened her eyes.
Blackness surrounded her. It was like being sucked into space. She couldn’t
tell what was up or down; it all looked the same to her. Something pulled at
her leg, then her arms. Was she going to split apart? She was terrified of
drifting in the black abyss until her mind shut off, and she turned into
shadow. She feared that jumping into the rift had been a mistake.


Light
shone at the edges of her vision, like a light at the end of a tunnel. A
setting sun of red and orange appeared before her. With a last tug, Kara was
propelled forward towards the light. She fell head first onto a soft surface.
She lifted her head. Her hands were covered in a red sticky film of cobwebs and
strings. She sat on her knees and shook her hands. It wasn’t coming off. Her
nostrils burned with the sudden stench of rotten flesh and bile. She wiped her
hands on her pants and looked around. 


She
stood in a cave. A shiver rolled up her back. The walls were covered in folds
of decomposing and blackened tissue. Yellow pus-like liquid oozed from what
looked like large, infected sores on the walls. Kara watched a piece of flesh
peel off and drop to the ground, followed by a crack and a pop. Sheets of meat
dripped and slipped to the soft ground in a sticky red carpet. Torches lined
the length of the cave on either side, like an underground runway. Kara could
see that the cave appeared to go for miles in each direction, with twists and
turns as other adjoining tunnels disappeared into shadow. And in the distance,
Kara could hear the faint sound of drips that she hoped was water and not
something else. The air was hot and heavy, and Kara couldn’t wait to get out.


A
sucking sound reached her ears. Suddenly, Kara was hit in the chest by a strong
force, and she crashed onto the ground. Weight pinned her down. She blinked and
looked up into David’s smiling face.


“Hey
babe. This is a bit fast for a first date—but I don’t mind.”


“Oh,
please!” Kara rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help the smile that reached her
lips. David’s weight felt awfully good to her, and part of her didn’t want him
to move. But she didn’t want the others to see her in this compromising
position. 


“Get
off me!” She pushed David off of her just in time to see Peter and Jenny crash
land beside them in a sticky mess.


“What
took you guys so long?” Kara fought with the gooey substance in her hair. She
gave up after a while, since the more she pulled, the worse it got.


“This
is disgusting! What is this place?” Jenny jumped to her feet and looked
around. She made a face. “It’s like a giant meat grinder. And it smells
disgusting.”


David
picked at the wall with his blade and cut off a piece of decayed tissue.
“Figures why Zadkiel would pick this place of all places to hide. He always did
smell rotten. He probably feels right at home in this palace of flesh jam.”


Kara
watched Peter adjusting his glasses. He opened his palm to reveal a small
floating red orb.


“Can
you read anything in here, Peter?” asked Kara, and she waddled up to him. Her
boots sank further into the red mess. 


“Can
you tell where my mother’s soul is? Can you pinpoint a location for it?” She
felt her nerves prickle inside of her body. There was no way of knowing if her
mother’s soul was still intact and unharmed. Zadkiel could have destroyed it
long ago, and it pained her to think about it. 


Peter’s
eyes were fixed on the orb for a moment. He moved a trembling hand to face the
orb towards the south part of the tunnel. The light dimmed inside the orb, as
though controlled by a dimmer. He then brought the orb slowly around in a
circle until it shone a little brighter. He looked up. “It’s that way. I’m sure
of it. I’m picking up faint traces of your mother’s soul energy. But I’m
picking up something else too. Something’s interfering with the readings. But I
can’t make out what it is. Could be demons—or new breeds.”


Kara
sighed in relief. Her mother’s soul was here, in this horrible meat cave. But
there was still the matter of the archangel Zadkiel. She had witnessed his show
of power at the council earlier. He wouldn’t make it easy for her, she knew,
but she would find it nevertheless.


“How
long do we have until the Rift closes, Peter?” asked Kara, and she looked at a
rippling part of the flesh wall she guessed was the rift’s source.


Peter
pursed his lips. “About … twenty minutes … maybe more, maybe less.”


“Then
we don’t have much time.” David wiped his blade on his jeans and then pointed
towards the tunnel. “Just more walls of cooked ham. Nothing to it.” He stalked
along the walls, his boots making loud suction noises as he pulled them out and
pushed them in, again and again.


Kara
glanced down the eerie tunnel. The cracks and pops of falling flesh were
nauseating. Its sickly red walls made the hairs on the back on her neck stand
up. Evil lurked here. She felt it in her being. Kara reached into her jacket
and drew out a soul blade. The silver dagger reflected the red from the walls.
It looked more like a blood dagger now than a soul one. She brandished it
before her.


“We
can’t underestimate Zadkiel. He was clever enough to fool the council all these
years. Who knows what he’s capable of? And what he’s already done. Stay sharp.
There’s probably more than this sticky stuff in here. I just want my mother’s
soul back.”


David
turned and looked at Kara. “I don’t underestimate him. He’s still the same bald
idiot as before...just that now he prefers to sleep in this five-star meat
hotel.” A mischievous smile flashed across David’s face, lightening Kara’s
mood. 


The
group ventured cautiously inside the tunnel. Its sinister walls made Kara feel
claustrophobic. With Kara in the lead and Jenny following closely behind her
with her bow and arrow at the ready, Peter was sandwiched between them. David
held the back. They walked like this for a few minutes, glancing back over
their shoulders every now and again. Kara felt uneasy. She noticed the walls
seeped more and more of that pus-like liquid. Walking became increasingly
difficult. With every step they took, more liquid oozed out of deep gashes,
like squeezing the water out of a sponge. 


Suddenly,
the ground shook.


Clumps
of flesh dropped from the ceiling with sickening splashes. Kara steadied herself,
her blade held up before her. She heard a distant rumble, like the growl of
thunder before a storm. And then it stopped.


“What
was that?” whispered Peter, the whites of his eyes gleaming in his petrified
face.


Kara
met David’s concerned expression but didn’t answer. She gripped her soul blade
and saw Jenny in the corner of her eye nocking an arrow. Unconsciously, Kara
took a step back towards Peter.


 A
loud growl split the silence. The ground trembled with more intensity, and Kara
thought they were in the middle of some sort of quake. But she knew that was
impossible. She felt a tightness around her leg. Suddenly, she was thrown
across the tunnel. She hit the wall. Her body sank into the soft tissue, as
though the walls were made of Jell-O. The decaying stench burned her nose, and
Kara’s fear escalated. She struggled to move. Her limbs didn’t respond. It was
as if she was Krazy Glued, pinned against her will. She felt her body being
pulled back deeper into the wall. She glanced down and winced. A large red
tentacle was wrapped tightly around her legs. Hundreds of open suction cups
revealed pointed teeth, like gaping mouths ready to feed. Yellow liquid rolled
off the large tentacle. 


Someone
screamed.


Peter
was completely covered by the tentacles. They wrapped around him like a giant
boa constrictor crushing its prey before swallowing it whole. She watched him
struggle against the creatures and felt instant pity for him. Kara saw a dozen
or more tentacles sprout out of the walls and lash at David. With two soul
blades in his hands, David slashed and sliced at the creatures. Thumps of
severed tentacles littered the floor around him. And soon David was covered in
the foul-smelling liquid.


Kara
yanked her head to the left. Jenny stabbed a horde of tentacles with her arrow.
She punctured one right through its body, and it retreated back into a hole in
the wall. Kara watched in horror as a dozen more tentacles shot from what Kara
believed were sores, and launched themselves at Jenny. Two grabbed her legs and
another two knocked the bow and arrow out of her hands. Jenny tripped and fell
face down against the ground. A slippery tentacle advanced towards her face. It
whipped out at her; the suction cups stuck to her face. The tentacle radiated
from the inside, like a light bulb beneath a shade. Kara heard Jenny’s muffled
scream and a last suction cup wrapped around her face. The tentacle shuddered
and moved, and Kara saw light move inside it, as though it was swallowing. Kara
realized in horror that the creature was drinking Jenny’s essence. Her eyes
flicked over to Peter. He had a suction cup over his face now.


With
a tremendous effort, Kara freed her right arm. With her blade still wrapped
tightly in her hand, she brought it down and cut through one of the tentacles.
It landed with a thud on the ground. Another tentacle came at her from the
opposite wall. But she was ready. It flew towards her at great speed, and Kara
met it with a side slash. She cut through the flesh easily. Yellow and red
liquid sprayed the walls. She felt the ground shake. Twenty more tentacles shot
through the walls and came for her. The more she cut, the more tentacles came
back.


Frantically,
Kara cut through the remaining tendrils around her legs. Chunks of tentacles
sprawled around her boots. She looked up. Another tentacle lashed at her. She
jumped out of the way and rolled on the ground. She jumped up and was
immediately assaulted by another wave of tentacles. Kara ducked, jumped, and
sliced her way to her friends. Yellow liquid sprayed her face, and she saw
David pull Peter free from the creature’s grasp. Peter’s essence was seeping
through large gaps in his face. His skin was translucent; she could see the
brilliant light inside him. His skin was barely holding him together. He looked
sick.


David
glanced towards Kara. “Help, Jenny!” he yelled over the commotion, as he
squished a severed tentacle beneath his boot.


Kara
kicked and slashed her way towards her friend. She could hardly see her
anymore. The creature had covered Jenny completely in a tangle of red stringy
limbs. Frenzied, Kara began to slice pieces off, careful not to cut Jenny. She
could see David standing before Peter and doing a good job at cutting the
tentacles off of him. 


A
sharp pain stung the back of Kara’s head. She fell forward and reached out. She
wrapped her hand around a slippery mass that stuck to her head. It felt
strangely like a helmet. She moved her fingers around and touched a suction
cup. She shivered. She felt a tingling sensation on the back of her head, like
millions of little pricks at the same time. She felt her energy draining away
and knew the creature was sucking out her essence. With her blade still
clutched in her hand, Kara reached behind her head and stabbed the creature
repeatedly. She felt a release and finally pulled the suction cup from her
scalp and tossed it. With her strength renewed somewhat, Kara assaulted the
creatures again. Chunks of limbs rolled onto the ground like logs. Soon Kara
could see Jenny, and with a final effort, she yanked the last meaty tendril
from her friend. Jenny collapsed in her arms, her eyes barely open.


Kara
shook her gently. “Jenny? Jenny? Can you hear me?” 


Jenny’s
skin was nearly transparent. Kara could see gaping wounds over her entire body.
White light spilled through them. It had been a mistake to bring them with her.
Jenny’s and Peter’s wounds were too severe. They had to go back—


The
ground trembled...a sucking noise...she turned to see dozens more tentacles
sprout from the fleshy walls. Dread rippled through her. How were they going to
escape?


“David!
We can’t stay here. We need to take Peter and Jenny back!” 


Kara
dropped Jenny to the ground and sliced the head of the nearest tentacle.
Another ten tentacles lashed out at her.


And
then all at once, the creatures retreated. Like worms wiggling into the ground,
the tendrils recoiled back into their fleshy walls.


A
man stood at the far end of the tunnel. His red robe billowed around him. The
light of the torches reflected off his bald head. Zadkiel! Even in the
distance, Kara could see the malevolent smile across his face. He held a small
jar in his right hand. And in the jar was a ball of brilliant light.


Zadkiel
laughed softly. “You are so predictable, Kara Nightingale. Just like all the
others—a mortal-loving blundering fool. I knew you would follow me. I knew you
would come for your mother. I’ve been waiting for you.”


Kara
was relieved to see the luminance of her mother’s soul.


“Give
it back. And I’ll let you live.” 


She
raised her blade. Her anger had awakened her elemental power. She called it
forth, and it answered eagerly. She could feel it opening up inside her like a
blooming flower. She saw the fear in the archangel’s eyes. He tried to hide it,
but she saw it, nonetheless. He wasn’t so sure that she couldn’t kill him.


Zadkiel’s
face was a hard mask. “Your mother is a very ordinary angel. She has no
special talents. I don’t know why you risk so much for her—for her miserable
soul. It’s pathetic really.”


Kara
lowered her eyes. “I don’t care what you think. You’re going to give it back.”


The
archangel leaned forward a little, his broad shoulders hunched. “I don’t like threats.
Especially coming from the mouth of a stupid girl. Besides, you’re in no
position to make them. Look around you. Your friends are dying. And believe me,
they will not last long in the mouth of an ungor demon.”


“The
mouth of a what?” David looked widely around. He tested his blade against the
soft red walls. “We’re in the mouth of some demon? Seriously?” 


The
walls growled as if in answer.


Kara
looked over to Jenny and Peter. Their skin was as thin as tracing paper. They
were in bad shape. She had to get them out of here.


“Unfortunately
for you, the ungor answers to me,” said Zadkiel. 


Tentacles
lashed out, and wrapped themselves around Jenny and Peter. “Make any sudden
movements … and it will kill your precious friends.”


 Kara
stumbled forward. “Let them go! What is it that you want? My mother’s soul
means nothing to you. My friends mean nothing to you. Where’s Asmodeus? Why are
you still here?”


“To
deliver a message.”


His
tone was smooth, but Kara detected a hint of deceit. She was sure this was a
trick. “What’s the message?”


“The
Legion must not interfere. They are too late. Mortals are weak, and they do not
deserve their world. They are destroying it. It is time to take it back.
Besides, it is too late for the Legion. The Legion cannot interfere … or it
will suffer the consequences. I have to thank you, Kara. You were an important
piece to my master’s plans. Without you, it would not have been possible. Soon
we will rule the mortal world.”


His
words hit Kara hard. “Asmodeus will never rule Earth. The Legion won’t allow
it.”


The
corners of Zadkiel’s mouth lifted. “But that is not for them to decide, demon
spawn. Yes, I call you by your true name, Kara. It’s time you stop lying to
yourself. Do you really believe that you are a good little angel? You are a
demon like your father.”


Kara
recoiled, terrified that what he said might be true. No. It couldn’t be
true. She was a guardian angel, sworn to protect the mortals. She pushed the
doubt out of her mind and scowled at him. “I am not a demon. I’m a guardian
angel—” 


“Wrong
again, demon. Soon you will understand … and you will join us. It is only a
matter of time until you figure out which side you’re on. My lord asks you to
join him now, on his crusade—and he will spare your life.”


Kara
looked at him hard. “I will never join him. I’d rather die than join a monster.
You are trying to destroy the world that I love.”


“So
be it. You will rot with the rest of them.”


“I’m
tired of your crap! I’m not listening to this anymore. Give me my mother’s
soul. Right now! It’s two against one, and the odds are in our favor. Give me
my mother’s soul … or you’re going to die.”


“That’s
right, Mrs. Demon—oh, you don’t mind that I call you by your true name,
right?” David stood beside her. “It’ll be a pleasure to kick your ass. And a
very big one I might add—”


Zadkiel’s
expression darkened. A smile twitched on his lips. “You were always too
outspoken for my taste, David McGowan. Well then, perhaps I too can play this
little game.” He reached into the jar and pulled out the glowing sphere. “One
false move, and I will squish this little soul.”


Kara
stepped forward, her golden power sizzling on her fingertips. “Don’t do
anything stupid … if you care about your own stinking soul.”


“You
want this?” The archangel lifted the soul into the air and gazed at it. He
looked at Kara. “Then go get it—”


The
little sphere rocketed in the air.


Kara
lunged for the soul. In one swift movement, she jumped and caught it. The tiny
ball of light illuminated her face and her hands. She held it carefully, as
though it might break into pieces in her hands. 


Images
of different women flickered in her mind’s eye. An East Indian woman with long
black hair wearing a red and gold sari smiled as she waved her hands around in
a dance. Another face; this time it was a weather-beaten woman’s face. She was
covered in animal furs and sat in the snow sewing wet sealskin onto a kayak
frame. She saw an image of her mother as a young girl on roller skates—then as
a grown woman holding an infant to her breast. Kara smiled. This was indeed her
mother’s soul. 


“Kara!”


By
the time Kara whirled around, Zadkiel was already on the move. She heard him
laugh as he dashed down the gullet of the ungor demon. His red robe rippled
behind him like a flag caught in a strong wind.


Anger
rose inside her. She dropped the soul carefully into her jacket pocket and ran
after him.


“Kara!
No!”


She
heard David’s plea, but she couldn’t stop. She wouldn’t stop. Not until Zadkiel
had paid for what he did. She rocketed through the tunnel, her boots churning
up the sticky floors. She caught a glimpse of a red robe vanish into another
passageway, or was it an alimentary canal leading away from the creature’s
stomach. Kara quivered at the thought. Either way, she reached it within
seconds. She bolted down the food canal and stopped.


Kara
found herself in a large rounded area with the same wet red walls. What was
different in this space were the wooden desks and chairs that stood at the
opposite end. A large bookcase rose to the top. Books spilled from its shelves,
ragged and torn. Their leather bonds disintegrated into dust. Kara looked
around. This must have been where Zadkiel retreated after a long day’s work at
the council—to conspire against the Legion, and most probably to communicate
with Asmodeus in the safety of the beast’s belly.


Zadkiel
stood in the center of the cavity. He tilted his head and half smiled, as
though taunting Kara to come closer. A black mist rolled up behind him, a rift
that wavered like a mirage of water.


“I
should have killed you when I had the chance,” laughed the archangel softly.


“But
you didn’t.” Kara threw her Soul Blade.


The
archangel stepped back into the Rift—and disappeared.


With
a soft thud, her blade fell onto the sticky ground. 











Chapter 5


Falling to pieces


 


 


Kara hadn’t even let David hold her
mother’s soul while they helped Jenny and Peter back through the Rift. It is
not that she didn’t trust him; she just couldn’t bring herself to let it go.
Kara clutched the soul protectively against her chest, like a mother would her
own child. With every little elevator jolt, she found herself tightening her
grip. It was as though she had Krazy Glued her hands to the brilliant ball. 


Once
they were safely back in Horizon and headed towards the Healing-Xpress, Kara
said her goodbyes and took off towards the Hall of Souls. David had offered to
accompany her, but she brushed him off. She told him that she needed to do this
alone. It was her own fault her mother’s soul had gone missing in the first
place. She could only relax once she knew her mother’s soul was safe—finally,
and once and for all.


The
elevator swayed slightly to the right, then to the left. Kara cupped the soul
tenderly. Her eyes never left the operator. An ape with long light brown fur
and a small black face, watched her from his chair. His hands and feet were
completely black, as though he were wearing gloves. He wore a green tall hat
that engulfed his tiny head, as though it was two sizes too big. He looked like
an ugly leprechaun. His black beady eyes observed her. His eyes glanced at the
soul momentarily. They flashed with sudden interest. Kara pressed her lips into
a hard line and hid the soul within her jacket. The ape raised its eyebrows and
kept staring at her. She looked him in the eye, stone faced, without blinking.
She didn’t care that he was supposed to be one of the good guys. If he tried
anything, she would cut him up into tiny monkey cubes.


After
a few moments, the elevator wrenched to a stop. With a ding, the doors
slid open. The operator pulled off his hat and bowed.


“Level
four! Hall of Souls!” he called, to no one in particular.


Kara
pressed the soul protectively against her chest and stepped off the elevator.


She
heard the doors close behind her. She looked around. She stood still.


The
once brilliantly lit chamber with millions of hovering spheres was now dark and
gloomy. Kara’s favorite giant field of fireflies had been extinguished. Only a
few thousand spheres still floated radiantly in the black sky, casting a lonely
glow in the vast space. A chill passed through her. What was going on? 


Kara
gazed at the ground. The black marble floor was covered with dark grey powder,
like a plush carpet of dust. Dead souls, Kara realized in horror. Everywhere
she looked, dead souls littered the ground. It was like staring at the ashes
from the aftermath of a volcanic eruption with mounds of cinders everywhere.
The ground was completely covered. There was nowhere for her to walk, if she
didn’t want to step on the remains of a soul. She bent down and reached out—but
pulled her hand back. She cringed as she remembered the feeling of dread and
despair she had once felt, while handling a dead soul, Mrs. Wilkins’s dead
soul. It had been a horrible experience for her, and she never wanted to feel
it again. But something told her that this was an entirely different situation.


A
shiver passed through her. She could see a huge stone fireplace in the
distance. She remembered the magnificent white flames that sprouted high into
the air. But there weren’t any flames now. The white fires of Atma were doused.
Dread crept inside her like a fever. She forced the frightening feeling aside
and thought of the archangel Ramiel. He would explain this to her.


Kara
stuck out her leg, and gently tapped one of the dead souls—nothing happened.
Curious, she pushed it to the side with her boot. She still felt nothing. There
were no intense feelings of despair and misery. No voices screamed inside her
head. No visions of past lives fluttered inside her mind’s eye. It was as
though it had never happened. She tapped it again, and the soul rolled over and
stopped—like a black ball, hollow and dead. What had happened to the soul? Why
it wasn’t crying out when she touched it, she couldn’t tell. Something was
terribly wrong.


Kara
made her way carefully through the thousands of dead souls that littered the
ground, brushing them gently with her boots, so as not to step on them. God
forbid if she stepped on one of them. Her footsteps echoed throughout the
chamber, a strange and lonely sound in the majestic space. She strained her
eyes to see beyond the peppered black sky. The room was still, nothing moved.
It felt dead to Kara. She looked for the blond-haired children, but she
couldn’t see any. Where were the cherubs?


Crunch. 


Kara
frowned and glanced at the floor. She stood in a small mound of sparkling sand,
as though someone had dumped a pile of diamonds on the ground. She brushed her
boot through it. How beautiful the stones looked against the black marble
floor. Her mother loved diamonds. But they could never afford to buy the real
ones, only the zirconia. She tapped the soul gently against her chest.


“I’ll
buy you real diamonds one day, mom. I promise.”


A
sparkle caught her eye a few feet away. More piles of diamonds, she realized.
And now that she knew what to look for, she noticed hundreds more hidden
beneath the blackened souls. Strange. She had never noticed them before.


A
scraping sound reached her ears. She whirled around—and a golden-haired person
with long blue robes fell into her arms. Balancing the cherub with one arm,
Kara slowly lowered herself to the ground. He was surprisingly light. She
positioned herself on her knees and brought the little child closer to her—and
froze.


An
emaciated face with sunken eyes with a nose and mouth lost in hundreds of
wrinkles looked up at her. His withered skin was like parchment and stretched
over his skull-like face; it looked as though it would disappear. This was not
the youthful face of the cherubs she remembered. She was staring at the face of
an ancient man. His lips moved, but no sound escaped his mouth. Kara felt him
shivering in her arms. Gaunt grey feet stuck out from beneath his blue robes,
like a cadaver from the morgue. Kara desperately tried to wrap his robe around
him. She thought of crying out for help, but thought better of it. She felt as
though he would break if she raised her voice. She brushed his thin hair from
his face with shaking fingers. His lips moved again. She lowered her ear near
his lips.


“Save
us.”


Kara
felt suddenly cold. She frowned. “What? What do you mean … save us? What’s
wrong with you?” 


The
cherub’s eyes rolled back in his head. He didn’t answer. 


Kara
fidgeted uncomfortably. “I’m … I’m going to lift you up now—and take you to
Raphael. Just hang on.”


Delicately,
Kara balanced the cherub tenderly against the left side of her chest. She
remembered having dolls heavier than he was. It frightened her. She glanced
down at her mother’s soul, still clutched gently to her chest, as was careful
not to squish it with the cherub’s weight. She knew that was probably unlikely,
since the little guy weighed no more than her neighbor’s cat. 


 “Save
us … you must save us,” croaked the cherub again, and Kara noticed how much
louder the voice was, as though he had gained some strength back.


She
stopped and looked gently at him. “I’m going to get you some help. Don’t you
worry. Don’t talk … save your strength.”


The
cherub lifted his hand and pressed a finger against Kara’s forehead. She
shivered as his touch sent a cold chill from her head down to her toes, as
though someone had poured a bucket of ice-cold water on her head. A sudden
burst of emotions exploded inside her. Voices screamed inside her head. Millions
of people cried out to her at the same time. She could hear them clearly, as
though they were right there beside her. Her vision blurred. She blinked.
Images of different men, women, and children flashed in her mind’s eye, like a
fast-forwarding movie. More like a dream, she realized. All at once, she felt
their joy and their pain. A man walked his dog in a lush green park. A
middle-aged woman with a straw hat worked feverously in her garden. Children
laughed and chased each other on a playground. A black mist approached. The
children screamed. Shadows swallowed the children and muffled their screams.
Darkness came. She heard the screams of thousands of mortals. She heard their
pleas for help. Creatures from their nightmares tore at their bodies, ripping
them limb from limb. Kara cried out, just as the people in her mind cried out
as they died—


The
visions disappeared.


Kara
trembled and looked down into the wet golden eyes of the cherub. His mouth
opened in a soundless cry. Suddenly, his skin and robe began to glow. They
shone brilliantly like crystals. The skin cracked. Kara noticed small crevices
forming on the cherub’s face, like a puzzle. And with a sudden pop, the cherub
exploded in a cloud of diamonds.


“No!”


Terrified,
Kara searched the air in front of her with her hands trying desperately to
catch some of the falling particles. She watched them drift to the ground. The
cherub was now a beautiful pile of glimmering diamonds.


Kara
fell to her knees. She grabbed a fistful of the tiny crystals and watched them
fall through her fingers like grains of salt. Overcome with sadness, Kara
cursed the fact that she couldn’t cry.


“They
are dying,” said a voice behind her.


Kara
whipped around and stared up into the face of a giant man. He was dressed in a
white robe, open in the front with a high gold-rimmed collar and gold rimmed
cuffs. His handsome face was twisted in grief. A golden glow emanated from his
pale skin.


“There
is nothing we can do,” said the archangel Ramiel solemnly.


“He—he
just exploded into dust in my arms!” Kara lifted her arms dramatically in the
air. “What is happening to them?”


The
archangel’s lips were a hard line. “The cherubs … are all dying.” He gestured
before them.


Kara
followed his gaze and cringed. About half a dozen cherubs, their faces skeletal
and sickly, strained to walk. They teetered to and fro, unable to keep their
balance. The agony on their faces pained Kara. She pitied them. 


A
cherub shuffled towards them. Hunched over, as though his back was broken, he
could barely walk. His shrunken face was lifeless and his eyes were a milky
white like a blind man’s. And with a final effort, the cherub fell forward and
landed head first on the ground. Within seconds his body exploded in a cloud of
brilliant particles. All that remained was a small pyramid of diamonds. She
stared in horror at the hundreds of piles of cherub dust. The ground was
covered in these mounds.


Kara
studied Ramiel for a moment. “But, why are they dying? How can they die?
I thought the cherubs were immortal?” 


Ramiel
bent down to examine the remains of a cherub. “Cherubs exist as long as souls
exist. Without souls, the cherubs will die. They need the life force of the
souls to live.”


Unconsciously,
Kara hugged the soul inside her jacket and stared up into the black sky. Only a
few thousand of souls hovered above and around them. It was like staring up
into the sky at night, trying to see the stars through the clouds. She set her
jaw and squinted at the ground. Millions of dead souls covered the floor. She
feared the worse. The cherub’s last words echoed in her ears.


Save us.


A
cry escaped her lips. She was responsible. She knew that she had enabled
thousands of demons to enter the mortal world. Thousands of souls lay dead
because of her. “The demons are killing the souls,” said Kara.


“Yes,”
answered Ramiel. “It is a savage attack. Brutality on a colossal magnitude
against the mortal world. We have never been faced with such an atrocity
before. The death toll of souls has reached unfathomed proportions.”


“What
will happen to the rest of the cherubs?” Kara’s chest ached. She watched the
little figures dragging themselves around the chamber. She reached into her
jacket pocket. “There are still souls that live. They’re not all dead—here.
This is my mom’s. Keep her safe.” Kara handed her mother’s glowing white sphere
to the archangel.


Ramiel
took the soul carefully and studied it. He looked up at Kara suddenly, with a
perplexed expression. “How did you get it back? I thought Zadkiel had destroyed
it—”


Kara
sighed. “Long story … but I got her back.”


The archangel looked at
Kara thoughtfully. “Well, she will be safe here—”


“Kara!”


Kara
turned to see David jogging towards them. His face was drawn and tight. He gave
Ramiel a nod, and Kara found it strange that he didn’t insult the archangel as
he usually did.


“David,
what’s wrong?” asked Kara, and she started to feel nervous again.


“All
the guardians are being called to an emergency meeting,” said David as he
jammed his hands in his front pockets, “... on Lieutenant Michael’s orders.
We’re meeting at Operations.”


“What’s
the meeting about?” Kara suspected that the dying souls and cherubs were part
of it.


“No
idea. But I know it’s big … something’s going down for sure. I’ve never seen a
meeting of this magnitude.” 


Kara
didn’t like the sound of that. She felt responsible. She had been a pawn in
Asmodeus’s plan. Without her, the Mirror of Souls wouldn’t have worked, and the
demons couldn’t have entered the mortal world. She was like Asmodeus—an
abomination to the angel world, a half-breed, bred only for one purpose—to
destroy the mortal world. She clenched her jaw. She would get her revenge. You
are not my father. She made a silent promise to herself that she would do
everything in her power to mend the horrors she had unleashed. And then it
would be payback time.


“When
do we leave?” asked Kara, her voice deep and trembling with rage. She
remembered Asmodeus’s joyful face as his demons slipped into the mortal world
and began tearing their way through human hearts. 


David
raised his brows. “Right now.” 


 


 


 











Chapter 6


The Legion of Angels


 


 


Kara followed David down the red
dunes. The sun beat down on her head, and Kara felt as if she had a hot
hairdryer close to the scalp. She watched David’s back, but she wasn’t really
watching him. She couldn’t stop thinking about the cherub who had died in her
arms. His withered face haunted her, like a bad dream that lingered after she
had opened her eyes. 


Save us, the cherub had said. What did he mean by that? And
why did he tell her? Was she supposed to do something? Was she part of a bigger
plan? She didn’t know. And she couldn’t shut her mind up about it.


A
loud rumbling reached her ears. Kara looked over the brow of the dune she was
climbing—and stopped dead in her tracks.


Hundreds
of thousands of guardian angels filled the entire valley below her, a moving
sea of angels readying for battle. They gathered together and formed straight
lines down and across the valley, a perfect square, a full-strength angel
Legion. Kara’s body prickled in excitement. She had never seen so many
guardians together in one area. She felt small and insignificant. A sense of
pride welled in her chest. She felt intoxicated. She wanted to run amongst
them, to stand amongst them all. With an army like this, anything was possible.


She
smelled iron and salt water. The crowd seemed to disperse as she and David made
their way through it. Did the Legion still believe her to be a traitor? She
could hear whispers from the crowd. Anxious faces surrounded her. They were
nervous, like caged animals. Kara tensed.


A
sparkle at the head of the Legion caught her attention. Kara looked over the
heads of the crowds. A giant man made his way across the front lines. Yards of
silver cloth rippled in the wind behind him like a flag made of pixie dust.
Even in the distance, she recognized the archangel Michael. His golden-brown
skin shone brightly in the sunlight. His silky dark brown hair brushed his
muscular shoulders, and his hands were clasped into fists.


She
felt a tug on her arm and turned to see David beckoning her to follow him. He
pulled her towards a small mount of sand. Kara climbed closely behind him. Once
they reached the top, she looked over the thousands of heads and focused on
Michael. He stood with his hands clasped in front of him, his body hard and
stiff like a Greek statue.


“Guardians,”
boomed Michael’s voice across the desert. His voice was magically enhanced and
all the guardians could hear him as clearly as though he were right in front of
each of them. 


“We
are gathered here in this late hour to inform you and to prepare
you all for what lies ahead. As some of you have already heard, thousands of
portals have been opened, and hundreds of thousands of demons have been
released into the mortal world. The legion has never faced a threat of this
magnitude before. Innocent men, women, and children have been attacked in their
own homes and ripped into pieces.” 


Whispers
spread through the crowd like a wildfire. Kara lowered her head. Was Michael
blaming her? She heard a hint of an accusation in his words. She fought to
control her emotions. She remembered hearing the cries of children as the
demons tore out their hearts. This was all her fault.


Something
brushed against her fingers. She felt a hand interlace with hers. She looked up
and met David’s concerned face. His blue eyes glistened. He gave her hand a
reassuring squeeze. She squeezed back. She never wanted him to let go. 


She
wished silently that she could get away from all of this— that she and David
could be together somehow back on Earth, away from the horrors and the
atrocities that seemed likely to come to pass. But she knew she could never
have the romantic life she had always envisioned with the man she loved. She
was a guardian angel sworn to protect the humans. The mortal world was in
turmoil. They needed to be saved. And Kara had a job to do.


She
lifted her gaze back to Michael, but not before she caught the disapproving
glances from a few angels. Their faces appeared to be twisted in disgust as
they looked from David to Kara. She forced herself to look away.


“Thousands
of souls are dying each day,” continued Michael. “Each second we waste here, is
another dead soul. We have all sworn to protect them. We are the chosen ones.
It is our mandate to save the mortal souls.


“As
of this moment—all previous assignments are cancelled. Angels, you have but one
assignment. To rid the mortal world of demons!”


His
last word echoed throughout the vast dunes like thunder. Angels jumped into the
air and roared like a giant wave that rose and spread through the crowd. It was
both incredible and terrifying at the same time.


 Michael
lifted his arms into the air and called for silence. He waited for the crowd to
quiet before he continued. “Asmodeus believes that he has won. But he is
seriously mistaken. And we will show him. We will strike at the demon lord’s
heart! Our legions will crush his armies, and we will give Earth back to
its rightful inhabitants!” He raised his fist. “This will be the biggest battle
this Legion has ever fought. The battle has just begun! And we will be
victorious!”


An
explosion of roars erupted all around. Angels jumped up and batted the air with
their fists. Kara stared into maddened faces. She could practically see the
venom dripping from their mouths. It was hatred—hatred for the demons. The
angels wanted to destroy Asmodeus and his demons just as badly as she did.


A
sudden loud crunching sound echoed around them. The crowds below them
separated, and a mass of more than a hundred oracles rolled themselves towards
Michael. Their silver gowns and long white beards flowed behind them. The sun’s
rays flickered within their giant crystal balls, forcing Kara to shield her
eyes. They reached the archangel and formed two rows on either side of him. The
oracles waited patiently above their crystals.


Michael
regarded the oracles for a moment, before turning and addressing the guardians.


“Guardians.
Hear me now. If the entire human race is annihilated, there will be no more
souls to protect, and we will have no reason to exist. We must save the mortals
to guarantee our own survival. If we cannot rid the mortal world of Asmodeus’s
armies … we will cease to exist.”


Kara
saw horror spreading across the guardians’ faces. It was a falsehood, a
half-truth that angels were immortal. Kara had seen death with her own eyes—she
knew that angels could die. 


For
a long moment, the vast desert was silent. 


Michael
spoke at last. “All guardians will be paired into groups of fifty and assigned
to specific cities or towns around the world. The Counter Demon Division will
remain intact and will be responsible to track down Asmodeus and seize him. Our
Scouts have pinpointed several possible locations. We will bring the demon lord
to justice. And he will be executed!”


Kara
flinched as a deafening roar erupted all around her. Images of Jenny and Peter
flashed in her mind’s eye. She missed her friends. She felt a sting at her core
that she wasn’t part of CDD anymore. It had been an exciting post. They needed
her—her powers could help them. The CDD had no idea how strong Asmodeus really
was. 


Michael
surveyed the crowd for a moment. Even in the distance, Kara could see the
unmistakable strain upon his face.


“I
will not lie to you and tell you that this will be an easy battle. Many of you
will perish. But hear me now. Do not let that stop you. We are soldiers first,
and then angels. We will answer our Legion’s call and fight. Fight till the
end! We must protect the mortals at whatever cost. It is time, Guardians. May
Horizon protect you! Oracles...


Kara
watched as the oracles rolled their giant crystal balls back down the red dunes
towards the pools. Their long white beards trailed behind them. The desert
rumbled as the host of guardians followed behind them. The sand vibrated below
Kara’s feet. 


Before
long the crowd around her dispersed, and Kara spotted a group of CDD guardians
walking towards the elevator. 


“Kara!”


Jenny
jogged up the rise. Her purple hair sparkled in the sun. Her eyes were wide
with excitement. She was holding a small black leather case. She held it up to
Kara.


“Here—you’ve
been reinstated to CDD.”


Kara
reached out and took the case. As soon as she flipped it open, she recognized
the golden key card secured on the inside. Without the golden key she couldn’t
reach level five, the best kept secret in Horizon—the Department of Defense.


Kara
pulled out the golden key and turned it over in her hand. “I never thought
they’d let me back in … after everything that’s happened.” She struggled to
control her emotions. 


Jenny’s
eyes gleamed. “Well they are letting you back in. Cassiel asked for you
personally—said the team wasn’t complete without Kara. He wants you back,
girl.”


“Really?”


“Yup.”
Jenny pulled on the ends of her purple hair and twirled them around her
fingers. “It’s crazy in there. The entire unit is going mental.”


“It’s
not just your unit that’s going mental,” said David. He watched the
hoards of guardians intensely. “I’ve never seen the Legion so agitated. I can
see the fear in their eyes. They’re afraid of what’s out there. They’re afraid
to die—a true death.”


Kara
could see the fear spreading across some of their faces. “They should be
afraid. They’re not just saving mortal lives from some freak accident anymore.
They have to fight against demons.” She bit her lower lip and spoke softly.
“The new breeds are going to tear them apart.”


David’s
handsome face crumpled into an ugly look of concern. His mouth was a hard line.
Kara wanted to reach out to him.


“Well,
it’s definitely bad.” Jenny’s eyes were filled with worry. She sighed. “We
should get going.”


Kara
struggled to restrain herself from grabbing David’s hand. She didn’t want him
to fight without her. The thought of losing David was unimaginable. She didn’t
think she could go on if something were to happen to him.


He
seemed to be thinking the same thing. “I don’t like it,” he said finally.


“What?”


He
turned to Kara. “That you’re going back to CDD. The unit’s been breached. You
remember what happened with those douche bags. You can’t trust anyone.”


Kara
gave David a reassuring smile. “I know. I’m sure Cassiel is aware of it also.
He won’t let anything happen to me. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. It’s you
I’m worried about.”


David’s
blue eyes sparkled. His lips curled into a smile, and he pressed his hands to
his chest. “I knew you loved me—ouch!”


Kara
punched him on the arm. “Be serious for once! This isn’t a joke. You’re always
getting into trouble, David. Just … be careful, okay?” She couldn’t believe how
lightly he thought of himself. It made her furious.


David
lifted his arms in protest. “Okay … okay. Don’t worry, I can take care of
myself.” He pulled a soul blade from inside his jacket. With his hand wrapped
around the handle, he raised the blade in the air and examined it closely. The
blade glistened in the sun. “I’ve been waiting for a chance to practice my
moves on a few of those new breeds. I’m telling you … they’ll be running the
other way when they see me coming.”


Kara
rolled her eyes. “David. Promise me you won’t do anything stupid. Promise me.”


David
grinned. “Me? Do anything stupid? Of course not, cutie—I’m the most
responsible, most law-abiding angel in all Horizon.” 


Even
with all the theatrics, Kara knew David well enough to know that he was hiding
his true feelings. He was terrified, just as she was. The more he fooled
around, the more anxious he truly was. And that only made Kara more nervous. 


“See
you guys later.” And with that, David trotted down the slope and joined the
mass of guardians heading for the pools.


Regretfully,
Kara watched David disappear under a wave of angels. She clenched her fists as
she remembered the half-breed demon who had sucked the life source from her
rookie Tom so easily. She knew many angels would die today, probably thousands.
Would these faces make it back? How many angels had the necessary
skills to fight higher demons?


Kara
flinched as she remembered the sounds of terrified children screaming and the
hungry cries of the demons. She was to blame. She was responsible.


“Come
on, Kara.” Jenny tugged on her shirt and urged her along. As she galloped down
the slope, puffs of red dust flew up behind her like a cape.


Reluctantly,
Kara followed Jenny towards the elevators. She could only hope that CDD would
be the answer to Asmodeus and his demons—but something in Michael’s manner
earlier told her that it wouldn’t.











Chapter 7


Teammates


 


 


Kara shoved her CDD case in her
front pocket and followed Jenny through a maze of cubicles and chairs. All
around them, the Counter Demon Division was alive with sounds. Kara remembered
the division being a pretty hectic environment, but this was more like anarchy.
Papers fell from the levels above and covered the floors in a white carpet.
Angels shouted at each other from across the chamber. They pushed and shoved
one another. Some ran around the room, jumping over chairs and desks like deer.
Their eyes were filled with panic. They were not the confident faces Kara had
seen before. 


Screams
pierced the cacophony of level five, and Kara could not help but watch the
large holographic screens that were mounted in the center of the chamber and
along the walls. Every screen showed images of terrified men, women and
children. They screamed at the top of their lungs as four-legged demons, with
raw-red bodies plagued with oozing sores, ripped easily through the mortals’
flesh with their sharp black talons. Blood spurted onto the walls of the rooms
on the screens. 


Kara
heard another scream. It was coming from the holographic screen right in front
of her. A young girl with dark brown hair and large brown eyes cowered against
a wall. Blood trickled down her petrified face from a large gash on the side of
her head. A shiver rolled up Kara’s back. The girl looked like a younger
version of herself. Something dark flashed across the screen. Kara wanted to
warn the girl, but she stood transfixed. A moment later, a shadow demon
materialized, grabbed the young girl by the neck and ripped out her heart. Kara
forced herself to look away.


She
tried to focus on the task at hand, but the screams overpowered her thoughts.
Death stared back at her from every screen, a reminder of her failure. A
reminder of what she had done.


“You
coming?” Jenny appeared beside her and knocked Kara out of her trance. Jenny
looked at the screens and then at Kara, “We can’t do anything for them now. I
know it’s hard not look … or not to feel anything—but we have to stay focused.”
She pressed her hand gently on Kara’s shoulder. “Come. We should go.”


Kara
lowered her eyes. “This is my fault, Jenny,” she whispered, keeping her eyes
low. “All of it. They’re all dying because of me.” Her bottom lip trembled.


“You
couldn’t have known what he intended to do with you, Kara,” said Jenny gently.
“You can’t blame yourself. It wasn’t your fault.”


A
wail came from one of the monitors. Kara flinched. She didn’t dare look at the
screen. “Without me, this would never have happened. The portals were opened .
. . with the mirrors and me … with my powers. I’m partly responsible. I was
part of it.”


“Kara—look
at me. You can’t blame yourself for a madman’s plan. You’re a good person. You
would never have wished this on anyone. You’re not a killer. You’re a guardian
angel.” Jenny’s green eyes pierced Kara. “We will make this right. I
promise.”


Kara
only nodded.


“Come.
Let’s go.” Jenny grabbed Kara’s hand and pulled her along. 


Half-heartedly,
Kara followed Jenny through a mess of desks and chairs to the center of the
round chamber. The archangel Cassiel sat at a great table surrounded by a few
dozen guardians in black uniforms. His light brown hair was as disheveled as
Kara had remembered. He wore black cargo pants and a tight black t-shirt over
his muscular chest. He fixed his hazel eyes upon her. It made her
uncomfortable. She recognized Peter’s petrified face. He gave her a smile, and
pushed his glasses up his nose with a trembling finger. She looked away from
him and flinched. 


Al
and Devon sat at the table. 


A
snicker curled on Devon’s lips. His dark eyes sent a chill through Kara. Both
boys had hair the color of ravens, but Devon’s had a bluish tint to it, making
it stand out. His hawk-like nose was the center of his sharp features. He
regarded her like prey. She strained to remain calm. She wouldn’t let them see
her distress. Her eyes moved to Al. His pale skin looked sickly in the light.
His black eyes were half-hidden beneath massive eyebrows. She remembered the
beam of golden light that had blasted from her hands uncontrollably and struck
him in the chest. Although she had gone to prison for her lack of control, she
still did not trust him. She had seen the death blade in his hand. There was no
mistake in that. He had intended to use it against David, and she wouldn’t let
that happen. 


Al’s
face betrayed no emotions. Like a mask made of clay, it was dead and fixed upon
her. She knew things were going to get ugly. How...she couldn’t tell, but she
couldn’t suppress the nasty feeling that welled inside her.


Cassiel
pushed back his chair and stood up. “Ah! At last, Kara! Back amongst us, where
you belong.” His face beamed, and he made his way towards her. He threw his
arms out and embraced her. “Welcome. Welcome back Kara.” 


Kara
made a face because her head was shoved into his arm-pit. The giant man
released her finally and motioned for her and Jenny to sit at the great table.


With
his arms clasped behind his back, Cassiel took a turn around the table and settled
behind Kara’s chair. “The CDD has been given the mandate to seek out the demon
lord. We must locate his command center—we know he’s there. We must pinpoint
its location. We must seek him out.”


Seek him out, repeated Kara in her head. She
knew it wasn’t going to be easy. The demon lord was no ordinary demon—and no
fool. He is the king of the Netherworld, their prince of darkness. Kara wasn’t
sure they could pull it off. How do you kill an archangel, especially one who
doesn’t want to be found?


Kara
felt pressure as Cassiel placed his hands on the backrest of her chair. The
chair moved a few inches. 


“A
single guardian cannot vanquish the demon lord,” Cassiel instructed them. “So I
don’t want anyone trying anything stupid. He is too powerful. He would crush
you like a peanut. Listen up! If one team discovers the whereabouts of the
demon lord, they will report back to CDD immediately. You will not try and take
on the demon lord yourselves. Are we clear? No one is to approach him!”


 Kara
was thrown forward a little as her chair jerked. 


“Your
orders are to seek out the command center and report back—with a confirmation
of his location. As soon as his identity is confirmed, I will make the
necessary calls and wait for further instructions. It is imperative that we
succeed. We can’t afford any mistakes.”


Kara
felt pressure against her chair again, as though Cassiel had put his entire
weight upon it. She looked up and all eyes were on her. Immediately she stared
at the table.


“Again.
I don’t want anyone trying to be a hero. You got that? Good. Now each team will
be given a specific address. We know of five probable locations. You are to
scout out the locations, and try to get a positive identification of the demon
lord—if he’s there. Remember what I said, no one is to strike. You must wait my
instructions. Teams are as follows.”


Hatred
welled inside Kara. She picked at the table, half listening, as Cassiel called
out the names of the first teams. She wasn’t sure she could just sit tight and
wait for backup if she spotted Asmodeus. After what he had done to her, she
wanted him to pay. She wanted to hurt him like he hurt her. It was payback
time.


A
commotion shook her out of her reverie. She thought she heard her name called.
She looked up. Everyone was staring at her. What had she missed? She looked
from Peter to Jenny—their eyes were filled with distress. Jenny gave Kara a
slight shake of her head.


Kara
mouthed the word, what? But Jenny’s eyes were glued above Kara.


“So
there you have it, guardians,” Kara heard Cassiel say above her head. “Get to
it!”


At
once, the field agents took to their feet and joined their teams. The sounds of
heavy boots scurrying away erupted all around them. Kara took the opportunity
to run over to Jenny and Peter.


“What?
What’s going on? I was in my head … what did I miss?”


Peter
and Jenny exchanged a worried look. Jenny took a step towards Kara and
whispered to her. “You’re teamed with Al and Devon.”


“What!”
Kara was outraged. She looked over to them. Both Al and Devon were leaning
against their chairs, staring back at her. Evil grins spread on their primal
faces. They enjoyed seeing her squirm, she realized. She turned quickly away.
How could Cassiel put her with these traitors? They had tried to kill David.
She hated them. And she was certain they hated her too. She was sure they would
try to hurt her again. 


“How
can Cassiel do this to me? What is wrong with him?”


Jenny
closed her eyes for a moment. “That’s just it, Kara. I don’t get it. And get
this—Cassiel paired himself with you, too! He’s going on a field mission with
you. It’s just plain weird, if you ask me.”


Peter
stuck his head between the two girls. “Maybe he wants to keep an eye on them.
See if they’ll try anything with you around. He’s a big guy … I’m sure he can
handle those two idiots. Maybe he’s looking for something to pin on them—to
prove that they’re traitors.”


Kara
remembered how excited Cassiel had been at the prospect of her using her
powers. When the fight had begun between Devon, Al and David, Cassiel had urged
her to focus on her anger, to let the elemental power flow. She visualized the
stupid grin on his face. “I think he wants to see me use my powers again … like
to train me on the battle field or something like that.”


“You
think?” asked Jenny.


“I
don’t know. It’s possible. He was a little too eager to see me work it before.
Maybe he still expects me to be able to do great things.” Kara wasn’t sure what
to believe. Maybe she should have stayed with David. It seemed the lesser of
two evils. But something didn’t fit. “Have you guys ever been on a mission with
Cassiel?”


Jenny
looked over her shoulder, making sure no one was listening. “Since I joined
CDD, Cassiel has never once gone on field missions … never. And now he’s going
with them! And you! It doesn’t feel right.” 


Kara
knew Jenny was right. Something was definitely wrong. She turned her head and
watched as Cassiel clapped Al happily on the back, as though they were old
friends reminiscing about old times. Kara felt disgusted.


The
archangel raised a large arm in the air. “Kara! Let’s go!” He waved at her
excitedly, his face beamed.


Kara
exchanged a nervous look with Peter and Jenny before treading towards her new
team. Cassiel was a little too happy and too eager. While the rest of the angel
world was distressed, Cassiel appeared to be ecstatic. How could he be happy,
when the mortal world was crumbling. 


After
replenishing her weapons, Kara followed her new teammates to the vega tanks.
She kept a safe distance from them, not wanting to get too close. Every fiber
of her being screamed that something was not right. Her three new teammates
walked in front of her. Cassiel glanced back, with an innocent smile painted on
his face. It made Kara cringe.


They
made their way towards a raised platform, where the vega tanks awaited them.
The four cubicles of water shimmered like giant emeralds as the light from the
ceiling hit the tanks. 


Kara
watched in silence as the other teams stepped into the tanks one by one. Their
bodies in turn disintegrated into sparkling specks of sand, and then
disappeared as though they had never been there. She watched Jenny and Peter
wave their goodbyes. Soon, Kara and her team were the only ones left.


“Are
you ready, Kara?” Cassiel stepped up onto the metal platform, and wedged
himself between two tanks. Al and Devon took their places behind him.


Kara
made fists with her hands. Against her better judgment, she stepped onto the
platform. She felt eyes on her and glanced to her right. An evil grin
materialized on Al’s face. His dark eyes threatened her. She wished she could
throw up.


“We’re
off to an abandoned psych ward in the small town of Hudson in upstate New York.
The scouts believe one of the command centers is there. Keep close.” Cassiel
grinned widely again, and Kara thought he seemed way too excited for such a
serious mission. 


“See
you on the other side in a few seconds, Kara.” And with that, Cassiel walked
into the tank. His body exploded in brilliant particles, and then vanished. Al
and Devon followed his example.


Kara
frowned. Why was Cassiel so happy? And why had he decided to accompany them on
this mission? She knew the only way to find out.


She
stepped into the wall of green waters. 


 


 


 











Chapter 8


St.
John’s Asylum, New York


 


 


Kara walked along a dirt road. Her
boots crunched the gravel as she strode up a path that curved up a hill. She
felt amazing in her M-suit, despite the fact that she was on a mission with her
two arch enemies, Al and Devon. Her M-suit made her feel somewhat invincible,
like a superhero.


Rain
pattered the top of Kara’s head. A soft wind brought with it the smell of wet
earth and leaves. It was early spring. Clumps of snow still covered the ground
in places, refusing to melt. Squirrels, opposed to the group trespassing on
their land, chattered loudly and jumped from the branches of a large evergreen
tree. The evening sky was a mixture of browns and blacks, not exactly pretty.
The M-5 series suits gave everything an ugly and depressing green tint to it,
increasing the tension of their gloomy mission.


Kara
had read about this asylum online. It was the most haunting in the entire
state. She wondered if ghosts really existed. She had learnt firsthand that
angels existed, and demons. Why not ghosts? She shook off a chill, and imagined
the sky as a warm orange color.


Distant
screams echoed from the town below. Kara stopped abruptly and turned around.
The little town was covered in a cloak of darkness. No street lights shone. No
house lights. There was no electricity anywhere. Shapes moved in the darkness.
Some moved swiftly from door to door, while others glided slowly along the
streets, like black specters. A wail pierced the night air. Kara shivered. She
recognized the voice of a girl crying out for help—demons. Kara realized in
horror that they were attacking the town. She felt her insides tighten. The
scream was close. She could help. Involuntarily, she took a step forward—


Something
strong caught her arm.


“Going
somewhere?”


Kara
met Al’s glare. He looked wild. His jaw tightened, and he leaned down towards
hers.


She
shook off his arm. “Don’t touch me,” she growled, and stood her ground. She
squared her shoulders. She wasn’t about to let Al intimidate her, even if he
was nearly twice her size.


“What’s
going on here?” Cassiel pushed his way between the two of them. His giant body towered
easily over them. He studied their faces. He repeated his question again,
annoyed. “I said … what’s going on?”


Since
Al wasn’t about to say anything, Kara pointed to the town. “That town’s in
trouble. Demons are attacking the mortals. They’re defenseless against these
demons. We need to help them.” 


Cassiel
looked over the town in silence. His hazel eyes shimmered in the night light.
His face bore no expression. “There’s nothing we can do for them now. We can’t
stray from our mission.”


Kara
was outraged. “But we can’t just leave them there! They’re all going to die if
we don’t help them! There are children down there. Innocent children!” 


Devon
and Al exchanged an amused look. Kara’s rage flared. Innocent children were
dying and these two were laughing about it, as if it was some good joke. It was
obvious whose side they were on. Why couldn’t Cassiel see it too?


“I
understand your feelings … but it’s not our mission,” said Cassiel, after a
moment.


“But
we’re guardian angels! We’re supposed to save them! We swore an oath. We must
help them!” Kara threw her arms in the air in a fury.


“Sometimes
for the greater good, a few innocent lives will be lost, in order to save
millions. We can’t save them all, Kara. But we must find the demon lord. That
is our mandate. He is the cause of all this suffering. We must put an
end to it. And to do exactly that … we must find him first, before he can
continue to hurt the mortals.”


Kara
shrugged. Part of what Cassiel said made sense. But she was sure they could
save some lives and still come back to look for Asmodeus. This whole thing
smelled rotten. 


Cassiel
shook his head. “Let’s go. We’ve already wasted too much time.” He walked away
purposely. Devon and Al followed, but not before they both gave Kara menacing
looks.


Kara
was left alone. She gazed out on the little town. It had become quiet again.
Kara strained for the sound of the girl’s screams again. But they didn’t come.
The town lay silent against the night sky. Nothing moved, not even a shadow. It
was a ghost town—now that the demons had killed everyone. Was this what would
become of the entire world if they failed?


While
Kara ached at the wrongness of it all, she forced herself to follow the others.
A mammoth red brick building appeared on the top of the rise. It stood tall and
decrepit, like an abandoned castle from another land. Rows of windows decorated
the front and sides of the building. A heavy fog covered the tall grasses of
the grounds in a thick blanket. There was no forking in the path. The dirt road
led them directly to the abandoned building, like an invitation.


Keeping
her distance, Kara followed Cassiel and the others up the hill and to the front
of the massive structure. They stopped before two majestic wood doors. Cracked
red paint and graffiti covered the doors and the front wall. A large padlock
held the doors closed securely. Devon pulled out a blade and cut through the
metal as easily as if it were butter. He pulled open the doors. A loud
screeching sound cut through the night air as the doors swung on their hinges.
Kara could make out a dark entry way and a decrepit hallway that opened up to
other passageways that were lost in shadow. A thick mildew smell mixed with rot
permeated the air around them. The hairs on the back of her neck pricked up. It
had a sinister feel about it—the perfect fortress for a fallen angel.


Devon
turned and smiled at Kara. He stepped to the side and gestured with his arm.
“Ladies first.”


Kara
shifted her weight uncomfortably. This felt all wrong. She turned to Cassiel.
“We can’t just barge in here. This place is huge. It’s perfect for demons to
hide. How do we know even where to look? I suggest we make a plan so we don’t
get lost in here.”


Devon
looked smug. “I’m sensing fear.” he said. “How can the great Kara Nightingale be
frightened of a little adventure? You’re not afraid of the dark, are you?
Surely with your kind of power, the demon lord doesn’t frighten you?” 


Cassiel
laughed softly, and Kara was reminded of another archangel, with white skin and
black hair. No. Cassiel was good. He wouldn’t put her in any danger. But why
were they with Al and Devon? Clearly he must know about their traitorous
intentions? She tried to convince herself that he was just really naïve. It
didn’t work.


“Well,
then. I’ll go first.” Cassiel drew a moonstone from his jacket pocket.
Immediately, the stone shone a brilliant white light, giving off enough light
for Kara to see where they were heading.


Kara
pulled out a soul blade and followed the archangel inside the great doors. She
felt the presence of Al and Devon closely behind her. She forced herself to
stay calm.


The
rotten smell was a hundred times worse inside. Black mold covered the walls and
pieces of tile and metal peeled from the walls and the ceiling, leaving large
gaps that oozed an orange liquid. It was as though the entire building was
infected with a flesh-eating disease. Parts of walls lay crumbled into white
piles of plaster, as if a bomb had gone off inside. Orange water dripped from
long neglected pipes that ran the length of the hall. Kara thought about
reaching out and touching the liquid, but decided against it. The rot smell
seemed to be coming from the orange water.


The
hall opened up onto a lobby with several doors and hallways branching out.
Pieces of broken glass and smashed furniture were scattered on the floor. An
old television in a wooden case stood in the far corner on top of crumpled
newspapers. Kara wondered what this place had looked like fifty years ago, with
nurses in white uniforms helping patients to their rooms. She imagined halls
with beautiful white and orange walls and shiny tiled vinyl floors. It must
have been beautiful once. But that was a long time ago.


Cassiel
pulled out blueprints and studied them for a moment. “Okay, guardians. We’re
going to split into two teams. The first team will go through that door and
down to the basement level.” He pointed to an area on the blueprints. Kara
stepped closer for a better look. “The other team will go through this door to
the left and up two floors. We think he’s either hiding in the labs, or in the
morgue.”


“There’s
a morgue in this building?” Kara pictured grey rotten corpses lying on metal
beds.


“Not
anymore,” said Cassiel. “We’ll meet up back at this lobby in an hour. Al,
you’re with me. Devon and Kara—you two take the basement. Stay out of sight.”
He folded the map and shoved it back inside his jacket. 


Just
her luck, Kara thought. She would have preferred to have been paired with
Cassiel. She watched as the archangel and Al disappeared behind a door. His
moonstone lighted up the walls for a moment and went out. 


Kara
and Devon were left in the darkness. After a moment, Kara’s eyes adjusted to
the blackness around her. With the M-suit she could see better in the dark than
when she was alive. She guessed this was how cats saw in the darkness.


“Let’s
go, freak.” Devon sauntered towards the door leading to the basement. 


“Wait!”
cried Kara. “Shouldn’t we use a moonstone for some light? It’s pretty dark in
here.”


“No,
moron. We don’t want anyone to know we’re here. Unless you’re looking to
die—then by all means … light one up.”


Kara
made an obscene gesture behind his back. I really do hate this guy. 


Grateful
that her eyes were adjusting better to the darkness, she followed Devon through
the doorway and down a flight of stairs. A wall of blackness hit her. The
basement was nearly pitch black. She could only make out a few feet in front of
her. The sound of their boots scraping the floors echoed around them. Kara
couldn’t tell where the basement walls ended and where they began. She could
see Devon’s back move up and down in a rhythmic motion.


A
hiss sounded from somewhere behind her.


Kara
whipped her head around. Something moved in the shadows. She blinked and it was
gone. Only darkness stared back at her. Were her eyes playing tricks on her? At
times, back when she was mortal, she would wake up from a nightmare to see a
black shape hovering before her eyes. It would freak her out, but as soon as
she blinked, the shape would disappear, and she would be left staring at her
empty room. Maybe this was the same thing. She wondered if Devon had seen it,
too. She turned back around. Devon had disappeared.


“Hey,
Devon? Devon!”


No
answer came. Her voice echoed through the darkness. What the hell? 


Kara
leaned against the wall. This must be part of Devon’s plan. He would try and
kill her here. This was his chance. He was probably hiding in the shadows ready
to strike at any moment. She cursed herself for being so foolish. She thought
about going back.


Something
moved in the shadows.


Kara
flattened herself against the wall. She reached inside her jacket and drew
another soul blade. She wielded the two blades before her. She strained to see.
She wasn’t about to let herself be beaten down by Devon. She would get him
first. Gently she pushed herself off the wall and took a step. She concentrated
on the sounds around her—a drip of water from an old pipe, the screeching of
metal against metal—but no Devon.


Red
eyes flashed in the darkness.


A
dark shape rose. Kara could just discern the shadow of a human form, small and
childlike. It was bent like an insect. Abnormally long arms brushed the ground.
Claws scraped the concrete floors. A low cackle sounded in the darkness. The
foul smell of rotten flesh burned her nostrils—a demon. 


The
red eyes moved lower, and Kara could see the demon crouch down, about to leap.
She leaned forward and steadied her arms. She was ready.


Hands
grabbed Kara by the throat, and she flew into the air. She crashed against the
wall behind her and slipped to the ground. The hands wrapped themselves around
her throat. Her neck was on fire. She lifted her blades and hacked at the limbs
around her neck. The demon let go. 


She
heard the sound of scraping to her right. Ignoring the pain in her neck, she
flailed her arms in front of her, cutting through the darkness like a mad
woman. Kara strained to see, but it was no use. There was only darkness.
Another cackle of laughter caught her attention. Her anger rose. It was
taunting her. The demon knew she couldn’t see it.


Kara
reached deep inside and called upon her elemental power. She desperately tried
to tap into that energy she knew was hidden inside her soul. And once again, it
let her down. 


Frustrated,
Kara cursed herself for not bringing a moonstone. Her only weapons were her two
soul blades, and they weren’t exactly helping her to see. Red eyes danced
before her. The demon was enjoying itself.


Pain
pierced at her back. She staggered forward. Her back was on fire. Kara cried
out in excruciating pain. She turned and swung her blades at her invisible foe.
But she only cut the air. 


She
steadied herself. Another pair of red eyes watched her from above. It hung from
the ceiling like a fly. Now there were two of them. What were these demons? She
felt the panic rise in her. How was she to fight back when she couldn’t see?
She was an easy prey for them.


A
scraping sound came from down the hallway. Kara counted a dozen more pairs of
red eyes coming her way. She didn’t have time to think. There were too many.
Too many, and it was too dark. They would be upon her in seconds. The sound of
their gaping maws echoed in the dark. The hairs on her arms rose.


Kara
whipped around and pushed her blade into a demon’s eye. Wetness sprayed her
face. The creature let out an ear-piercing wail. With her other blade, she
slashed at where she imagined its head would be. She heard a soft thud, like a
chunk of meat hitting the floor. The demon crumbled at her feet. She jumped
over it and dashed down the hallway. She didn’t stop to see if the others had
chased her. The eerie scraping of claws against the concrete floor sounded
behind her.


Kara
ran blindly down the hallway. She stretched out her left hand and ran her
fingertips against the wall. Suddenly the wall ended. Kara dashed into the
opening to her left. Something caught her foot, and she crashed into some kind
of glass wall. Shattered pierces of glass exploded all around her as she fell
onto the floor. She staggered to her feet, shaken. She felt something in her
head. She reached up and pulled a large shard of glass out of her forehead.
Light poured from the gash. Kara was able to see a little. Chunks of glass
poked out from her M-5 suit. She was covered in broken glass. She could hear
the demons approaching. She didn’t have time to remove the glass.


With
the little light coming from her forehead, Kara bolted down another hallway.
She could still hear the demons’ claws scraping the floors behind her. The
putrid smell of rot reached her nose again, and she sensed hot breath near the
nape of her neck.


They
were close.


Kara
ran down more halls and through corridors. She passed many openings and rooms
that were littered with junk. She couldn’t see beyond that. She had just enough
light to see five feet in front of her. The M-5 series were strong, and Kara
was thankful she hadn’t tired—just yet. But one thing was for sure—Kara knew
she was lost. 


She
was deep into the bowels of the asylum. With the demons on her trail, her
prospects didn’t look very good. But she was determined to find her way out.
She knew she was in the basement. She needed to find stairs to go up to the
next level. At least on the first floor she could jump out of a window if she
had to. She doubted whether she could find enough water to make the plunge back
to Horizon. If she had some luck on her side, maybe she could find some
washrooms. There had to be washrooms in this enormous building—maybe on the
upper floors. Yes. Kara increased her speed and ran down the corridor—a dead
end.


The
hallway stopped abruptly. A large white wall stared back at her. She remembered
passing an opening only moments before. There was no escape. She would have to
fight her way out through a corridor of demons.


Kara
whirled around and brandished her soul blades. She wouldn’t go down without a
fight.


At
least thirty demons scurried towards her. There were too many. Some crawled
from the ceiling and the walls. Glowing red eyes flashed with hunger. She would
cut as many as she could and make a run for the doorway. The light coming from
her forehead illuminated them clearly. They were definitely humanoid, with
unusually large heads and slimy black skin that covered their skeletal bodies.
They looked bent and broken, with abnormally long arms that dragged behind them
as they crawled closer. Their foul smell burned into Kara’s nose like acid.


They
lunged.


Kara
lifted her blades and struck down as many times as she could. Their claws
ripped at her head, her limbs. They were trying to rip her apart. Kara slashed
off the hands that tried to grab her face. Pain erupted in her side. She cried
out. Three demons had their mouths attached to her sides. They were eating her
m-flesh—they were eating her. She tried to call out to her power, but she was
too frightened. There were just too many. Her panic rose as she hacked away at
their black limbs. Her face was wet with their blood.


More
demons came.


She
felt the weight of a dozen or more bodies on top of her. Their hands covered
her eyes. They pulled at her head. She felt her soul blades yanked from her
hands. Panic engulfed her. She wasn’t going to make it out.


Then
they were gone.


Kara
stumbled and fell. She looked around. The demons had vanished. She examined
herself. Large gashes and bite marks covered her entire body. Light spilled
from the many wounds. Her M-5 suit was stronger than the regular suits, but she
felt that it had been damaged. The demons had done a number on it. She pushed
herself up and staggered back towards where she had last seen an opening—


Hands
grabbed her.


“Got
her.”


Kara
thrashed around. Devon and Al held her tightly by her arms.


“What
are you doing? Let me go.” Kara struggled against their grip, but she couldn’t
pull free. She was lifted in the air and carried down the hall. She kicked and
screamed as hard as she could. She smiled when she hit Al in the face with her
boot. A soft yellow light poured from a room up ahead. They dragged Kara
through a doorway and into the room, never letting her go.


The
room was filled with old rusted medical equipment. Jars of blue and yellow
liquid covered the entire back wall. A single metal bathtub stood at the far
end of the room. Large metal restraints were welded into the concrete floor and
against the wall behind the tub. Another pair of metal restraints dangled from
the ceiling by a chain above the tub. Dark stains covered the floor at the foot
of the bath. A chill passed through Kara. This is where they experimented on
the patients. 


Cassiel
stood with his arms crossed over his chest. “Ah. There she is.” He lifted his
brows. “And injured, as I hoped she would be.”


And
then it hit her. This was supposed to happen. Like an idiot, she had been lured
into another trap. “You wanted this to happen to me,” Kara spit the words out
of her mouth. “Didn’t you?”


Cassiel
smiled and pointed to the tub. “Put her in.”


Devon
and Al threw Kara into the bathtub. They pinned her down easily and fastened
the restraints. Kara pulled at her restraints. 


“Of
course. I wanted you weak. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be able to kill you.”


Kara
scrambled around and managed to sit up. “How … how can you do this,” she
hissed. “You’re an archangel! You’re sworn to protect the mortals! Let go of
me!” Kara kicked with her feet as hard as she could.


Cassiel
shook his head. “Ah … Kara … Kara … Kara. How little you know. The mortals are
the problem, dear girl. Don’t you see? For thousands of years we have been
forced to save their miserable souls. And for what? What do we get from it?
Nothing. Why should we waste our energy on lesser beings? Why should we care
about their mundane lives?” 


He
walked over to the shelves and grabbed a large white plastic bottle. He read
the label and shook the contents. “Do you know what this is?” He turned and
sauntered towards the tub.


“Who
cares?” Kara’s anger flared. Cassiel’s betrayal ran deep. “I trusted you. How
could you! Get me out of this, Cassiel.”


“I’m
afraid not.” He unscrewed the top. “You see my dear, I need to get you out of
the way. You’re the only one with enough power to do some real damage to our
lord. And we can’t have that now, can we?”


Kara
pulled at her chains. “You’re following the words of a madman. Can’t you see?
This is madness. The mortals are not the enemy. Asmodeus is!”


Cassiel
held up the bottle for Kara to see. “This here is acid. Just a drop burns
through metal.” He smiled wickedly at Kara. “Your mortal suit will melt away
within seconds. You’ll be left without a shell—an easy kill. It’ll be quick, I
promise.”


Kara
watched Cassiel tip the bottle. “Stop!” she cried desperately. “The Legion will
find out. You’ll pay for this.” She tried to stall for time. 


The
archangel laughed softly. “How can they? There won’t be anything left of you to
be discovered.” Cassiel tipped the bottle.


A
scraping sound came from beyond the threshold.


Suddenly,
a large dog lunged at Cassiel’s throat.


The
archangel staggered sideways, and dropped the bottle. It splashed onto the
floor, barely missing the tub. Cassiel fell to the ground as the great dog tore
at his neck. Cassiel was lost in a layer of dark brown fur. But the archangel
was strong. He tore the dog from his body and snapped its neck. He tossed the
dead dog to the side. A smirk materialized on his face, pleased at his success.


Four
more dogs appeared.


The
giant dogs all leaped onto Cassiel. The canines tore at the archangel’s flesh
with incredible force. The weight of the great beasts forced him down. His eyes
were wide with terror. Fear rose in Kara’s breast as she watched the dogs rip
and tear away at the archangel. With a great pull, Cassiel lost an arm. Kara’s
jaw dropped.


Devon
and Al jumped to his aid. They slashed their black blades at the dogs. But the
dogs didn’t stop. More dogs charged into the room. They didn’t even glance at
Kara. Their eyes were fixed on the others. Kara counted a dozen giant dogs.
They leaped into the air and opened their massive jaws. The sound of tearing
flesh froze her in her place. She had never witnessed such a terrifying scene.
She loved dogs. She never imagined how scary they could be when they were
angry.


Cassiel
managed to push off his attackers. He fled through the door without looking
back. He abandoned his teammates. 


The
bodies of Devon and Al disappeared as the dogs ate them. Then they turned their
eyes to Kara, and she felt a shiver roll up her back. Were they coming to eat
her now?


A
white and tan dog trotted in. He was short and bulky, with a large square head.
His tongue hung on the side of his jaw. He walked up to the tub and sniffed.


“You
look like hell. If you really needed a bath, I could have helped you with
that,” said the dog.


Kara
collapsed in relief. “Thor! I’m so glad to see you.”


The
bulldog waddled along the floor and went to inspect the bottle. “Just in time I
see. This is acid. You were about to become angel stew.”


“How
did you find me?”


Thor
sat on his hind legs and began to scratch his ear. “Jenny sent me a message.
She said you were on a rotten mission with some traitors. I followed your
stench.”


“Thanks.”


“You’re
welcome. You’re lucky you smell so bad, otherwise we might have missed you.”


Kara
didn’t respond. She thought she smelled great. She glanced over at the great dogs.
Some lay comfortably on the floor while others sat staring at her. They seemed
to be listening in. 


“Are
they Scouts, like you?”


Thor
jumped up and stretched proudly. “Yes. My comrades, the king shepherds.”


Kara
examined the dogs. They were all very large with long fluffy brown and black
fur. The markings on their faces were distinctly those of a shepherd. “Thank
you for saving my life.”


“You’re
welcome,” chorused the dogs. They seemed to smile at her. The largest of the
group trotted over and dropped a key in her lap.


“Found
this on one of the traitors. I almost swallowed it,” said the large dog.


Kara
thanked him and began to unlock her restraints. 


Thor
lifted his head and smelled the air. “Demons. We should get going.”


Kara
jumped out of the tub. She watched the shepherds file out together. She rubbed
her wrists. “You don’t have to ask me twice. This place gives me the creeps.
Let’s go.”











Chapter 9


Castello di Zena


 


 


News of Cassiel’s treachery had
spread throughout the Legion. As soon as Kara had made her way back to Horizon
and reported what had happened, the Legion was in an uproar. It was bad enough
that Zadkiel had been found to be a traitor, but now that Cassiel had been
revealed as a traitor and murderer as well, the Legion’s spirit was broken. 


Kara
sat at the round table in CDD. She drummed her fingers and watched the gloomy
faces of her comrades. If Jenny could cry, Kara was sure she’d be in tears.
Jenny had admired the archangel. She had looked up to him, and bragged about
him constantly. Kara could see his betrayal had affected her deeply. Perhaps
Jenny had cared more about him than she let on.


Peter
wasn’t in a much better shape. He sat with his back to the group. He refused to
speak to anyone and mumbled continually to himself. His glasses rested on the
table. With his head down, he stared at his feet, lost in his thoughts. Kara
felt an immense sadness for him. She wanted to go over and wrap her arms around
him. But something inside told her to leave him be. Jenny and Peter had known
Cassiel longer than she had. They needed time to mourn without the new girl
interfering.


But
the field agents weren’t the only ones affected. The entire division moped
around. It was like being at a funeral. The depression threatened to spread
like a virus. Missions weren’t being assigned, and Kara felt the division had
lost its spark. CDD was leaderless. 


A
sudden commotion got Kara’s attention. She stood up, excited. Gabriel strode
towards her. Cassiel had been large, but Kara had forgotten how much more
massive Gabriel was than the other archangels. His tight black shirt wrapped
around his chest and revealed his powerful body. His muscles rippled as he
walked. With his black cargo pants and large black boots, he was dressed as a
field agent just like them. 


Kara
could see a head of blonde hair behind Gabriel’s shoulder. She leaned to the
left to get a better view of who was following the archangel. A flutter passed
through her. She pressed her lips together tightly, afraid to let a giant smile
escape. David sauntered towards them, with a cheeky smile on his face. Kara
could see that he was happy, just by the way he walked, with his head held
high. He had wanted to join the CDD for years, and Kara had always felt a
little uncomfortable that she had been allowed in, and not David. Gabriel had
said that David’s reputation for being difficult and disobedient had affected
his chances. But now, here he was, proud as a peacock.


No
one moved as the tread of Gabriel and David’s boots echoed through the chamber.
Gabriel turned and eyed the room silently. He met Kara’s eyes and nodded. Kara
did the same. She watched as David settled beside him. He noticed her looking,
and gave her a wink. Kara bit her lip, so as not to laugh, but a soft snort
escaped her anyway. Embarrassed, she looked around, but no one seemed to be
paying any attention to her. The divisions’ attention was on Gabriel.


The
archangel surveyed the room once more before he spoke. “Guardians. The Legion
can’t afford to have you looking like sad little puppies. Yes, Cassiel is gone.
Yes, it was a shock to us all … but that doesn’t mean this division is
finished. CDD is still operational. The threat is still out there. Mortals are
dying, guardians! Snap out of it right now!” Gabriel’s voice boomed throughout
the chamber like thunder. Kara’s skin prickled. 


“Your
orders are to find the demon lord’s command center. We know he’s there—his
demons need direct contact with him. We need to locate that post. I want you to
report back right away, once you have a positive ID on the location. Don’t let
them see you. We need the element of surprise on our side, when we are ready to
strike.” 


Kara
wondered how they were to strike Asmodeus. It was one thing to find his
location, but how were they planning to defeat him? He had two fallen
archangels on his team and a huge multitude of demons. He had already proved to
be more powerful than expected. The Legion must have some idea as to how they
were going to put an end to him.


Gabriel’s
face was tight and determined. “You are the best there is, so prove it. Now is
not the time to feel sorry for yourselves. You are warriors! We are at war and
the Legion needs you.”


Kara
looked around. Gabriel’s little pep talk seemed to have done the trick. Kara
saw new life spark in Jenny’s and Peter’s eyes, and she felt the excitement
flow into her own body too. 


“Back
to your duties, everyone,” announced Gabriel. “I want possible locations in
five minutes. Field agents, get ready to jump soon.” 


Immediately,
the room was alive with the sound of angels running to the desks and calling
out names of cities to scan. Holographic screens sprouted back to life with
colorful maps of cities around the globe. Kara smiled. It was nice to see CDD
operational again.


“What’s
up, cutie?” Kara turned to meet a smiling David. “Do you want to see my …
badge?” David flipped open his CDD identification, as though he were a
detective flashing his badge. His eyes gleamed with satisfaction. He had never
looked so pleased.


Kara
laughed softly. “I see you’ve finally made it to the big leagues. I thought you
were a lost cause. What made the Legion change its mind?”


 “Ultimately,
it was the High Council’s decision, but Gabriel persuaded them—told them they
needed an angel with spectacular fighting skills—not to mention my good looks.”


Kara’s
eyes lowered, and she focused on David’s full lips. She felt a sudden pull
towards them. Kara met David’s stare. A flutter of excitement rose in her
breast. Kara found that she couldn’t look away from those brilliant blue eyes.
Unaware of the curious eyes around them, she felt herself leaning in—


“Ahem.”


Kara
pulled back and turned. Gabriel examined her with raised eyebrows. “Glad to see
you in one piece, Kara.”


“Uh
… hi, Gabriel,” she managed to croak. She looked at David. “I was just
congratulating David on his promotion to CDD. I know how much it means to him.”
She could see a huge smile emerge on David’s face.


“Yes,
I’m sure. We are all very pleased with his advancement. Although not as
delighted as David himself.” Gabriel’s black eyes pierced Kara’s, and she
thought she could see a shadow of a smile appear on his lips. 


“Sir!”
A tall guardian with tanned skin and short curly hair ran up to the archangel.
“We found two possible locations of the demon lord, sir.” He handed some papers
to Gabriel who studied each of them closely.


After
a moment, the archangel looked up and addressed the field agents. “Listen up. I
want two teams ready to go to these locations—an abandoned church in Spain and
an old castle in Italy. Peter and Jenny—” Gabriel flung out his arm, a piece of
paper dangled from his fingers. “You’re the first team. On your feet!”


Peter
jumped from his chair and took the paper. He studied it for a moment and then
gave it to Jenny to read. Kara watched her eyes light up after she read it.


“And
the second team,” Kara heard Gabriel say. “Kara … and David.” 


Kara
heard whispers amongst the division. She couldn’t quite catch what they were
saying, but she knew it had something to do with her being teamed up with
David.


“You
are to scout the areas first, and then report back. No funny business … I don’t
want any fooling around. I want both teams back safely. Got that? You’ve got an
hour.” Gabriel’s eyes focused on David.


David
grabbed the last piece of paper from Gabriel’s hand. Kara leaned over and read:


 


Castello di Zena,


Italy


 


Italy
sounded interesting to her. An old decrepit castle would be perfect. Kara
imagined Asmodeus sitting on his throne, his demons bowing down before him,
with mortal souls as offerings. It was the perfect location. Fit for a demon
king. 


“You
ready?” David cocked his head and searched her face. “I’m dying to try the
tanks.”


Kara
let the overly enthusiastic David drag her down to the platform where the vega
tanks awaited them. She couldn’t help but laugh as he hauled her away. Peter
and Jenny were already positioned behind the wall of green waters.


“Good
luck! And be careful.” Kara waved at them both. Peter waved back and Jenny gave
her two thumbs up. They disappeared in a flash of white light.


David
jumped up onto the platform. “Let’s go. I’m so ready for this.” He rubbed his
hands together as though he was about to start a fire with his bare hands.
“Can’t wait to try one of these babies.” 


Kara
laughed again and stepped up onto the dais.


Gabriel’s
dark eyes glared at David. “David, stop acting like a jackass. You think you
could try to act like a guardian for once, and not an idiot,” he called, “I had
to do a lot of convincing to let you in CDD. Don’t make me regret my decision.
Don’t make me out to be a fool, David McGowan.” 


“I
won’t, big daddy. Promise.” David beamed at him. He skipped into the air like a
little girl with a jump rope. Kara saw Gabriel’s mood darken.


“David,
don’t be a moron,” Kara whispered. “Try to be serious, just this once. Can you
do that?”


David
stepped up to a vega tank. “Don’t worry, Gabe. We’ll be back in one piece. I
can promise you that. We’ll be back before you’ve had the chance to miss
us—cause I know you will.”


“You
better,” grunted Gabriel. “Good luck to you. Be safe.”


“You
ready?” David turned his head to Kara and arched his brows.


Kara
straightened her back and stepped to David’s left behind a tank. 


She
nodded. “Ready.”


Together,
they walked into the green waters and vanished.


 


Moments
later, Kara strolled amidst tall grasses that swayed back and forth in a soft
breeze. David came running up before her, did a summersault, and dashed back
into the grass. Kara shook her head and sighed. He was blatantly mad. David ran
and laughed like a crazy person, pushing the M-5 suit’s strength and enjoying
every bit of it. 


It
was midday, and the sun’s rays pierced through openings in the tall evergreens.
Buds of light green covered the trees; a hint of spring lingered in the air.
Green hills rolled out for miles in every direction and out of sight. Kara heard
the sound of rolling water. A small creek wound through the hills and
disappeared into the thick forest. Tall trees with yellow leaves flickered in
the sun like gold.


But
then Kara noticed that the forest was unnaturally silent, as though no animals lived
there. Kara couldn’t hear any birds or squirrels busying themselves with the
coming of spring. It wasn’t normal—something was amiss.


Hiding
in a valley of tangled forest, was the abandoned Italian castle, Castello di
Zena. It was a mystery falling to pieces, resplendent in the tall grass.
Overgrown vines scaled the sides of the castle walls and up the keep, as though
draping it with leaves to keep it warm. Large boulders lay crumbled at the base
of the castle. A whole east wall had fallen over with time and was now the home
to weeds and shrubs. 


Kara
felt pressure on her arm. She turned around. David had his finger to his lips
and pulled her down with him behind a large bush. He pointed to the castle.
Kara scanned the grounds. Dark shadows moved amongst the tall grasses. Demons.
There were demons everywhere. Four giant demons that resembled bears, but with
yellow horns protruding from their heads, guarded the main entrance. Kara
counted a dozen more walking the grounds. But that wasn’t the worse part. Hundreds
of lesser demons crawled and snaked around the castle, their bodies swollen and
infected; leaving dark stains on the grounds. Kara felt suddenly sick. She
noticed that the demons never ventured too far away, always keeping to the
grounds. The castle was heavily protected. Kara knew they were protecting
something precious inside the castle. 


She
felt the hairs on her arms rise. Asmodeus was in there, she was sure of it.
Kara pictured the demon lord on a golden throne with a jeweled crown, slicing
the throats of every angel that didn’t bow down and kiss his feet. Kara was
anxious to share a little father-daughter time. She had a lot on her mind.


“I
bet he’s in there,” whispered David, knocking Kara out of her trance. “It
wouldn’t be so heavily guarded if he wasn’t.”


“Should
we report back?”


David
shook his head. “No. We need to be one hundred percent sure he’s in there. For
all we know, this could be a decoy. We have to try to get in somehow.”


Kara
inspected the main entrance again. Four massive demons were not impossible to
fight, but the hundreds of lesser demons joining in would be. If things started
to get complicated with the larger demons, she knew the others would be upon
them in a blink of an eye. Not a great plan—they would have to sneak in somehow.
There had to be another way in. Everyone knew castles had secret entryways and
miles of underground tunnels. They would just have to find one.


“Let’s
go around and see if there’s another way in that’s less guarded.”


“Good
idea.” 


David
led the way, and the two of them slid down a long slope and landed in two feet
of wet marsh. After Kara voiced her disgust they stealthily made their way
around the east side of the castle. Still fighting their way through the
marshes, they passed the fallen east wall, and David motioned for Kara to stop.
He threw out his arm. Kara saw that he pointed to a small opening behind a
stone wall. It must have been a doorway once, Kara thought. The demons didn’t
seem interested in the area; they were all still watching the front of the
castle.


Kara
looked at David and nodded.


David
drew a soul blade. It sparkled in the sun and blinded Kara for a moment. He
clenched his jaw. Kara could tell by the deep frowns on his forehead that he
was thinking hard. A real warrior, she thought as she watched him step out of
the marshes. She was glad they were a team again. Kara brandished her blade and
followed closely behind him. 


With
hunched backs, they made their way across the grounds as quietly as they could.
Kara threw nervous glances behind her as they hurried across the grasses.


No
demons came.


They
were almost there. Kara could make out the white-washed walls of bird droppings
as they moved closer to the castle. A rotted door lay but a few feet from the
opening. The hinges were still attached, a reminder of where the door once had
been. David jumped over large rocks and debris. Kara followed closely behind.


A
sudden earsplitting wail erupted all around them.


Kara
froze in her tracks. The howl had come from behind her. David spun around. Kara
saw fear flash in his eyes momentarily. She gripped her dagger and turned
around. A horde of grotesque monsters with extra heads and gaping maws with
razor-sharp fangs stared back at her. Beasts of the Netherworld gathered around
them. Some had humanoid shapes while others were animal-like. They drummed the
wet earth with their twisted limbs. Smaller demons with black oily skin crept
out of the forest. Kara’s skin crawled. She recognized the demons she had faced
in the asylum. Hunger flashed in their red eyes. Hundreds of bent shapes
gathered. It was an army of demons. 


Kara
recoiled at the stench of rotten flesh. Her eyes burned.


Another
wail cut through the air, louder than all the other sounds. Kara heard an eerie
answer to the call. The ground rumbled. More demons came. The demons were
calling in backup.


David
pulled out a firestone from his jacket. “Kara—stay close!” 


He
threw the red globe into the mass of oncoming demons. There was a thundering
boom, and red light detonated. Chunks of demon flesh flew into the air and
sprayed the grounds in black liquid. Other demons roared angrily. A large demon
with a bull’s body and lizard head sprang in attack. Its yellow eyes were fixed
on Kara. Droplets of black slime slipped off its body as it charged. 


Kara
readied herself. The beast attacked. She smelled its sour breath as it neared.
In the next moment, she side-stepped, twisted her body, lifted her arm and
slashed her blade. The beast’s body crumbled to the ground. Its head rolled
off.


“Not
bad.” David laughed nervously. “You think you could do that again … a few
hundred times? Watch out!”


Kara
felt a stabbing pain on her leg. She cried out. A small demon had latched
itself onto her leg, and was chomping away at her M-suit’s skin. She stabbed it
in the head and threw it off easily. She thought about making a run for the
opening, but more demons blocked their way. Kara felt panic rise in her. They
were surrounded.


“Any
genius plans, David? Now would be the time.” She reached inside her jacket
pocket, from which she pulled a firestone. “I’ve got only one of these.”


David’s
face was grim. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. We need backup. You think
we could make a run for it to the hills?”


“Let’s
do it.”


Kara
threw her firestone into the wall of demons. There was an explosion, and
suddenly a clear path. Kara knew it would last only a few seconds. She pushed
her M-5 suit as hard as it would go and dashed towards the hills, slashing at
the demons that stood in her way. She was surprised at her own strength. Nothing
seemed to stop her. She only looked back once she was out of the demons’ reach.


“David,
I think we’re—”


David
was not there. Panic overwhelmed her. 


“David!”


Kara
ran back down the hill. Desperately, she searched for David. But he was nowhere
to be found. Anger replaced her fear. She flew over tree stumps and rocks as
she ran towards the demons at the bottom of the hill. They were piled on top of
one another, slashing at something beneath them. There was a struggle, then a
scream. She recognized the scream.


David
was underneath them.


 


 


 











Chapter 10


The hidden truths


 


 


Horrified, Kara screamed in rage.
Her vision blurred in her madness. She felt the elemental power within her
waken. She called to it as she ran. It answered. She thought only of saving
David. Nothing else mattered. Not Asmodeus. Not the Legion. Just David. 


Kara
dashed down the rest of the hill. She could see David’s arms flailing beneath
the throng of demons who held him down. They tore at his flesh. Kara heard him
scream again. She flinched at his pain. They were hurting him.


She
was almost there.


Her
vision changed, and everything was covered with hues of gold. Kara rejoiced in
her power. She would destroy every last one of them. She tossed her soul blade.
She didn’t need it anymore. With a final jump, Kara landed in front of the mass
of creatures. Her wrath burned at her core. She only saw death. Her fury
escaped with a thunderous roar.


“No!”


Golden
light flickered and danced in her palms like electricity. The demons stopped
and looked up. 


“Get
away from him!” Kara threw out her hands, ready to launch her attack—


Then
she recoiled.


The
demons scattered away from David, suddenly, as though they were frightened.
They fixed their eyes on Kara; they waited.


“What
the hell?” David sat up and rubbed his head. 


Kara
noticed a few bite marks, but other than that he appeared to be fine. 


“What
did you do? How did you make them listen to you?”


Kara
was dumbfounded. She hadn’t even released her power. She had only told them to
get away, and they had listened to her. Kara strained to keep her emotions
intact, her elemental power ready and waiting within her, just in case she
needed it. But the demons had done what she asked. They had backed away from
David, and were standing there—waiting. It was as though she was their master
somehow. She decided to test out her theory a little further.


“Demons,
I want you all to sit down—and be still—until I tell you to move.” Kara watched
anxiously as the entire mass of demons sat down. It worked again. They obeyed
her.


“Well,
I’m glad I had an M-5 series on.” David inspected his body with a silly grin.
“Otherwise, I think I would have been reduced to angel jam.” 


He
pushed himself up and walked over to the closest demon. “Let’s test this
further, shall we?” It was a pitiful creature with no eyes and a large gaping
mouth full of yellow teeth. Black liquid oozed from the many sores around its
body. David stabbed it with his blade. The creature howled, twitched, and then
fell over, dead.


“Interesting.
The little bugger didn’t even fight back. How did you do this, Kara? It’s as if
they’re listening to you—you’ve somehow become their boss. I mean, why now and
not before … what’s different?”


Kara
shrugged. David had a point. “I don’t know. I told them to stop … and they did.
It just happened.” And then it hit her. She knew. With the elemental energy
still flowing freely inside her, she felt another presence inside, like a bond.
She felt a connection to these creatures somehow, and she knew without a doubt
that the demons felt the same connection to her. They recognized her elemental
power. She was the one who had released them into the mortal world. She was
their master.


“I
think I know why.” Kara looked at David. 


She
turned away, afraid of what he might think when she told him. “They’re
connected to me somehow … because of my elemental power. It was my power that
allowed them to cross over into the mortal world. And I think they recognized
it when it surfaced. I think … I know they will do as I say.”


David
pursed his lips. “Very interesting. Might come in handy. So they’ll just sit
there and wait?”


“I
think so.” Kara surveyed the demons. A gentle breeze brought with it the stink
of rotten flesh and something more revolting that Kara didn’t want to think
about. Hundreds of pairs of red eyes watched her silently. Intelligence
reflected back in some of them, whereas others had only a bleak expression.
Some were just bodies without consciousness, twisted and misshapen. 


They
waited patiently for her instructions. She thought of the only thing that made
sense. 


“Demons.
I command you to leave the mortal world. I want you to go back to the
Netherworld and stay there. You must never return here, and you must never hurt
a human being again. Now go.”


David
came to stand by Kara. They both watched in wonder as the creatures got up
swiftly and disappeared into the forest one by one. In less than three minutes,
the grounds were empty. 


Flocks
of multicolored birds chirped happily and squirrels chattered as they chased
one another up a pine tree. The air smelled of pine needles and spring
blossoms. There were no more traces of demons anywhere.


“Nice
job.” David’s eyes glistened. “Think you could do that to all the demons? Maybe
even higher demons?”


Kara
brushed the hair from her eyes. “I don’t think I can control higher demons. I
think this only worked because these are the same demons Asmodeus
released by using the mirror … and me. I doubt it’ll work on new breeds or
higher demons.” 


“Well,
that’s too bad. But I’m glad it worked for this stinking lot.” David shrugged
and searched inside his jacket. He pulled out a blade. “I wonder what Gabriel’s
gonna say about all this.” 


Kara
frowned. It still felt a little strange that she had been able to control those
demons. She didn’t want to be associated with Asmodeus. If the Legion found
out, would they think she was playing for the other team? Was this what Zadkiel
had meant about her being more demon than angel? She wasn’t sure how she felt
about all this. She was glad it had worked, but it left her wondering if there
was something more to being part elemental than she knew, if she was ready to
accept it. 


 “David,
do you think you can keep this between us? Until I figure out what to do about
it. I don’t know what Gabriel or the Legion would think about my new ability.
Can we keep this just between the two of us for now, please?”


David
looked at Kara kindly. “Of course, Kara. I won’t say anything if you don’t want
me to. They don’t need to know about this. I’ll leave this part out of my
report to the big man, don’t worry,” he laughed softly. “Probably wouldn’t even
believe me anyway.”


Relieved,
Kara stared at the dark opening on the east side wall of the castle. “Do you
still want to check it out?” Kara glanced at her watch. “We still have a half
hour before we have to report back.” 


“Yeah
… I think we should.” David dusted off his jacket. “We can’t leave without
knowing if he’s in there or not. I don’t want to disappoint the big man on my
first mission as a CDD field agent. I can’t do any more begging … it’s
beginning to affect my reputation.” 


Kara
ignored him. She looked down at her hands and wondered if this new ability was
part of Asmodeus’s plan. Was he going to use her to control the demons on
Earth? What if he, too, could feel what she just did to his demons? If he did,
that meant he might be waiting for them inside the castle. The elemental power
had already left her, and she didn’t have any other weapons. She brushed the
tall grass with her boots and searched for her soul blade.


David
handed her his blade. “Here—take this one. We don’t have time to search for
yours. I have another one.” Kara took the blade and clasped it in her hand.


“Thanks.”


“Let’s
go inside and look for lord dumbass.” 


Kara
followed David along a small stone walkway overgrown by weeds and grass. It led
to the opening in the wall. Large jagged rocks projected from the top like
fangs, a warning to those who dared to enter. Kara shivered involuntarily.
Hiding her fears from David, she followed him in.


They
stood in a dark lobby with narrow walls. Soft light flickered from the lanterns
on the walls. Someone or something had been in there for sure; they had taken
the time to fire up the lanterns. Dirt covered the floor like a grey carpet.
The air was hot and stuffy. Kara suddenly felt claustrophobic. She didn’t want
to stay there for much longer. Thankfully, David crept forward and the air
cleared up a bit.


They
walked silently for ten minutes, both with their weapons out and ready. The
light from the torches flickered on their soul blades. They didn’t meet any
other demons. The tunnel was as silent as a grave. Every so often they would
pass collapsed walls. And Kara wondered what supported the upper levels. The
light weakened up ahead. David slowed down and pressed his body against the wall.
Kara followed his example. Together, they moved slowly towards the waning
light, careful not to make any sudden loud crunching noises with their boots.


They
entered a large round chamber. Yellow light spilled in from the roofless top. A
large pile of flat stones lay crushed on the floor. The roof, Kara guessed.
Weeds sprouted from cracked floor stones in a tile pattern of moss green. Trees
had found spaces to grow and flourish in the room. Four stone columns rose from
the ground and reached the open sky. Birds’ nests rested on the tops like
crowns made of straw. Bird droppings painted the floors and columns in a sticky
whitewash.


A
raised marble platform stood in the center of the room. A great wooden chair
with carved legs in the shape of lion’s paws, rested upon the dais.


A
man sat in the chair.


Slumped
casually against the chair, he gazed at them with dark, unblinking eyes. He
wore a light grey suit and light pink tie. His hair was dark brown and cut
short. He wasn’t moving.


“Stay
behind me.” David walked towards the man cautiously. He balanced his soul blade
between his fingers. With each new step he looked around the room nervously, as
if expecting to be ambushed any second.


Kara
felt something was wrong. Something was definitely wrong with the man, but she
couldn’t figure out what. The closer she got, the stronger she felt that
something was amiss. She looked over her shoulder nervously. What if this was a
trap? Still the man didn’t move or blink.


Flies
buzzed around her face, and she waved them away impatiently. She bumped into
David’s back. His face was drawn into a frown. Kara realized he was staring at
the man. She stepped aside and gasped.


 A
mortal man sat in the chair. His flesh was dark grey and covered in sores.
Decaying flesh peeled away from his face and hands, leaving exposed wet wounds.
Large gashes oozed green pus. Buzzing sounds echoed around them. He was covered
in flies. The smell of rotten flesh burned Kara’s nostrils. His eyes had been
removed, Kara noticed. But it was the expression on his face that terrified
her. It was frozen in an expression of pure terror. Kara knew he had suffered.
Sadness welled inside her. He didn’t deserve this. No mortal deserved to die
and be exposed like this. A single yellow post-it was stuck to his forehead.
Kara edged closer and read;


Your love for the
monkeys has blinded you from the truth


 


“What
does that mean?” David ripped off the post-it, crumpled it and threw it on the
ground. “Is this some sick joke? You think this is funny—you demon lunatic!”
His voice carried throughout the chamber.


Kara
picked up the creased note and evened it out against her thigh. She studied it
for a moment. “It doesn’t make sense. Why go through all this trouble? Why was
this place guarded if he was never here?”


David
kicked the chair. “Because he’s a sick bastard! This is a game to him! He’s
probably hiding somewhere having a good laugh.”


But
Kara wasn’t convinced. None of this made any sense.


“But
why hide? He’s supposed to be strong, right? He believes he’s more powerful and
cleverer than any of us. He’s not afraid of you or me, or the Legion. It—it
just doesn’t make any sense.” She thought for a moment, and then she read the
note again out loud, desperately trying to decipher the meaning.


“I’m
telling you, he’s mocking us! He’s not here. It’s just me, you, and this poor
bastard.” David smoothed the top of his hair down with his hands. Kara thought
he was going a little mad.


Kara
squinted down at the note. It was written in the form of a riddle. She was
never good at cracking riddles. Their hidden meanings always gave her a
headache. “Would a king hide away from a weaker opponent? No. Asmodeus is smart
… really smart. He’s testing us with this, I’m sure of it. This note is a clue.
It means something … I … I just can’t figure it out.” 


“It
means we’re fools.”


Kara
ignored David as she focused on the note. She kept repeating the words over and
over again inside her head until she chanted them. The truth. What was the
truth? Your love for the monkeys has blinded you from the truth. And
then it hit her.


Kara’s
face paled. “David. I know what it means.”


David
whipped his head around and stared at her with wide eyes. “So … tell me? What’s
the dumbass trying to tell us?”


Kara
crumbled the note in her hand. She stared at the floor for a moment, as though
preparing herself for what she was about to say. “It means … he was never after
the mortal world. The attack on the mortal world was just a diversion.” 


Kara
watched the realization flicker across David’s face. She knew he thought she was
right. “Think about it. He hates mortals. Why would he want to control a world
filled with so-called monkeys? That’s something he never wanted. He’s been
planning this all along.” Kara met David’s eyes. 


“He’s
going after Horizon.”


 











Chapter 11


The 8th Plane


 


 


David’s eyes were cold and
determined. “We have to warn them.” He secured his blade inside his jacket. “We
have to move fast, Kara. I saw a creek not too far away from the castle. Let’s
move.”


Kara
only nodded, still numb with the truth of what she had discovered. It was the
truth. As soon as the words had escaped her lips, she knew it was true. She
shivered. Her dear father was going after Horizon.


They
ran back through the tunnels and out through the east side of the castle,
faster than Kara would have imagined possible. The M-5 suits proved themselves
yet again. The sky was a dark brown, and Kara instantly knew without looking at
her watch that they had taken up their full hour. Gabriel had warned them to be
back within an hour. Jenny and Peter were probably already back from their
mission by now. Most probably they’d announced that their location was a
decoy—and had been left wondering if Kara’s and David’s was the real deal. No
one would have suspected that Horizon was the real target. Asmodeus had played
his cards right. The question was: when did he plan on striking?


They
galloped across the main grounds, and Kara soon heard the soft rush of the
creek. Most of the Legion’s guardians were out in the mortal world, saving
lives. They had left Horizon unprotected. It would be an easy target. The
father she hated had come up with a brilliant plan. It would be a massacre. The
Legion would have to call in all the troops and ready themselves for an attack.
She had to warn them. Time was running out.


Kara’s
mind raced faster than her legs. Gabriel would know what to do. They had to
reach him first.


“There’s
the creek!” Kara heard David call up ahead.


The
stream rushed down purposely, as if commanding them to make haste.


David
grabbed Kara’s hand and squeezed. “Ready?”


Kara
squeezed back gently. “Ready.”


Together
they leaped into the air and landed with a loud splash in the icy spring
waters.


 


Kara
opened her eyes moments later.


 A
grey haze masked her vision. She blinked several times. She shivered and looked
around. Fog lingered waist high above the ground. A thinner mist stirred slowly
from above like moving clouds. It was everywhere. There was no sky, and no sun.
The fog appeared to go on forever. 


She
looked down. Fog coiled around her legs like snakes. Through the vapors, her
feet pressed down against grey concrete floors. She remembered having a dream
like this once, where she stood alone and lost in a vast field of rolling fog.
A strange metallic smell lingered in the air. 


Something
felt wrong to Kara. She was definitely not in an elevator, so where the heck
was she? She had always found herself in one of the elevators with a snotty
primate when she had jumped back from a mission. But there was no primate to
greet her this time, just a field of fog. How did she get here?


She
remembered David’s handsome face. She remembered jumping into the creek with
him moments ago. She couldn’t see David anywhere. 


“David!
David, where are you?”


No
reply. 


Panicked,
Kara ran blindly into the wall of fog calling out David’s name but just an
eerie echo answered her. Strange, she thought. She stopped running and
flailed her arms in the fog, searching for David or anything solid. She cursed
the mist. 


A
dull thud came from far in the distance. Kara strained her eyes to see through
the mist. It was no use. It was like trying to see with a blanket over your
face. Kara’s chest ached. Where was she? And what had happened to David? 


She
heard a tapping sound. It sounded like footsteps. They were coming towards her.
She couldn’t see. Who or what was coming towards her? The footsteps became
louder. She remembered that she still carried one of David’s soul blades, and
she pulled it out. She waved the blade easily in her hand. No matter what was
coming, she was going to put up a fight.


The
wall of mist separated. 


“Kara!
Thank god.” David’s worried expression faded into one of intense relief. He
rushed up to Kara and wrapped his arms around her. He squeezed her tenderly.


While
she enjoyed being held by David, she pushed him back gently. “David, what
happened? What is this place?”


David
shook his head. “I have no freaking idea,” he said warily. “Never been here
before.”


“Why
didn’t we make the leap to the elevators?” Kara looked around again, hoping to
see the disapproving glare of one of the primates. But there was only fog,
spread out as far as the eye could see.


“Something
must have happened to disrupt our transition.” David’s face was tense. “I don’t
know where we are, but I know we’re not in Horizon.” David turned to Kara. “Is
this the Netherworld?”


“No.”
Kara shrugged as she remembered the demon realm. Evil lurked in the shadows
there, and voices had called out to her. She’d had an eerie feeling of
malevolence following her in the Netherworld. She shook off the memory. “Trust
me, the demon realm is foul—really foul. This … this feels … empty.”


“Well,
it’s not exactly helping our cause.” David paced, his face pulled tight. “If
there’s a way in—there’s got to be a way out. We just have to find it.”


Kara
nodded. “You’re right. We landed here somehow. There has to be a way out of
this miserable fog.” She whirled around on the spot. “Where do we start?
Everywhere looks the same.”


David
glanced ahead. “Let’s go this way.” He pointed straight ahead. “Looks like the
fog is clearing up. It might lead us somewhere.”


Kara
followed David closely, for fear of losing him in the thick mist. 


A
dark figure materialized before them.


Kara
tensed and brandished her weapon. She watched David doing the same in the
corner of her eye. They stood together, side-by-side, and waited.


The
fog lifted, and the silhouette of a tall man glided towards them. He wore a
long black robe that rippled behind him as he neared. A rope belt was tied
around his waist, from which dangled a set of keys. She could hear the slight clang
of them as he neared, but no footsteps. It was as though he floated. A hood
kept his face in shadow, and when he got closer, Kara saw that he had no face.
Kara shivered involuntarily—it looked demonic to her.


David
stepped forward and waved his blade, a smile on his lips. “I wouldn’t come any
closer—monk—unless you’re looking to meet your maker.”


The
being stood still, as though it was studying them. After a moment it spoke. “I
am the Keeper,” said the creature, and Kara wondered how it could form a voice
without a mouth to articulate words. The voice was hoarse and high pitched.
Kara thought perhaps the Keeper was female. A very ugly female, she thought.


David
cocked his head, but didn’t lower his blade. “Keeper? Never heard of you. What
kind of demon are you, Keeper? Keeper of souls? Keeper of little children?”


The
Keeper shook its head. “I am not a demon, but a supernatural entity, like you.”


“You’re
nothing like us.” David glared at the creature. “Where are we, Keeper? And
don’t try any of your demon tricks.”


The
Keeper raised its arms before them. White skeletal hands appeared beneath rolls
of sleeves. Thin translucent skin was stretched over the bones. “You are in the
eighth plane. And I am its Keeper.”


Kara
leaned closer and grabbed a fist full of David’s jacket. She whispered in his
ear. “What’s the eighth plane?” David shook his head and shrugged. Fear nipped
the back of Kara’s mind. But there was no time or place for fear. Her priority
was to get the crucial information to the Legion, before Asmodeus attacked.


Uncertainty
spread over David’s face. “We’ve never heard of the eighth plane. Tell me,
Keeper. How did we get here?”


The
Keeper tilted its head to the side. “Just like all the other spirits before you
… your supernatural bodies passed through the veil … and entered the eighth
plane.”


Kara
didn’t like that answer, and she was in no mood for more riddles. She thought
she might have better luck with this creature than David did.


“Okay,
so tell me. What is the eighth plane, Keeper?” asked Kara.


The
Keeper folded its skeletal hands calmly before it. “The eighth plane is a realm
for spirits that have lost their way. It is a place of refuge, a gathering. It
is nowhere and everywhere at once.”


It
was Kara’s time to step forward. She shook her head. “Wait a minute. So you’re
saying our spirits got lost? We got lost on the way back to Horizon?”


“Yes.”
The Keeper bowed its head lightly, and Kara thought it looked sad for a moment.
“Unfortunately, your spirits couldn’t reach Horizon. And so they have passed
through the veil to the eighth plane.”


“But
how is that even possible?” David asked, and Kara could hear the frustration in
his voice. She felt her own irritation rise. “Spirits can’t get lost. There’s
no such thing as the eighth plane. You’re lying. You’re trying to trick us,
demon! Tell us where we really are … are we in some demon realm?”


The
Keeper stood quietly for a moment before answering. Kara noticed its fingers
twitch, and she wondered if it was getting nervous. Only liars get nervous. 


“I
am not trying to trick you,” continued the Keeper. “I am no demon trickster …
but the Keeper of the eighth plane. I’m afraid the doorways to Horizon have
been closed.”


Kara
flinched. This couldn’t be happening—not when the Legion’s survival depended on
them. She took a step forward toward the Keeper. She pointed to the creature
with a trembling finger. “What do you mean by closed? How can they be
closed? That’s impossible!”


“There
is an imbalance in the planes.” The Keeper looked up into the endless fog, and
Kara wondered where his eyes would be on that milky face. 


“Something
is happening in our spirit world at this very moment. This anomaly somehow has
caused a fracture in the planes. That is why your bodies have come here … to
the eighth plane.”


Panic
ate through Kara, like acid eating through metal. “What anomaly? What fractured
the planes?” Her father’s image echoed in her mind. She tightened her grip on
her blade. 


“Only
something of great power could tear a hole in the veil,” answered the Keeper.
“We are … unsure of its origin … we do not know where the source of this power
comes from, but we are certain of the damage it has caused to our world.”


Kara
exchanged a look with David. She could tell by the look he gave her that they
both agreed as to where this source came from, and who the source was. They had
already wasted too much time speaking to the faceless Keeper. They needed to
get out, and fast.


“There’ll
be more damage soon if you don’t send us back quickly,” pressed Kara. “We need
to leave, and we need to leave right now. We have to warn them!”


The
Keeper shook its head sadly. “I am sorry, but I cannot.”


Kara’s
temper rose, and before David could interject, she cut him off. “You must! You
don’t understand. There is going to be a huge war. Angels are going to be
killed. You have to send us back—now!”


“I’m
sorry,” repeated the Keeper, its voice gentle. “Once your spirit has entered
the eighth plane, it can never go back. It will remain here … forever.”


 


 


 











Chapter 12


On stage 


 


 


“This can’t be happening!”
Kara hit her head in frustration and stomped her feet. “There’s got to be a
way, there has to be! We can’t stay here—we need to get back to Horizon, this
instant!”


“I
am truly, sorry.” The Keeper lowered its head. It seemed to reflect for a
moment. “You will find the eighth plane quite agreeable. This is merely a small
portion of the plane. It can be … quite beautiful, in its own way.”


Kara
grabbed David’s arm and turned him around. “David. We can’t stay here! We have
to warn the Legion.” She fought to control her trembling, and squeezed his arm
harder than she wanted.


David
raked his fingers in his hair and yelled out in frustration. “Keeper. Tells us
how to get out! There’s a way in, so there must be a way out.”


The
Keeper just shook its head and didn’t answer. Its face was expressionless and
Kara wondered if it were laughing at them right now, hidden behind its white
mask of a face. Perhaps this was a trickster demon who played with their
emotions and deliberately kept their escape a secret.


Demon
or not, she couldn’t stay here and let her soul wither away while Horizon died.
She had to do something. She was desperate. 


With
desperation, come desperate actions. Kara held her blade with trembling hands.
She walked up to the Keeper and pointed her blade towards its face. “Tells us
how to leave, or it’s going to get ugly.” She sighed loudly. “I’m not going to
ask you again.”


The
Keeper took a step back, its body twisted in an unnatural way. It lifted its
skeletal arms in a plea. “You cannot be serious. I am only a messenger. I do
not make the rules. Please put down your weapon.” 


“I
don’t care who makes the rules!” Kara moved toward the creature, she wasn’t
sure what she was about to do, but she had to do something. “You know how to
get out of here—tell us! Tell us now, or I’m going to cut you up!” She mimicked
the movement with her arm.


The
Keeper retreated. It tripped on its own robe, and nearly fell. It caught itself
just in time and straightened. “Please! I am no threat. Please don’t hurt me.
I’m defenseless. I am only the messenger—”


With
her anger about to explode, Kara grabbed the Keeper’s arm and yanked it
forward—


The
arm came apart. 


Kara
stared stupidly at a plastic skeletal arm. It looked like Max, the mascot
skeleton from her high school’s biology class. Kara pursed her lips into a thin
line. She turned to the Keeper, grabbed a handful of its robe, and kicked it in
the stomach.


Two
tiny men spilled out from under the cloth. They hit the ground and rolled to a
stop. Scrambling, they got to their feet and backed away from Kara, the whites
of their eyes showing. They wore simple overalls with white shirts. The taller
one had red curly hair that framed his pointy face. The other was balding, with
wisps of light brown hair floating off his head. They were middle-aged, with
neatly trimmed beards. Both were terrified. If Kara hadn’t been so angry, she
would have laughed. Instead, she growled like an animal.


“What
is the meaning of this?” She hissed and threw the robe to the ground. “You
better start explaining yourselves … or I will cut your little bodies into tiny
little pieces!”


One
of the small men flashed his teeth. He rubbed his hands together nervously.
“W—we were just having a little fun, that is all. We never dreamed angels could
get so … so violent.” He forced a smile again. His voice was unnaturally high
for a man his age, and Kara was sure this was the one who had done the talking.


“Yes.
Please forgive us,” said the other man who looked as though he was about to
cry. “We get bored you see, and we just wanted to have a little fun. It’s just
a show.”


Kara
heard David snort. Kara raised her eyebrows. She wasn’t impressed. This was no
laughing matter. She stood staring down at the tiny men, irritated to be part
of this charade. 


“What
show? And no more funny business.” 


“Yes
ma’am.” Both men bowed at the same time. After a moment, they lifted their arms
in the air and shouted. “Okay, boys and girls. Show’s over! Pack it up!”


The
ground shook beneath Kara’s feet and loud noises rang in her ears like cracks
of thunder. The fog dissipated. Giant white panels on wheels were pushed away
by tiny men and women in denim overalls. The endless heavens of the eighth
plane were transformed into a crowded warehouse. Kara recognized the three
large smoke machines that were being hauled away. She blinked into massive
spotlights. With a click, they turned off. She stood staring around her. This
was a set, she realized, with props and smoke machines. This was what the
little men had meant by a show. Kara and David had just been part of one. She
pursed her lips. It only made her angrier.


“Hey!
Wait a minute.” Kara went for the little man with the red hair and grabbed his
arm. She pulled him around to face her. “For your own good, I’m willing to
forget the fact that you just wasted our time with your ridiculous show—but you
better tell me the truth now. What is this place? What are we doing here?”


The
little man scratched the back of his neck. “Well, it’s as we told you before …
when we were in character. This is the eighth plane. And unfortunately,
no one is allowed to leave.”


“Not
allowed to leave?” David was becoming irritated, too. “Who says? Who’s in
charge here?” His blues eyes flashed dangerously.


 “Orders
from the High Council, that is. The archangel Uriel himself,” replied the other
tiny person in a voice even higher pitched, “says no one is to leave. Too
dangerous. Have to stay here.”


“Too
dangerous? But we have to leave. We can’t stay here!” Kara’s temper
flared. Things were just getting worse by the minute. She fought to control her
anger. She wanted to strangle the little guy.


“I’m
sorry, but you can’t. You’ll have to sit and wait with the rest of them.” The
little man turned and pointed in the direction of a large grey panel that
covered an entire wall. 


Another
man waddled over to the panel, put his weight into it, and pushed the panel as
it rolled away and folded onto itself. Kara stared at a back room packed with
angels. A flashing blue and red neon sign was nailed at the top. It read, Customer
service, now serving angels. Over a thousand guardian angels sat in small
metal chairs. They fidgeted nervously. Kara wondered how long they’d been
waiting in that room. She scanned the area for Jenny and Peter. They weren’t
there. She felt a pressure in her chest and prayed that they had made their way
back to Horizon safely.


“You
have to take a number and sit with the rest of them.” The man rolled up the
robe and flung it over his shoulder. “Lilly will take care of you.” He skipped
away, the black robe dragging on the floor behind him.


Kara
turned back and searched the room. A single desk of polished wood stood across
the room at the far right. A woman sat in a chair behind the desk. She wore a
black vest over a white blouse buttoned all the way to the neck. Her grey hair
was pulled back tightly in a bun that rested on the top of her head. Her pointy
face was pulled tight, and she wore a deep frown that dragged her forehead down
to the bridge of her nose. She reminded Kara of her fourth-grade teacher, Mrs.
Wiggins, whose frown and cruel face terrified the children. She suppressed a
chill.


To
Lilly’s right was a large red arrow secured on a tall metal stand with the
words, pick a number, pointed down. A large roll of numbers spilled to
the floor.


David
raised his brows. “This is the weirdest day I’ve ever had as a GA.”


“Let’s
just hope she can tell us how to get back. The longer we waste here, the
slimmer our chances are to reach the Legion in time before the demons strike.” 


David
shrugged. “You’re right. Well, let’s get to it.” He strode toward the desk,
pushing his way through the tight space. Kara followed him and looked around.
She didn’t recognize any of the faces. But they all had one thing in
common—they were frightened.


David
stood before the large red arrow and tore off a number. He stared at it for a
moment. He looked up at Kara and handed her the small piece of paper. 


Kara
seized the ticket. A bell rang, and a number appeared above the arrow:
eighty-four. She glanced down at her number, thirty-six thousand seven hundred
and ninety-nine. They would be stuck here for days. Kara watched the angel with
the number eighty-four walk up to the desk and hand the piece of paper to
Lilly. She took the number, crumbled it, and threw it in a waste paper basket
behind her without turning her head. Kara thought she looked annoyed. 


Kara
crumbled her own number and stormed towards the desk. The angel with number
eighty-four walked away. Kara took the opportunity, and as the bell rang for
the next number she was already standing in front of the desk.


Lilly
looked up from under the deep folds of her brows. “Number,” she said
impatiently and held out her hand. She waited.


 Kara
caught sight of David standing next to her. She handed Lilly her creased
number. She watched the old woman examine the piece of paper. Her eyebrows
rose, and the old woman’s face twisted in annoyance. 


“Can’t
you read? It says number eighty-five.” She pointed to the number above the red
arrow with a long crooked finger. “Sit,” she ordered, and dismissed Kara with a
flick of her hand. Kara clenched her jaw. This was going to be more difficult
than she expected. 


Kara
leaned over the desk, so that the other angels couldn’t hear. “Uh … Lilly?
Listen, we can’t wait here. We have urgent information for the Legion. My
partner and I must get to Horizon right now.” She hoped she didn’t sound too
disrespectful. She studied the woman’s face for any traces of contempt. There
weren’t any.


Lilly
stared at Kara without blinking. She smiled in amusement. “Do you have number
eighty-five?”


“No,
but—”


“Then
sit down!” 


Kara
flinched. How dare this woman speak to her like this? She clenched her
trembling fingers into fists. She wanted to punch her. She slammed her hand on
the desk. The boom echoed louder throughout the room than she would have
wanted. All the GAs were listening in.


“Listen,
lady,” hissed Kara, and she noticed David take a step back. “I don’t have time
for your attitude and stupidity!” Her voice carried through the room. “If you
don’t let us get back, the Legion will be destroyed! And it’ll be because of
you!” She pointed her finger inches from Lilly’s face. That seemed to anger the
woman.


Lilly
looked as though she had bitten into something bitter. Her eyes became tight
slits and Kara could hardly see the green in them anymore. 


Lilly
pushed back her chair and stood up. “Listen to me carefully, guardian. As I
have been explaining for the last five hours to the rest of your kin—,” she
waved her skinny arm in the direction of the angels sitting in the chairs, “you
cannot go back to Horizon. Something has broken the veil. All angels trying to
get back to Horizon from Earth will land here. The High Council has instructed
us to keep you here safely until they fix the problem. So you see, you cannot
go anywhere … no matter how much you raise your voice to me.”


Kara
glared down at the tiny woman. “This is exactly why we must go.” 


Kara
tried to calm the shaking in her voice. “There are things you don’t know …
don’t understand. Terrible things will happen if we don’t get in touch with the
Legion in time, you must believe us—”


“What
things?” Lilly crossed her arms over her chest. “What things, guardian?” she
repeated, a hint of concern in her commanding voice.


Kara
wondered if she should tell this old fool. She decided that she would and hoped
she would understand. “Asmodeus is planning an attack on Horizon. He used the
attacks on the mortal world as a diversion. We know it to be true. He’s also
probably causing this disruption in the veil.”


“With
all the angels gone to save mortal souls, plus the ones stuck here—he has a
great chance of succeeding.” 


David
stood by Kara. “This is very serious, Lilly.” David put on the charm. “We’re
not here to get you into any kind of trouble, I promise. We just need you to
help us get back.”


The
old woman stood motionless, her cold stare fixed on them both. For the moment
no one spoke. 


“If
we can’t get through to Horizon … then at least let us send them a message,”
pleaded David.


“You
can’t,” said Lilly through gritted teeth. “That’s not possible.”


“Surely
you can communicate with them? You just said they gave you orders to keep
everyone here—”


“No,
as I said … it’s not possible.”


“Why
not?” Kara heard the anger in David’s voice. He too was losing his patience
with the old woman.


Lilly
studied their faces for a minute. Her green eyes focused on Kara. “You are the
angel, Kara? Aren’t you?”


“Yes.”
Kara was running out of patience and time.


Lilly
fell back into her seat, and Kara thought she had paled. “If what you say is
true, then it is grave indeed. I had wondered why we had lost all communication
with Horizon. They can’t hear us anymore. We are unable to communicate with
them. No messages can get through anymore.”


Kara’s
eyes were level with Lilly’s. “Then let us through, let us get back.”


The
old woman stared into space. She looked up at the two of them and shook her
head. “It is too dangerous. Your angel bodies will die. I cannot be responsible
for your deaths.”


Kara
pressed her hands on the desk. “If you don’t let us go, you’ll be responsible
for a lot more than just two deaths.”


Lilly
shook her head again. She looked at them with sad eyes. “You don’t understand.
With the veil broken, it is too dangerous to travel back to Horizon. Your
supernatural bodies will burn and fall apart. Without vega, your bodies will
disintegrate into nothingness. You will die … the true death.”


Kara
refused to believe it. They hadn’t gone through all this mess to be told they
couldn’t reach Horizon. “Is there a chance that we might not? Is there a chance
we might survive?”


Lilly
didn’t answer. She only stared at her.


“Well,
is there?”


The
old woman closed her eyes. “Yes. There is a slight chance. A very slight chance
you might survive—”


“So
we’ll do it. We’ll take that chance.”


Lilly
stared at Kara, bewildered for a long moment. After a while she relaxed. She
seemed to have accepted Kara’s request. She stood up and called out.


“Rosy!
I need you to replace me for fifteen minutes.”


A
plump young woman with a tan skirt suit pushed her way through the crowd. Her
curly blond hair bounced from her shoulders as she went to busy herself with
the angel customers. Lilly made her way around her desk and gestured for Kara
and David to follow her.


She
led them out of the room and across the warehouse towards the back. They
followed her through a small corridor and down a few steps leading to a bottom
level. Kara couldn’t see anything through the darkness. Lilly climbed up a
ladder and flicked a switch. Immediately the room was bathed in a soft yellow
light. A large elevator shaft rose against the back wall. A metal gate was
secured before it. Kara heard a tinkle, and saw Lilly pull out a large set of
keys. She waddled over to the large elevator and stood up on her toes. She
jammed a key into an iron key hole and turned—


The
ground shook as light exploded from the key hole. The elevator was illuminated
in a blue light. Blue shards of light coiled around the elevator and went out.
The room stood still once again.


David
smiled. “Wow. What kind of elevator is this?” He walked across the room and
dragged his hand against the metal gate. “It looks ancient.”


“That’s
because it is.” Lilly grabbed hold of the gate and with great effort, she
pulled it across. Two solid metal doors stood before them. “This elevator was
one of the first built by the archangels, thousands of years ago. They stopped
using it because it had some defects. Angels would come back missing arms and
legs. It became too dangerous to let anyone use it. They then designed the EL20
models—the ones you’ve used, and forgot about this one. It hasn’t been used in
over five hundred years. It’s kept only for emergencies. I don’t even know if
it’ll work.”


Kara
pressed her hand against the doors. It was cool. “Well, this is definitely an
emergency—”


The
doors creaked, and slid open. Kara jumped back in alarm.


Beyond
the doors was a large compartment. The walls were metal and the floor was
crooked slabs of concrete. It wasn’t nearly as fancy as the elevators Kara was
used to. But this wasn’t the time to get picky. Kara made up her mind and
stepped into the elevator. David stepped in beside her. She looked around.
Smooth metal walls surrounded them. There were no buttons anywhere. Kara
thought it strange that there was no control panel.


Lilly
grabbed the metal gate and pulled it across them on the other side. She stepped
back and watched them with a worried expression.


“How
do we know where the elevator is going?” asked Kara, with her hand on the wall
where the control panel ought to be.


Lilly
forced a smile. “You don’t. If you survive the journey, it’ll take you to
Horizon. But where, is beyond me.”


“Great,”
mumbled Kara.


“Safe
journey back. Best of luck.” She leaned over and pressed her finger on a panel
on the exterior wall.


With
a loud screeching noise the doors jerked and slid slowly across the front.
David squeezed her hand in his. She looked into his blue eyes and returned his
squeeze. David was as terrified as she was.


The
elevator jerked to life. She felt pressure pulling her in every direction. The
pulling increased, and she felt as though her body would rip apart. She hung
onto David desperately. What have they gotten themselves into? David’s body
shook, and she felt hers move. Kara yelled in surprise. David’s body suddenly
disappeared. It reappeared a second later, but it was transparent. She could
see the metal wall through him, as though she was looking through a heat wave.
She looked down. Her lower body and legs were a white mist. Was this the end?
Another wave of pain attacked. Kara let out a cry. She shook uncontrollably.
She felt as though she was in a blender. She knew her body was breaking. They
were going to die.


She
looked at David’s body. She had to concentrate hard to see him. He was almost
completely invisible. She could make out pain on his face. Suddenly, miniscule
pieces of his body started to detach themselves. He was coming apart. Panicked,
Kara pressed her body against his, hoping to hold him together. Her arms were
breaking apart too. Kara shook. She wouldn’t let them die.


Kara
used the only power she had left. She let all her anger flare inside her. She
felt the elemental power answering her call. She willed it forward, and grasped
it. Her vision exploded in golden hues. A golden light danced at the tip of her
fingers. She gently pressed against David’s shoulders and golden beams coiled
in and around them as they stood. Soon their bodies radiated a brilliant golden
color. She could finally see David’s face more clearly. He was frightened, but
he managed a smile. Kara thought he looked beautiful highlighted in gold. Her
plan seemed to be working. Their bodies were staying intact. 


There
was a sudden loud crack. Kara and David were thrown to the ground. The bond
with the elemental power was broken. Kara sensed the elevator had stopped
moving. She pushed herself up on her elbows as the doors slid open.


Loud
wails sounded all around them. Blasts of red and white illuminated the sky. The
smell of smoke entered the elevator. Kara blinked through a heavy grey haze.
The vast desert in Operations was in flames. The tents were on fire. Sounds of
battle were everywhere.


The
war had already begun. They were too late.


 











 Chapter 13


A war of Angels


 


 


“Kara! Let’s move!”


But
Kara’s body wouldn’t budge. She stood frozen in place, staring out onto a
massacre. The normal blue skies of Operations were dark and covered in a grey
haze of smoke. Flickering embers rained down from the skies and blanketed the
desert in a blanket of flames. Everywhere she looked angels were being ripped
to pieces, their bodies evaporating into showers of brilliant crystals. A
thunderous boom resonated around them. Black lightning from the sky hit several
angels. Their bodies exploded and were swept away in the fiery sand storm.


“Kara!”
David pulled Kara out of the elevator by force. She snapped out of frozen
trance and stumbled along. A deafening crash shook the ground. Kara felt a
sudden sharp pain at her side. She fell to her knees and turned around. A
mountain of concrete rubble was all that was left of the monumental elevator.
Fire and smoke rose in streaks from its broken shell.


David
pulled Kara to her feet and dragged her with him in a run. Powerful winds
slapped her face. A flurry of sand scratched her eyes. Kara made her eyes into
slits and tried to see through the oncoming sand storm. Her foot caught on
something, and she nearly fell. She regained her balance and looked at what
made her trip. The fur of a dead chimpanzee who had been covered in blankets of
sand rippled in the strong winds. She recognized his face—Chimp 5M51. She
wanted to scream.


 After
a moment, she felt David’s presence beside her. He looked horrified. She
followed his gaze.


Out
in the distance, piles of metal and wood sprouted from the desert like
fractured bones from a ruptured abdomen. Remnants of the elevators and their
operators were spread out for miles. Some were ablaze, while others lay in
silent piles of rubble. She understood now why they couldn’t access Horizon as
they had before. The demons had destroyed the elevators and killed the
operators. Then she caught a glimpse of some terrified black and brown primates
hiding behind boulders. She prayed the demons would overlook them.


A
distant laugh caught Kara’s attention. She looked up into the darkened skies.
Massive wings cut through clouds of smoke and beat the skies above her. A
two-legged creature with a long snake-like body and reptilian head banked
easily through the clouds. A long, sharply pointed tail rippled behind it. Its
body was covered in yellow and red flames, and somehow Kara could see through
it. The demon swooped towards the battlefield. It glided through clouds of
smoke and dove suddenly towards a group of guardians. A figure was riding the
demon. His wicked laugh caused a chill to roll up Kara’s spine. She recognized
Asmodeus. He sat upon the beast, his blood-red suit rippled in the wind. His
arms were raised in the air. Black lighting from his hands struck the angels
below. Kara knew they didn’t stand a chance. He was merciless. With a sharp
popping sound, their bodies exploded in a blur of white dust.


Asmodeus
roared in laughter. She watched him raise his arms again. Black electricity
blasted out of his hands and struck the ground. A tremor passed under Kara’s
feet. The ground shook and the desert was split by a crevice that extended out
of sight beyond the red hills. 


Kara
couldn’t see a bottom, and she watched in horror as hundreds of angels fell
wailing down into the abyss. 


 David
pulled her into a run with him. Kara held on tightly to David’s hand, afraid to
let go. His soul blade was brandished in front of him. 


A
shadow covered the ground—the eagles. The guardians of Tartarus dove through
the blackened skies like missiles. They ploughed through a horde of demons and
ripped them apart easily with their razor-sharp talons. Demons wailed as the
eagles tore out their innards and crushed their skulls with their feet. 


A
massive demon with large fly-like wings charged at the eagles. It grabbed one
by the neck with its large maw. Kara heard a snap. The eagle fell limply to the
ground. More insect-like demons took to the skies and launched another attack.
Large golden feathers rained down on Kara and David as the eagles wrestled
against the new breeds from the Netherworld. The sky was alive with the
horrifying sounds of flesh being ripped apart. Kara feared for the eagles. 


“Kara,
we have to move! We can’t stay here.” David yelled over the howling winds and
the wails of the eagles and demons.


Kara
wiped the hair from her eyes. “I know … but where are we going?”


“I
don’t know. Let’s keep moving until we find someplace safe. We’re going to get
killed if we stay here. Come on—” David urged her on.


Kara’s
feet sank into the red sand as she sprinted down a gully behind David. The
sounds of battle blasted into their ears from every direction as they ran,
urging them on. The horror of it all pained her. She had failed to warn the
Legion before the attacks. What would happen to them?


A
fleet of guardians appeared before them a hundred feet away. They formed a
strong line above a rise. Forty sturdy men and women, all clad in armor, waited
to do battle. Their long silver swords and daggers hung at their sides. Kara
saw bows strapped across a few of the women’s shoulders. Some also carried
glowing red and white orbs in their hands. Kara immediately recognized them as
the firestones and moonstones. They showed no fear. These were the real
warriors, Kara told herself. They were ageless, experienced soldiers ready to
fight till the true death. 


Movement
caught Kara’s eye. She turned.


Ten
higher demons walked casually in the red sand. Their identical faces bore no
expression. Black smoke coiled around their death blades and rose around their
arms. Kara found it strange how clean their grey suits appeared, considering
the dirt and smoke everywhere. Their clothes showed no traces of a struggle.


The
demons reached the bottom of the hill. Kara heard someone call out an order,
and the angels’ line broke in half. She watched as the guardians stormed down
to meet the higher demons head on. A young guardian about her age ran with her
blade held out before her. Long red hair spilled out behind her as she ran. She
launched herself at the nearest demon. With her arm held high, she leaped into
the air and brought her blade down in a long curving arc, aimed at his neck.
Kara was sure she had him. There was a sudden blur, and the young woman
screamed. Kara caught a glimpse of a blade landing in the sand. The higher
demon’s blade was impaled in her abdomen. With a flash, he forced the blade
down like cutting through a loaf of bread, and pulled her apart with his hands,
as though she was nothing but paper. Her body plopped to the floor in two
severed pieces. Kara watched in horror as the demon crouched down and ingested
the angel’s soul. It shivered in delight as it rose.


The
murder of their fellow soldier didn’t slow down the rest of the fleet. They
attacked hard, and with everything they had. Screams and the sounds of metal
hitting metal rose up around them. A soul blade punctured the back of an
unsuspecting higher demon. It cried out and reached behind its back trying to
free itself from the pain. With its attention disrupted momentarily, another
angel skewered it with its blade, followed by another, and then another.
Finally, the higher demon fell to its knees. It smiled. It took its own blade
and slashed it across its neck. The body rose up in black flames and soon
disintegrated into a pile of dust which the wind blew away. Kara had never seen
a higher demon die before. She felt satisfied and disgusted at the same time.
But that was the only one. The remaining nine had killed the guardians. Their
bodies were spread out on the ground, soulless and empty.


Kara
heard another battle cry. The last of the angels charged. Kara winced at how
easily they lost their lives. The angels fought back with everything they had,
but they were no match for the higher demons. She had to do something. She felt
herself lean forward—


“What
do you think you’re doing?” David pulled Kara towards him. “You can’t do
anything for them now. It’s too late. We have to get out of here!”


Kara
shook her head and tried to pull free from David’s iron grip. “I have to! This
is my fault. I have to save them! I can’t just stand here and watch while they
all get killed. Let me go!”


“No.
It’s suicide. I won’t let you!”


Kara’s
anger flared inside her. “Let go of me, David!” 


She
yanked her arm free. “We have to do something!” 


Before
David knew what she was doing, Kara pushed him hard and stole his soul blade.
She ran before he could stop her. She heard him call out her name a few times,
but then his voice was lost in the sounds of battle.


She
let her fury loose, recalling all the deaths of the innocent mortals and
angels. Come, urged Kara. She felt the tingle of power scurrying through
her. She felt it come alive and surge down to her fingertips. It wrapped around
her like a warm blanket. Kara embraced it. She felt the wild elemental energy
fueling itself on her hatred for what the demons had done to Horizon, and on
her hatred of what Asmodeus had done to her. 


A
demon nearby severed a guardian’s head and laughed as it kicked it like a ball.
Kara rushed towards the demon, her blade ready, and her elemental’s golden
power dancing on her fingertips. She reached out—


A
sting exploded in her back. Pain was immediate and overwhelming. She cried out
and tumbled to the ground on her knees. 


Laughs
echoed all around her. 


She
reached behind her and felt three handles. She knew instantly that they were
death blades. Her hand burned as she wrapped it around a handle and pulled it
free from her back. She tossed the blade and reached out for another—


Something
kicked her in the face. Kara went sprawling to the ground. She could feel the
blades’ poison spread through her, eating at her core like acid. Black vapors
coiled around her body. She had to get them out soon or she would die.


“Well,
well, well. What do we have here?”


Kara
blinked through a gust of sand. A higher demon stood above her. Its white skin
wrinkled into a devilish grin. Its black bottomless eyes mocked her.


“Thought
you could use that power of yours, did you?” 


The
higher demon laughed, and Kara cursed her own stupidity. 


“I
think it’s time to put an end to the famous Kara Nightingale. My lord has had
enough of your … interruptions. You cannot escape from your true death, my
dear. Your special powers cannot save you now.” 


The
demon drew another death blade. He licked the blade and grinned. In a flash, he
threw the blade towards Kara’s face—


Something
silver caught the death blade in midair and deflected it to the side. Another
flash of silver and a series of sharp noises—she heard a scream, and a silver
blade punctured through the back of the demon’s head and came out through its
eye socket. 


A
figure in black flew over Kara and landed before the wailing demon. With one
strike, the figure beheaded the demon. Kara watched as the head hit the ground
with a thump. The demon’s body went up in black flames as the other demon’s
had, and it dissolved into a cloud of black dust.


Kara
felt a pressure on her back, and then a release. She knew instantly the blades
had been removed. She rolled over. 


The
figure behind her was slightly built and dressed like a CDD field agent with
black pants and top. Kara figured she was female. Soul blades were secured in
leather sheaths tied around her thighs and ankles. Her long black hair was pulled
back into a tight braid. 


The
guardian turned around and kneeled before Kara. She spoke with concern and
urgency.


“Kara!
What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be on the 8th plane and
safe.”


Kara
couldn’t speak. 


She
stared into big brown eyes like her own. Even wrinkled in worry, the face was
smooth and uncommonly beautiful. Her naturally red lips were pursed tight. 


Finally,
Kara found her voice. 


“Mom?”











Chapter 14


On the move


 


 


“Mom!” Kara screamed. She
jumped to her feet and wrapped her arms around her mother. 


Her
mother squeezed back, but released Kara gently. “Kara, how did you get through?
The demons destroyed the elevators—the connections are lost—any chance of
traveling back and forth from the mortal world is impossible. How is it that you
are standing here?” 


Kara’s
mother looked over her shoulder nervously. They couldn’t stand here for much
longer.


“We
took an elevator from the eighth plane.” By her mother’s bewildered expression
Kara knew she had to explain a little further. “It was an old elevator, a
really old one—built thousands of years ago. And Lilly let us use it to get
here.”


Her
mother shook her head. “But your bodies would have been ripped apart? It’s
impossible—”


“It
was a risk, we knew, but we were determined to warn the Legion. We figured out
what Asmodeus was planning … part of what’s happening is my fault. I had
to warn the Legion.”


“But
how, Kara? How are you responsible for this?”


 Kara
looked at her boots. “I’m not like you and the others, mom. I’m different. And
I used that part that’s different.” She looked up and met her mother’s eyes. “I
used my elemental part to keep us together on the elevator. It worked.”


“Who’s
us? Who’s with you?” Kara’s mother looked over her shoulder again.


Kara
sighed. “My friend David. He was with me when we landed in the eighth plane. We
came here together.”


“That
was reckless, Kara,” said her mother, her voice suddenly hard. “You could have
died … and David too.”


Kara
looked at her fingers. “I know. But we didn’t. We thought we had enough time to
get to Horizon before the attacks started … guess we were wrong.”


“It’s
okay, my darling girl,” said her mother gently. “You did what you did because
you felt it was the right thing to do. It was crazy—but I understand why you
did it. I probably would have done the same.”


Kara
gazed into her mother’s face. She felt so many emotions at once. Her mother’s
soul had survived. She was safe, and standing before her as a guardian angel.
Questions filled her mind. She wanted to know about her mother’s life as a
guardian, how it felt. But mostly, Kara wanted to know how her mother could
have fallen in love with Asmodeus. 


“Mom … how could you
fall—”


“Kara!”
David rushed towards them. “Are you crazy? What’s the matter with you?” He
pushed himself between them. His voice was loud with anger, but his eyes were
soft with concern. “You could have been killed!” His face was inches from
Kara’s. Her mother raised her eyebrows and looked over at Kara with the hint of
a smile on her lips.


Kara
took a step back and raised her arms. “Well, I’m fine, as you see. Thanks to
Danielle, my mother.”


“Your
mother?” David stared open-mouthed at Kara’s mother. His eyes moved up and
down, inspecting every inch of her body. At last, David raised an eyebrow. “You
never told me she was a babe—ow!” 


 Kara’s
mother grabbed them both by the elbows and turned them towards her. 


“Now
listen, both of you. We can’t stay here. We’re sitting ducks if we stay in
Operations.” She looked over her shoulder and spoke with more urgency. “Michael
and Gabriel have moved what remains of the Legion to level three, Miracles
Division. The demons haven’t been able to break through the mountain … for the
moment. But it won’t last forever. For the time being, it’s headquarters.
Missions are being deployed from there. I’ll explain things more in detail once
we’re safe.” 


Danielle
passed soul blades to both of them. “Take these. Let’s go kids.”


Kara
watched her mother sprint over flaming debris and ran to catch up to her. For a
woman in her early forties, she moved faster than Kara and David. Goes to show
that mortality has no effect in Horizon, Kara thought to herself. Age has no
meaning here.


The
trio ran side by side, up and down the sandy slopes. The skies had become
darker. Black clouds raced across the remaining grey sky, sucking out the
light. Soon all would be consumed in darkness. Kara wondered if her mother knew
where she was leading them. From what Kara could see between the sand and the
ashes, there were only more rolling hills ahead of them and out into the
distance. 


A
deafening wail rose up around them. Danielle lifted her hand and motioned for
them to lie low. Kara kneeled beside her mother. She felt David on her right.
Kara peered out into the dark desert. A twister of sand and ashes rolled across
the dunes. She couldn’t see beyond the thick windstorm. 


A
shadow moved about two hundred feet in front of them. Kara strained to see. The
thing was massive and low to the ground. The creature squatted and tilted its
head, as if it were following a scent in the air. Its four legs carried a body
covered in sharp spikes from head to tail. It took no heed of the three of them
as it scuttled on. Grunts escaped the creature, low at first, and then it
howled. Suddenly the demon charged. Kara lifted her head to see what the demon
was about to assault. An elevator shaft stood above a mound of sand with its
doors open. The operator cowered in a corner. He covered his head with his
hands. Kara could see him shaking with fear. The demon galloped towards him,
slashing at the ground as it ran.


Kara
stood up—


Suddenly,
a beam of white light flared and caught the demon in the chest. The creature
wailed and was thrown back a hundred feet. It landed hard on the ground and
skidded to a stop, its body coated in red sand. After a second, the creature
struggled to its feet. Its body sizzled and popped, and Kara saw scorched flesh
fall to the ground. The wind carried the smell of burnt flesh. The demon limped
towards the elevator. It opened its large maw in an angry deafening roar.


Another
beam of light hit the demon. The creature was hoisted in the air and hovered
for a moment. A cry escaped the creature as it fell limply to the ground. It
didn’t move again.


“Take
that, you beast!” An oracle rolled into view. His giant crystal blazed in white
flames, illuminating the oracle and the sand around him in a circle of bright
light. He stood on his crystal ball, hands on his hips. He raised his fist.
“There’s plenty more where that came from!”


“Come
on.” Danielle led Kara and David towards the elevator. The oracle spotted them,
and rolled his crystal ball with his feet to meet them. He looked relieved to
see them.


“Thank
you, oracle,” said Danielle. She bowed her head slightly. Her long braid rolled
off her back and dangled by the side of her face. “You have no idea how much
you’ve helped. Without this elevator, we can’t reach the other levels. I think
this may be one of the last working elevators.”


The
oracle seemed pleased with the compliment. “We oracles might be ancient, but
there’s still a fighter in each of us. We won’t let our world be infected by
filthy demons.” He rolled his beard around his fingers nervously.


“Kara...David...quickly
now.” Danielle shot a quick glance around the desert before hopping inside the
elevator. “There’s not much time. We must go. Now!”


Kara
thanked the oracle and followed her mother inside the elevator. She leaned
against the polished wood panels, her mind racing. A musty smell lingered in
the air, just as she remembered. David pressed his back against the back panel
next to her. Their eyes met. David gave her a reassuring smile. Kara didn’t
smile back.


“Level
three, please. Miracles Division, and hurry,” called Danielle.


Kara
heard a whimper and looked down. The elevator’s operator was huddled into a
tight ball near the bottom right corner of the control panel. His black fur
glistened as he shivered. He looked up at her. His brown eyes were wide and
wet. Kara heard clinking sounds, and she realized it came from his chattering
teeth. The poor creature was terrified. He reminded her of chimp 5M51, only
slightly smaller. Before she knew what she was doing, she knelt down beside
him. She reached out and stroked him gently on the arm.


“You’re
safe now. It’s going to be okay. What’s your name?” 


She
felt sorry for the chimp. No creature deserved this, especially the primates.
They weren’t trained fighters. This was unknown territory to them. “We need for
you to be strong now. We need to get to level three. Can you do that for us?”
She knew she could just press the button herself, but helping this poor
creature made her feel better, even if it was briefly. 


The
chimp blinked up at Kara. And for a while, he didn’t move. And then he spoke.
“Ch—chimp 2M24.” Slowly, the chimp rose to his feet. He stood about as tall as
Kara’s middle. Although still shaking, he looked more in control of his fears.
He lifted a shaking finger, and pressed the number three button on the control
panel. 


“Level
three! Miracles Division,” said the chimp. The doors slid shut. Chimp 2M24
slumped against the wall, relieved. 


With
a jolt, the elevator came to life. Kara felt pressure on her head and shoulders
as they lifted to a higher level. She wondered what to expect once the doors
opened. Would they be in the heart of another battle?


There
was a sudden violent jerk, and Kara and the others were thrown against the
opposite wall. Kara reached out and held on to David. She feared they wouldn’t
make it to the next level. Surprisingly, the doors opened, and Kara stared out
onto a beautiful lush green valley.


Danielle
was the first one out, followed by David. Kara stood by the door and looked
down at the chimp. He was still shivering, but he looked more composed. Kara
thanked him and jumped out.


“Let’s
hurry. We don’t know what lurks in the forest.” Danielle drew out a blade. It
gleamed in the sun and reflected golden streaks on her face. “Many have died
protecting the mountain. We can’t linger here. Come on.”


Kara
and David exchanged a look and took off after her. 


Miracles
Division was just as beautiful as Kara remembered. She looked up into the
scarlet and orange sky that topped the thick forest. A light breeze carried the
smell of pine trees and damp earth. Something caught her eye. A guardian leaned
against a large tree, his body hidden in the shadows. He gave a nod as they
rushed passed him. Kara noticed many others, well hidden in the dense forest.
They wore long green cloaks, and Kara thought they looked like wood elves.


Kara
followed the others up a dirt path. Soon the forest cleared, and she looked out
across a valley to a mountain that rose high above and was lost in the clouds.
At a run, they reached the base of the mountain within minutes. Black marks
scorched the stone walls of the buildings that lined the main entry. Smoke
coiled up and around the front. A large group of oracles and guardian angels
poured water on small fires around the base of the buildings.


Danielle
led them through a jungle of winding and turning walkways to a large wooden
door. She pushed it open and walked through. They stood on the threshold of a
large chamber. Sunlight spilled through square openings at the top. Kara
recognized it instantly as one of the many healing chambers. A dozen guardian
angels in blue lab coats worked feverishly mixing and measuring elements in
glass containers. There was a sudden cry of alarm. One of the guardians ran
past Kara holding up a glass bottle of orange liquid and dashed out the door.
It looked a lot like the orange sticky substance from the Healing-Xpress.


Two
exceptionally large men sat at a wooden table at the far end of the chamber.
Their heads were bent in conversation and a bundle wrapped in a shiny golden
cloth lay on the table. They pushed back their chairs and stood as the group
entered. Kara recognized them immediately. The archangel Michael stood a head
taller than Gabriel; his silky brown hair framed his perfectly chiseled face.
He wore a silver and golden robe that hung snuggly around his muscular
shoulders. He looked puzzled. Clearly he felt like her mother—Kara and David
weren’t supposed to be here. His hazel eyes were fixed upon Kara. She looked
away.


A
beautiful Asian-looking woman, draped in white linen with jet-black hair that
spilled all the way down her back, rushed towards them with her arms
outstretched.


“Kara!
David! What in the souls are you doing here?” The archangel Raphael grabbed
David and Kara and squeezed them tightly against her. Kara was sure David was
enjoying this. He always acted strangely when the stunning Raphael was in the
same room. Finally she let them go. Kara noticed a stupid grin on David’s face.
“I have no idea how you managed to get here, but I’m very happy to see you both
safe … and in one piece.”


“Well,
you know me, I’m indestructible.” David raked his hair with his fingers—his
attempt at flirting made Kara want to gag.


Raphael
laughed softly. “Yes, but always getting into trouble. Well, I’m glad you two
are safe with me now.”


“I
always feel safe when I’m around you …” David’s blue eyes sparkled.


Kara
rolled her eyes and wished David would stop embarrassing himself. Her mother
smiled at her. Kara sighed and squeezed her mother in a tight hug.


Her
mother kissed the top of her head. “I’m so happy you’re safe. I was so
worried.”


Kara
buried her face into her mother’s shoulder. “I missed you, mom.”


Danielle
rubbed her daughter’s back. “I missed you too, Kara. I wish I could have been
there for you. You must have been terrified with all this supernatural stuff …
about who you are … of how special you are. After Raphael brought me back, she
told me everything you did for me—and for the Legion.” She pushed Kara back
gently. “I’m so proud of you, my beautiful daughter.”


Kara
wished she could cry, but settled on being held by her mother. She hadn’t
realized how much she missed her. Kara hung her head. “I’m sorry I never
believed your stories about demons, mom. You have no idea how sorry.”


Her
mother laughed. Kara had forgotten how much she loved her mother’s laugh.
“Don’t worry about that. How could you? I didn’t know you were chosen, like me.
Had I known, things would have been different, let me tell ya. But the Legion
only gave me back a few memories at a time after each mission. It’s no wonder
you thought your mother was nuts. I thought I was nuts. I just wished I could
have been there for you, when things got … complicated.”


Kara
smiled. Her mother always made her feel better. Something occurred to her. “Mom
… about my father—”


The
door to the chamber burst open, and a woman collapsed to the floor. Her curly
red hair was a tangled mess and covered most of her face. Her green robes were
torn and covered in dust. Bright light escaped from her many wounds. She wasn’t
moving.


“Camael!”
Raphael rushed to the woman’s aid. She held her to her breast and wiped the
hair from her face. “Camael! What happened? Who did this to you?” 


 The
archangel struggled to open her mouth. Her lips trembled as she strained to
form the words.


“Asmodeus
… killed Uriel. He has conquered the High Council.”


 


 


 











Chapter 15


Inferno


 


 


Kara watched helplessly as Michael
and Raphael carried the archangel Camael to one of the wooden tables. Raphael
folded a bundle of cloth hastily and used it as a pillow. She took Camael’s
hands and placed them at her side, whispering to her softly. Her wounds were
severe, and Kara wondered if she would survive.


She
watched silently as Raphael pressed her hands together in front of her and
closed her eyes. As if in prayer, she stood there for a moment without moving.
Her skin gave off a soft white glow.


 Raphael
opened her eyes suddenly. They had become glowing white spheres. She stared
down at the injured archangel, with eyes like tiny suns. With open palms, she
placed her hands on Camael’s chest. Rays of light poured from her touch, and
enveloped Camael’s body in a coverlet of white light. Kara watched as Camael’s
body absorbed the light like a sponge. After a moment, the lesions on Camael’s
body grew smaller until the skin sealed itself. Soon every last cut was mended.
Raphael helped Camael to a sitting position and kept her arm wrapped around her
shoulders. Her face still held traces of agony, but otherwise Kara thought she
looked well enough. She sighed in relief.


“She’ll
be fine, Raphael is an incredible healer,” said her mother.


“Asmodeus
is a monster. He can’t get away with this—with everything he’s done.” Kara’s voice
rose unintentionally, and she lowered it when she saw the grave expression on
her mother’s face.


Kara’s
mother gave her a weak smile and spoke to her softly so that only she could
hear. “About your father … I’ve been told you know who he is.”


 Kara
stared into her mother’s big brown eyes. Sadness reflected in them. “Mom … when
you met him, couldn’t you tell he was a demon?”


Her
mother shook her head. “I didn’t know he was a demon. If I had known … I would
never have married him. How could I? I was in my mortal body when I met him the
first time. He was tall and so handsome. He told me his name was Samuel. I fell
in love with him that very first day—don’t look at me like that—he was good to
me, Kara—and to you, too. He wasn’t this evil thing that he has become. I
believe he wasn’t always evil … he changed.”


“And
not in a good way. He’s evil, mom. The worse kind of evil you can imagine.”


Her
mother twitched uncomfortably. “I know. And it’s hard to believe I ever felt
anything for someone so cruel.”


“And
being a guardian, couldn’t you tell he was a demon? Couldn’t you see demons
back when you were a mortal? Why couldn’t you see through him, mom?”


“It
wasn’t like that. I never saw demons when we were together. I only saw him as a
mortal man, with mortal flesh. And then I got pregnant with you, we were happy.
And then five years later … he died suddenly … well, his mortal suit died. I
had no idea that he had been planning this all along, Kara—believe me. Then a
few months ago, I was in the kitchen and three higher demons attacked me. I
don’t remember anything else after that.”


Kara
put her hand on her mom’s shoulder tenderly. “It’s okay, mom. I get it.”


“The
last thing I do remember is waking up in the Healing-Xpress. Raphael had a
towel ready, and she told me everything. She told me who Samuel really was, and
how he had used me. She also told me that you were a guardian, too, but with a
special talent. After she explained about your elemental power, I was terrified
for you. This elemental power is dangerous. I’m so angry at what he’s
done to you.” Danielle embraced her daughter. “I’m so sorry, Kara. If I could
take it all away for you, and give you a normal life … I would.”


“I
know, mom. It’s not your fault. You didn’t know. Besides, I like being a
guardian. It has its moments.” Kara laughed softly into her mother’s shoulder.
“I just wished I could have stopped this somehow. Stopped the killings.”


“Don’t
worry. The Legion is stronger than you think. We will survive this.”


Kara
hoped her mother was right. She felt a presence behind her, and looked up to
see Michael approaching the table. He hovered above the injured archangel. He
took Camael’s hand in his gently. His beautiful face was transformed into
something terrifying, almost feral. His eyes were wild. Kara felt suddenly
cold. But when he spoke his voice was gentle. “Camael. Can you tell us what
happened?” 


The
archangel Camael stared at the table for a moment before answering. 


“It
happened so fast.” She shook her head. “We never imagined the High Council
could be under attack—never. We weren’t prepared.” She stared at her trembling
hands, and wrapped them into tight fists. Kara wanted to reach out to her and
comfort her, but she feared what Michael would do. Perhaps it wasn’t her place.
So she took a step forward instead.


“Do
not fret, Camael. You cannot blame yourself for what happened,” said Michael,
his voice was full of compassion. He pressed his hand over hers kindly.


“The
doors burst open,” continued Camael, her voice wavering. “So many of them … so
many of them.” Her eyes were filled with terror. Her body shook uncontrollably.
Kara wondered if she had gone mad with what she’d witnessed. She wouldn’t blame
her if she had. 


Michael
squeezed her hand tenderly. “It’s okay. You’re safe now. Please, Camael—tell us
what happened, it’s very important. Don’t be afraid.”


Kara
and the rest of the team waited patiently as the archangel composed herself and
started her story once again.


“We
were taken by surprise. At first, hoards of lower demons ravaged the chamber,
destroying everything. Then the higher demons came.” Camael stared into space.
“And then … he came.”


“Asmodeus,”
said Michael.


“Yes.”
Camael raised her head and met Michael’s eyes. “He just started killing council
members—ripping them apart. Their screams … their screams.” She covered her
ears with her hands and shook her head. 


“He
drank in their essences, Michael! Like a beast! How could he have done that? He
took their life forces into himself and strutted around the chamber laughing.
Uriel tried to stop him. He really tried. He was the strongest of us. But
Asmodeus just laughed at him. He mocked him, and then he … he killed him. He
killed Uriel!” Camael screamed his name and collapsed into Raphael’s arms.


Kara
felt numb. Uriel was dead. Asmodeus had killed him. It was unreal that someone
so powerful could be gone. He had been kind to her at times. Her soul mourned
his loss. 


Camael
pulled Michael closer to her. “He tortured him, Michael! Tortured him! They
held him down and cut off pieces slowly. Asmodeus laughed and danced as Uriel
cried out in pain. It was horrible. He took his essence, and then came after
me. I … I thought I was going to be the next.” She closed her eyes. “He hurt
me. It—burned. I wanted the pain to stop. I wanted to die. But then he stopped.
He said he wanted me to get out … to deliver a message to you.”


“What’s
the message?”


“That
it’s over. The Legion has lost.” Camael opened her eyes and terror flashed
across her face. “To join him now … or die. He said he would gladly fight you.”


Michael
let go of Camael. “If it’s a fight he wants, then a fight he shall have. He
will taste the bitterness of true death. He will die at the hands of an inferno
blade.” 


Michael’s
silver and gold robes rippled out behind him as he crossed the chamber. He stood
before the parcel wrapped in golden cloth. Kara watched as Gabriel eyed it
suspiciously. She shifted her weight nervously. What was wrapped in that piece
of cloth? And what exactly was an inferno? The tension was driving her nuts. 


After
a moment, Michael reached out and removed the cloth. Kara gasped. Flames rose
from the spot where the item lay. And for a moment, the table was bathed in a
soft golden color. Kara crossed the room. She could see yellow flames reflected
in Michael’s eyes. She looked down. A single golden dagger rested above a piece
of cloth. Flames flickered and danced around the handle and around the blade.
The blade shimmered. It was a blade made of fire. 


Michael
lifted the dagger in the air. Golden flames wrapped around his hand and spilled
towards his arms. His entire arm was aflame in golden fire. With his face
tightly determined, he looked taller and more fearsome. Kara wondered if that
was an after effect of the blade. He looked terrifying. She realized she was
more fearful of him, than any demon. Kara felt herself stepping back. If anyone
could defeat Asmodeus, she was certain it would be Michael.


Michael
lowered his arm and examined the blade more closely. “A weapon built by the
creators from the flames of the heavens, for one purpose only—to bring the true
death to an archangel. The blade that kills archangels will eliminate the demon
Asmodeus.”


Kara
watched the fire licking around Michael’s hands and down his arms. It came as
no surprise now why Gabriel had eyed it with a reproachful glare. He knew it
could kill him. 


“Wait!”
Camael threw her arms in the air. “You don’t know what he’s done. You don’t
understand the power he has now—”


“No
archangel can survive the strike of the inferno. He will die.”


Camael
shook her head. “I don’t think … you don’t understand. He’s not just a demon
anymore. He’s changed.”


Raphael
exchanged a look of concern with Michael, but he ignored it. She brushed a long
lock of hair from Camael’s face. “What do you mean, Camael? In what way has he
changed?”


Camael
struggled with what she was about to say. “He has ingested the souls of
archangels. Their energy flows inside him. Their strength—is now his
strength. He will not be easily defeated.”


“He
will be defeated, nonetheless.” Michael’s eyes blazed with hatred.


“He
has been planning this for a very long time. He’s always wanted to control
Horizon—”


“He
has?” blurted Kara before she could control herself. All eyes were on her, and
she wished she could disappear.


Camael
turned and regarded Kara for a moment. Her voice was calm when she spoke. “Yes.
Even as an archangel, I could see his lust for power, and it worried me. His
soul slowly corrupted itself. His charm and his natural ability to lead created
a following. Angels and archangels alike listened to and adored him. It was too
easy for him, and his hunger for power grew. He contemplated a takeover with a
group of our most powerful and talented angels. He nearly succeeded, you know.
But in the end, he didn’t have enough members, and the Legion vanquished them.
Asmodeus and his followers were banished to the Netherworld.


“He
didn’t take being banished lightly. Asmodeus was a proud archangel, and the
strongest amongst us. I saw the hatred in his eyes when he departed. I knew
then, it wouldn’t be the last we’d see of him. I just never imagined it could
be like this.”


Gabriel
slammed his fist on the great table. Kara and the others jumped. “He will pay
dearly for what he has done!”


Camael
shook her head. “I cannot understand how he could consume all those archangels’
souls—and still live. His body shouldn’t be able to withstand it. We creatures
were not created to endure so much power. He must have learned something that
we are ignorant of. It makes no sense to me.”


Michael
turned to Gabriel. “Get the troops ready. We leave in fifteen minutes. We must
act now, while there are still some of us left who can.” He sheathed the
blazing blade in a leather sheath wrapped tightly around his ankle. Kara
couldn’t see the flames anymore. He straightened and shared a look with Gabriel.
“We know where he’ll be. It’s time.”


Gabriel
nodded in silent agreement. He turned and addressed the others. “Guardians,
follow me. We’re going to meet with the rest of the troops in the atrium—no,
not you Kara.”


“What!”
Kara’s voice rose before she could control it. “I’m a guardian. I’m coming
too.”


“No, you will stay with
Raphael—”


“I’m
not staying behind!” Kara’s temper flared. She saw the irritation in Gabriel’s
face, but she couldn’t control herself. She had risked her life to get here and
fight alongside her friends. This was her fight, too; they couldn’t take that
away from her. “I’m going.”


“No.”


“Why
not? This is crazy!”


“Because
we know Asmodeus intends to kill you. You’re safe here.”


Kara
clasped her shaking hands into fists. “He intends to kill everyone! I’m not
going to stay here and hide like a coward.”


“We need you safe,
Kara—”


“I’m
going! He used me to kill all those mortals, and now angels. And you expect me
to sit tight? You don’t know me. I’m not staying behind.”


Michael
pushed past Gabriel. His eyes fixed on Kara. “Can you imagine what would happen
if he killed you and ingested your power? Camael tells us that he is
absorbing the essence of archangels. What if he is planning on embracing yours?
What would happen if he succeeded? Can you think of the devastation he could
cause with elemental power surging through him? He would become a creature that
no one would be able to vanquish. Not even an inferno blade could harm him. We
would all perish.”


Kara
could only stare. She hadn’t thought of that. Although it hurt to hear it, she
knew Michael was right. She would have to stay behind. Kara pressed her lips
into a hard line. She caught David staring at her. He gave her a weak smile.
Kara stared at the floor.


Satisfied,
Michael walked past her without another word and vanished behind the chamber’s
door.


Gabriel
stood by the doorway. “Danielle. David. You’re coming with us. It’s time we
paid a little visit to my long-lost brother.”


Kara’s
mother went to her and embraced her. “Don’t do anything stupid,” her mother
whispered in her ear. “I know you, Kara. Be careful. I’ll see you soon.
Promise.”


Kara
hugged her mother tightly for a moment, and then let her go. She forced a
smile.


David
tried to catch Kara’s attention, but she didn’t look at him. She was angry and
ashamed. It wasn’t fair.


With
tightness in her chest, Kara watched them disappear behind the door. 


 


 


 











Chapter 16


Down Under 


 


 


Kara paced around the chamber for
what felt like an hour. Raphael repeatedly tried to get her to sit, but Kara
was restless. Every time she sat down, she would jump back up, with images of
her mother and David being torn apart by demons overwhelming her mind. She
thought she was going mad.


Kara
shuddered at the image of a grey and solemn Horizon, with nothing but dark
ashes rolling away in gusts of wind. No. She would never let that happen.


“Kara,
please sit down,” pleaded Raphael, as she fidgeted at Camael’s side. “You’re
making me anxious. It won’t do any good to fuss about. You need to calm
yourself.”


“I
can’t,” grumbled Kara. “This is all my fault. And I’m stuck here, helpless. How
would you feel, if you were me? It’s not fair!” Kara kicked a chair. She
realized how childish this was to the archangels, but she didn’t care. It felt
good to vent.


Raphael
pressed her hands on her hips. “Well, it’s not your fault. You have to
stop blaming yourself—”


“It
is my fault. Without me, none of this would have happened. Asmodeus
wouldn’t have been able to use the Mirror of Souls to strike the mortal world,
and use it as a diversion to attack Horizon. Don’t you see? This is my fault!”


“You
are not responsible for a madman’s plan. He is doing this, not you. It is his
desire to dominate all things—that’s the cause for all of this madness. You
were not abetting him, Kara. You tried to stop him—”


“Exactly.
I tried and failed.” Kara slumped into a chair. She thought suddenly of Jenny
and Peter. “Raphael, do you know if my friends Peter and Jenny made it back
safely?” Kara glanced at the archangel anxiously.


Raphael,
who had gone across the room to fetch a vial of purple liquid for Camael,
returned and sat down next to Kara. “I know that they were still on their
mission when all this mess happened. They’re probably on the eighth plane with
the rest of the stranded guardians. They’re safe Kara, I’m sure of it.”


Kara
nodded. Part of her relaxed with the assurance that her friends were safe—at
least they would be spared, if things went terribly wrong. She wondered if
Michael’s special blade would be strong enough. Her powers might have been of
some use to them. She could have found a way to help them, and not get caught
by Asmodeus; she was sure of it. She should be there with them, fighting.
Anything was better than sitting here useless, with the invalids. This was
hopeless. Kara gripped the chair’s arm-rest. Her fingers dug into the soft
wood. Her mother and David were out there—probably getting killed—while she sat
and played house with the giant healer. It was wrong. It felt wrong. She had to
do something.


BOOM!


The
chamber door flew open. An oracle stood on his crystal ball behind the doorway.
His wispy white hair stood on end on the top of his head, as though an electric
current ran through his body. With crazed blue eyes he searched the room. He
danced nervously atop his ball, his silver robe rippling around him. Finally,
he found Kara.


“Ah!
There she is! Quickly, quickly, Miss Clara!” He waved his arms in the air
theatrically, and Kara was certain he would slip and fall off his crystal at
any moment. “We must make haste, we must make haste!”


Kara
jumped to her feet and ran up to the oracle. “What is it, oracle? What’s
happened? Is my mother all right? Is it David?” Dread filled her mind. The
image of a higher demon’s gaping jaw tearing out David’s soul haunted her.
Coldness swept through her.


The
oracle tugged at his beard nervously. “Terrible things, terrible things, Miss
Clara. We must go now. Quickly. There is no time to waste.”


“But
where are we going, oracle?” But somehow Kara already knew where.


“To
the High Council. We must hurry. They need you.” The oracle was hysterical. He
kept glancing over his shoulder as if expecting someone were following him.


Determined,
Kara stepped forward, but Raphael pulled her back.


“No,
Kara,” said Raphael, her face set. “You heard what Michael said. If Asmodeus
means to kill you … and he exploits your powers, all is lost. I cannot allow
you to go. You must stay here with us.” 


“No!”
The oracle grabbed Raphael’s front robe hastily. “She is meant to be there. I
have seen it! It is how it’s supposed to be. She is the one. She will save us
from this evil. If Miss Clara is not permitted to go …” the oracle let go of
Raphael’s robe and stared above their heads to nothing in particular. “Then all
shall be lost.”


A
shiver passed through Kara. What was the oracle saying? Kara was at a loss. She
knew oracles could see into the future—and this one had seen her at the High
Council. It was a sign. She had to go.


“I’m
going with him.” Kara stared into Raphael’s beautiful face. “You heard him. I’m
supposed to be there. It’s important, Raphael. They need me.” She prayed the
oracle’s foresight was enough to convince the archangel.


Raphael’s
worried expression made Kara more nervous. She could see the woman struggling
with something internally. At last she spoke. “If it is as the oracle has seen
it, then it shall be. I cannot change what is foretold by the oracles. Go,
Kara. And may the souls protect you.”


Kara
jumped into the woman’s large arms and hugged her as best she could, even
though her arms couldn’t wrap themselves around Raphael’s extra-large
shoulders. She kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you.”


Without
another second to waste, Kara followed the oracle out the door.


Kara
ran alongside the crystal ball up a dirt path leading away from the mountain
and down to a lush valley of green and yellow hills. The loud crushing of rock
coming from under the crystal ball silenced the sound of her boots hitting the
ground. She struggled to keep up with the oracle. He was surprisingly fast. His
enormous crystal rolled up the hills effortlessly, without slowing down. Soon
they had crossed the valley and found themselves in a dense forest.


A
flicker of movement appeared in the corner of Kara’s eye.


A
large creature charged from the trees. Before she had time to react, it slashed
at her face. Pain exploded from her head, and she was knocked to the ground.
She rolled over and looked at her attacker. It stood on two muscular hind legs
with hoofed feet. It had long arms and hands thick with razor-sharp yellow
claws. Its skin was wet and raw, as though only flesh covered the bones without
the skin. Black liquid spilled from a large gaping maw in the center of its
bulky chest. Much to Kara’s horror, it had no head.


The
demon leaped into the air. Kara sprung to her feet as the creature landed
inches before her. The scent of decay reached her nose. Its large claws lashed
out at her. Kara jumped back. With her soul blade clutched in her hand, she
struck out at the creature—and missed. The demon eluded her attack easily. With
its powerful legs it moved unnaturally fast. It came at her again, its mouth
stretched wide. Kara could see hundreds of pointy yellow teeth with flesh
wedged in between some of them. She sidestepped and thrust her blade into the
creature’s abdomen. She yanked her arm across in an arc. The cut was deep. The
creature wailed in anger. It fell to its knees, cradling its wound. She walked
towards the creature, her blade at her side, ready to finish it off—


Suddenly,
the oracle’s giant crystal ploughed over the demon. Kara heard a muffled cry
and then only the crushing sound of bones turning to dust. Kara stared at a
flattened mess of flesh and bones. There was no way to determine what part of
the creature she was looking at. She glanced at the oracle in surprise. His
face was set in a hard line.


“Dirty
little beasts. All of them, dirty, filthy beasts! Think they can come here and
destroy our home! I don’t think so!”


“Wow
… you really showed him, didn’t you,” laughed Kara. She looked over the ball to
see if it were stained with some of the demon’s remains. It wasn’t. It was
perfectly clean, as if it had never crushed through flesh. 


Kara
heard a twig snap. She whirled around. Ten more headless demons came thrashing
through the forest. Their angry limbs flailed as they scampered towards them.
Kara froze. She tried to call forth her elemental power, but there was nothing
but a dull ache inside her chest.


There
was a sudden pop, and a tiny round door swung open from the crystal ball. 


The
oracle jumped down and pointed hastily towards the door. “In you go! Quickly,
Miss Clara! We don’t have much time. The beasts are coming.”


Kara
gawked openmouthed at the perfectly cut round hole on the giant crystal. The
edges were smooth, as though someone had cut it with a laser. She had never
noticed a door before. But now it stood ajar like a well-hidden secret.


“You
want me to go in there?” Kara picked at the edges with her blade.


The
oracle looked nervously down the path towards the oncoming horde of demons.
“There’s no time to argue, Miss Clara! There are too many of the nasty beasts!”


“How
am I supposed to get though? The door’s way too small and I’m way too big to
fit in there—” She poked her head in the glass compartment. It looked exactly
like the inside of a large bowl. The sun’s rays shone through the smooth
surface and reflected a myriad of colors along its curved walls. Brilliant
little rainbows blinked into Kara’s eyes. It was beautiful inside and she
wondered if the oracles slept in there.


She
felt a sudden pressure on her back and flew into the crystal ball’s belly. She
landed head first, her legs followed and twisted clumsily behind her. Once her
feet were in she managed to get herself into a sitting position. It was tight,
can of sardines tight, but Kara fit nonetheless. What choice did she have? She
could see shadows of trees around her. It was like looking through a thick
bottle. The shapes were distorted, but she could still make them out.


“Hang
on, Clara. It could get a little bumpy.”


“Yeah,
thanks for the heads up,” yelled Kara from inside the crystal’s stomach, a
little annoyed, and suddenly feeling a little claustrophobic.


The
door shut with a bang, and the edges disappeared. Kara couldn’t make it out
anymore. It was as though the door had never existed. The oracle hoisted
himself back up atop his crystal and swung his beard over his shoulder. The
sounds of grunts reached her and she saw silhouettes of the demons approaching.
They were almost upon them.


Suddenly,
Kara was thrown against the wall with unimaginable force. Pinned to one of the
sides of the crystal, she looked around. Shapes passed her by in a blur. She
couldn’t tell what was up and what was down. It was like a maelstrom of images
thrown together. She felt herself spinning endlessly. It reminded her of one of
the rides from the town fair, the one that used to make her throw up. She was
glad she couldn’t, it was too tight a space. 


And
when Kara thought the spinning would never end, the crystal stopped suddenly.
She fell flat on her face, her legs bent awkwardly behind her. With a pop, the
door flew open and Kara saw the oracle’s face peer inside.


“I
apologize for the bumpy ride, Miss Clara. But it was necessary.” The oracle
looked behind him. “It’ll take a good long time before they catch up, those
filthy creatures.” He beamed at her.


“It’s
okay … really.” Kara climbed out of the confining space. She fell to the ground
and rubbed her head. “Just glad to be out.” 


She
looked around and realized they were out of the forest. A large brass elevator
stood before them; the metal gleamed in the sunlight. Kara blinked the light
from her eyes. The doors were open, and Kara couldn’t see an operator. It was
empty, save for a small wooden stool propped against the side wall.


“Where’s
the operator?” Kara searched the grounds around the elevator. There were no
primates of any sort. It seemed the elevator had been abandoned.


The
oracle clambered up his crystal and rolled over for a closer inspection. “I
don’t know. There’s no one there, that’s for sure.” He straightened himself.
“No matter, it’ll work just the same.”


Kara
remembered the flesh wedged in the demon’s teeth. She had the nasty feeling
that one of the headless demons had eaten the elevator operator. She prayed she
was wrong, and that it had run away and was hiding in the woods. She wouldn’t
blame the poor creature if it were hiding. Their world had gone mad. Their torn
bodies were scattered around the desert floor. She shuddered and pushed the
thoughts out of her head. They needed to get to level six.


Kara
stepped into the elevator and turned around. She frowned. “Are you coming?”


The
oracle shook his head sadly. “No, Miss. I must remain here. This is your
journey, not mine. You must go alone.”


Kara
had hoped for the oracle’s company on the way to the council. She didn’t know
what to expect. An extra person would have been appreciated. “So what am I
supposed to do when I get to the council? What did you see, oracle?” Kara tried
to hide the regret in her voice, but it sounded more like fear.


The
little man interlaced his long beard between his fingers. “I cannot tell you,
for fear that it might change the outcome of the events. I cannot change what
is to be, just as you cannot change your fate. I can only tell you that you
must go to level six. The rest is up to you, my dear.”


Kara
cringed. She wanted more information from the oracle. She hated riddles.


“Well,
thanks anyway, oracle. Wish me luck. And I hope there was a happy ending in
those visions of yours.”


The
oracle smiled and waved his little hand. “Good luck, Clara. May the souls protect
you.”


“It’s
Kara—not Clara,” laughed Kara at the look of surprise on the
oracle’s face. She turned to the control panel and pressed the button for the
sixth floor. There was a ding, and the doors slid shut.


After
about a minute, there was another ding, followed by a jolt, and the
doors opened to reveal a dark grey sky. Powerful winds rolled into the small
compartment, and Kara felt the elevator shake as though a giant was tossing it
to and fro like a ball. She held onto the sides and struggled to the doorway.


The
dark skies were heavy with black clouds and the crack of thunder. There was no
trace of the beautiful white clouds and the piercing blue sky of level six. It
looked sick, plagued by the Netherworld.


Kara
clutched the sides as another gust of wind shook the elevator. She squinted.
Were there any sky-cars left or had they all been destroyed, too? She couldn’t
hear the tap-tap-tap of their motors over the roar of thunder. Maybe they were
there, hiding in the clouds.


“Sam!
Sam!” cried Kara into the wind. “Sam, I need your help! Sam—are you there?”


Desperation
filled her as she waited for the little bird. If he didn’t come, how would she
get across? She couldn’t fly. Even the prison guards were busy fighting off
demons at Operations. She couldn’t hope to catch a ride with them now. How did
the others get across? Maybe they used the last of the sky-cars. Kara searched
the dark skies for any sign of movement. Her hair blew into her face. Nothing
moved but the wind. How was she going to get across?


A
faint tap made its way to her ears. She heard it again, only closer this time. 


Kara
gazed into the blackened skies in search of the sound. A tiny white spot
pierced through a grey cloud. She recognized the sky-car’s white body. The car
dove towards her, and in a flash it hovered at the door. A large white bird
with black wings stood at the front of his flying device. He wore a red cap
with the numbers 2555 stitched across it in gold. The corners of his yellow
beak were pulled back into a smile.


“Sam,
at your service, Miss Kara!” cried the bird. He flapped his wings and hopped
onto the metal T gear. He tipped his hat and bowed overdramatically. “Like my
new ride? The prison guards destroyed my other one. I had to use all my tips to
purchase this new baby.” He puffed out his chest and beamed.


Without
a moment’s hesitation, Kara jumped into the sky-car. It swayed to the side with
her weight, and she clung to the seats. It looked exactly like the other
sky-car. “It’s beautiful, Sam. Look, I’m so glad you’re here. I need to get to
the Council of Ministers right away. How fast can this thing go?” She fastened
her seatbelt. She had ridden in the flying cars before and recalled the bumpy
ride.


Sam
spread his wings. “Faster than lightning! Here we go. Hang on!” Sam pushed all
his weight forward onto the gear. The sky-car kicked into life and sped away.


Kara
was pinned to her seat as the flying car gained speed. Shapes passed her in a
blur. She could see the floating buildings approaching fast. Before she knew
it, the sky-car slowed to a stop and hovered above a large landing zone. Kara
unclasped her seat belt and jumped down. She stood on a metal platform on the
highest part of the council building.


“Oh,
dear.” Sam took off his cap and placed it on his breast. His eyes were wet.


Kara
looked around. Weapons lay broken in piles of metal. Piles of uniforms and
robes were scattered on the ground. A chill rolled up her back. There had been
a bloodbath here. She thought of her mother and David. A cry escaped her lips.
Were any of these clothes theirs? 


Without
thanking Sam, or giving him payment, Kara ran madly down across the platform
and pulled open the metal door at the far end. Hot stale air brushed her
nostrils, and a faint smell of rot. She raced down the hallway. More piles of
clothes lay crumpled on the ground. Another whimper escaped her lips. She held
onto the soul blade her mother had given her, suppressing the trembling in her
fingers. 


Soon
Kara reached the massive brass doors leading to the council chamber. She
noticed one of the doors wasn’t closed entirely. There was enough space for her
to sneak in. She could hear a loud commotion as she neared. Her nervousness
increased. She heard a scream. It sounded like her mother’s voice.


Kara
squeezed herself through the doors. 


At
first she saw Asmodeus standing up on the dais at the opposite end of the round
chamber. His hands were clutched around something in his chest. He was
laughing. Michael stood a few paces before him. An expression of shock
plastered over his face. 


The
glass dome was shattered and shards of glass littered the floor like a giant
crystal carpet. A gust of wind blew dust into Kara’s face. The only source of
light came from the few metal lanterns that lined the round chamber. She crept
closer. Angels lay in broken piles, their bodies twisted unnaturally. Their
insides spilled out from many wounds, as demons feasted on their life lights.
Cries of anguish reached her ears. Cold rattled inside her. It was the massacre
she had feared. She searched for her mother and David, but there were no signs
of them anywhere. 


Laughter
rose above the whistling winds and the cries of angels. Kara watched as the
demon lord pulled out a blade made of fire from his chest, laughing. It was the
inferno. He stood unscathed, without any sign of injury or pain. The demon lord
twirled the inferno dagger in his fingers with a look of triumph on his face. 


There
was a sudden flash.


A
mixture of fire and black lightning surged into the air. Kara heard a cry.
Michael collapsed to the ground, the inferno blade protruding from his chest.
Instantly, he was ablaze in a golden fire. Kara heard a crackling sound, and
then the fire went out. With a soft clang the blade hit the floor. A cloud of
brilliant particles hovered above where the body had lain. They glimmered in
the soft light and disappeared in a gust of wind.


Michael,
the Legion’s commander, was no more.


 











Chapter 17


Making a choice


 


 


Silence. Kara felt numb, her body
stiff. The benches swarmed with lesser demons. Hundreds of demons crawled along
the walls; their wet twisted bodies gleamed in the soft light. Cracks and
thumps resonated in the chamber as the beasts fought each other for a better
seat. The air reeked of rotten flesh and blood.


A
large angel sat on the ground opposite her. White lesions covered his dark
skin. Beams of light spilled from his many wounds, but Kara could see that he
was alert as he clung to a nearby bench. Gabriel’s eyes caught hers. It pained
her to see the strain on his face. For a moment, she thought he was trying to
communicate something to her. His face was twisted in a deep scowl. He seemed
upset to see her there. She realized he was terrified that she had disobeyed
him. She shook her head, pleading with her eyes and tried to mouth that it was
okay. His disappointing frown made her stop. Kara wasn’t exactly sure what she
was supposed to do either way. The oracle had said she was meant to be
here—only he hadn’t filled in the rest.


Asmodeus
clapped his hands. His black hair glimmered in the gentle light. “Bravo, bravo.
What a performance. I kill myself—I’m so talented. But alas, what a waste of a
powerful soul. It could have given me more power.” 


He
raised his arms before him. He wore his usual blood red suit tailored to
perfection over his large body. He looked at Kara. “There you are my daughter.
Once again you arrive just in the nick of time for the show.” Asmodeus snapped
his fingers.


Two
higher demons seized her. She tried to break free, but the higher demons’ grips
were too strong. “Take your hands off me! Let go of me!” 


With
his hands clasped behind his back, Asmodeus strolled around the dais. “Do you
like to play games, Kara? We never did play any games together, you and I. As
your father, don’t you think we should have played some games?”


“Go
to hell.”


“My,
my … that’s not how to speak to your father, dear daughter. I might have to
wash out that mouth of yours.” The demon lord frowned. 


Kara
wished she could spit in his face. “You’re not my father,” she hissed.


“Oh,
but I am. You see—I created you; therefore I am your father. And as your
father, I get to decide what to do with you. And now I wish to play a game.
Zadkiel —bring them.”


Kara
heard a commotion at the far end of the chamber behind the dais. The traitorous
Zadkiel appeared from the shadows. His bald head gleamed in the light. He made
his way through a wall of demons that hissed and spat as he went. Two shapes
struggled in his grasp. Coldness filled Kara’s breast. David and her mother
were in the archangel’s clutches. Kara watched as he dragged them to the center
of the chamber by their necks. Kara let out a whimper at the sight of her
mother’s face. Deep gashes covered her cheeks and forehead, and one of her legs
was bent awkwardly. She struggled to keep up. David seemed to be in better
shape. Their eyes met. She saw him shake his head. Kara felt a jolt of
electricity pass through her body. This could not be happening.


“Let
them go you monster! I’ll kill you … I swear I’ll kill you if you hurt them.”
Kara’s anger flared inside her. The elemental power awakened instantly, as if
she had turned on a switch. The power poured through her, faster than ever
before. She felt the warmness of it surge through every fiber of her body. It
encased her in a protective shell of strength. She trembled in rage.


Asmodeus
raised an eyebrow. “Monster? You disappoint me, daughter. I thought you of all
people would understand why I have done this. That hunger for power that flows
inside you right now, is the same as mine … more or less. We are alike, you and
I—”


“I
am nothing like you,” spat Kara. “I don’t kill innocent people. I am not a
monster like you.” She glared at the demon lord. She knew she was on the
threshold of releasing her power. She knew she would not be able to control it.
And yet she willed it forth. 


“Innocent.
Nobody is innocent anymore.” Asmodeus adjusted his red bowtie and
smoothed the front of his jacket. “Take your amour for instance. He is
not as innocent as you might think, my dear. Mingling with mortal
women—breaking the forbidden laws. Perhaps we should teach him a lesson—” 


A
surge of electric current shot from Asmodeus’s hand. It struck David. He
screamed and fell to his knees. He shook violently and tiny black sparks snaked
in and around his body.


 At
that same instant, Kara released her power. Her body thrust out rays of gold.
She heard a muffled scream, and felt the blasts of an explosion on either side
of her. With tremendous force, she directed a beam of energy towards the dais.
It hit Asmodeus. His body disappeared under a cocoon of golden vines. Kara
heard a sizzling sound. The golden tendrils snapped and fell to the ground like
a tangle of rope.


Asmodeus
stood untouched.


He
clapped his hands again, clearly amused. “Bravo, daughter. I must applaud your
courage.” He raised his arms dramatically. “But as you can see … your power
cannot harm me, dearest. I am too powerful now … thanks to the souls of my
fellow archangels. I’m just very annoyed that you destroyed my favorite
suit.” He brushed the front of his jacket.


Kara
felt her power diminish like the dying flame that hangs on the
point of the wick. The oracle had told her to come to the council. He
had said that she was meant to be there—to do something important. She was
convinced it was to use her powers against the demon lord. But it hadn’t
worked. What was she to do now? Clearly, the demon lord was much more powerful
than anyone—even her elemental powers had no effect on him. Fear crept into the
back of her mind. What was she to do? What had she done?


She
felt strong hands grab her again.


“Can’t
get rid of us that easily, monkey lover,” spat the higher demon. He smiled
coolly at her and tightened his grip. “Soon, you will all be dead.”


“I’d
rather love a monkey than a filthy devil any day.” Kara said, struggling in his
grasp. “Let go of me, you freak!” She kicked him hard with her legs, but the
demon wouldn’t let go. He simply laughed at her, clearly enjoying himself.
Another higher demon took hold of her other arm. Their identical faces grinned
at her. She saw hunger flash in their black eyes. She wanted to gouge them out.


“Well,
now that’s settled. Moving on to better things … ah, Danielle.” Asmodeus looked
over to her mother. His face softened and he put his hands dramatically over
his chest. “Still as beautiful as I remembered...hmm—no, more beautiful than I
remembered. Perhaps later we could rekindle what we once had? What do you say,
my darling wife?”


Danielle
lifted her eyes painfully. “How could you do this, Samuel? How could you do
this to our daughter!”


An
evil smile spread over the demon lord’s face. He straightened and smoothed down
his hair. “Zadkiel—leave the boy and bring her to me. I want to look into my
wife’s beautiful eyes.”


Kara
watched as the archangel dragged her mother across the floor and up to the
dais. Zadkiel threw her on the ground. Kara cried out and fought feverously
against the higher demons. But they wouldn’t let go. A sickening laugh escaped
from Asmodeus—he was enjoying causing her mother pain. She raised her head and
watched the scene through her bangs. He reached down and lifted her mother by
the neck. Her feet dangled beneath her like a puppet’s pulled on its strings.
He raised his other hand and snapped his fingers. Black energy snaked around
them. 


“Now,
dearest daughter. You must choose.” Asmodeus pointed to David. “The young man
you love so desperately...or your beloved mother?”


Coldness
washed over Kara. 


David
stood in the center of the chamber alone. He turned and looked at Kara. He
smiled reassuringly, but Kara could see the fear in his eyes. His fingers
twitched nervously. 


Asmodeus
enjoyed seeing the distress in his daughter’s eyes. He smiled and spoke in a
nonchalant manner. “Who will live … and who will die. You must choose.” He
laughed softly to himself. “I would be a great game show host, don’t you think?
I certainly have the charisma.” 


Kara
met David’s eyes. She could see him struggling to hide his fear. She ached at
his pain. “Please … please, father, I’ll do anything. Don’t hurt them. I’ll do
whatever you ask of me.” 


“This
is what I ask of you. You must choose … and choose wisely.”


Kara
looked from her mother to David. She trembled uncontrollably. “I can’t … I
can’t choose between them …”


“You
must. If you don’t … I will kill them both.”


Kara
redoubled her attempts to get away from the higher demons, kicking out her legs
like a crazed beast. The higher demons retaliated by stabbing her with their
death blades. She cried out, as the poison burned her. If only she could get
away.


“It’s
okay, Kara. Don’t worry about me,” said David, his voice cracking. “Save your
mother. But promise me one thing … promise me that you’re going to kick this
fool’s butt.” He stretched his trembling lips into a thin smile. She knew he
was trying to be brave. David McGowan couldn’t show fear.


Kara
let out a cry and her body went limp. How was she to choose between the boy she
loved and her mother? How could anyone choose? Kara couldn’t choose. She
stopped struggling against the demons. 


“I
… cannot,” she said finally, the words burning on her lips. “How can I?”


“Choose!”
roared Asmodeus. Debris fell from above and showered Kara in a blanket of dust.
“Or they both die! You stupid girl!” 


Her
mother screamed. Blank tendrils wrapped themselves around her body. The black
vapors were squeezing the life out of her. Kara knew she was at death’s door.


Kara’s
lips trembled. She looked at David. He stared at the ground, unwilling to meet
her eyes. She wanted desperately to reach out to him. David, she called
inside her mind. What do I do?


Asmodeus
chuckled. “I’m so disappointed with you, my daughter. I thought for sure you
would have chosen the boy over your mother. Well … I guess I’ll have to make
the decision for you.” 


Black
lighting shot out of the demon lord’s hand.


It
struck David in the chest.


He
wailed as the current worked around him, burning his angel body. He crumbled to
the ground. His body shook and the black tendrils enveloped him. The sound of
flesh blistering and scorching made her feel sick. Black vapors emanated from
his body. They ate through his skin like an acid. A terrible scream escaped
Kara. She couldn’t stop screaming. 


“Let
her go.” Kara heard Asmodeus say suddenly.


She
fell to her knees. She realized her arms were free. Kara struggled to her feet
and ran over to David. His angel skin had disappeared and had been replaced by
a shell of brilliant light. 


Kara
cradled his body carefully against her chest. “David! David!”


David
opened his eyes slowly. “Kara?”


“Yes,
I’m here. You’re going to be fine.” She gently caressed his face.


“Kara.
I’m sorry.” His voice cracked, and Kara could hardly hear him anymore. She
leaned forward closer and angled her ear to his lips.


“There’s
nothing to be sorry about. This is my fault. All of it is my fault.”


With
the last of his energy, David squeezed Kara’s hand. “I wish … I wish that we
could have met as mortals. We could have had a life together—you and me. You
are my soul mate, Kara Nightingale. Our souls were meant to be together. And
now I’m going to die, without ever really having the chance to be with you.” 


Kara
pulled David closer to her. “No … you’re going to be okay. I—I’m going to get
you to Raphael. She’s going to make you better, I promise.”


“Kill
him, Kara…”


“David!”


Hot
white light shone through David’s body. His solid form burst into a million
brilliant little particles. They hovered for a moment above David’s pile of
clothes, like a cloud of stars. They flickered and then began to rise, caught
in the invisible wind. 


Kara
let out a cry. She jumped up and flailed her arms desperately in the air,
trying to catch David’s essence. But the glowing particles passed through her
fingers and vanished from her hands like melted snow flakes. 


With
a last struggle, Kara dropped her hands to her side and stared up into the dark
grey sky where David had disappeared.


 











Chapter 18


Last call


 


 


Kara stood alone in the center of
the chamber, a constant ringing hammered in her ears. Her spirit was broken.
David was gone forever. He was dead. Asmodeus had killed him. The floor began
to waver. She closed her eyes, and let herself fall. 


She
heard a whisper of her name—it felt so far away. She lay on the cold stone
floor, numb to the world around her. She felt hands gently pick her up and arms
around her. Kara opened her eyes.


“Mom.”


Kara
sobbed into her mother’s chest. She cried out David’s name. But as a guardian
angel, no tears came. No release from the pain like when she’d been a mortal
and her tears could wash away her sadness. In Horizon she had no release, and
so the pain was a hundred times worse. 


“What
a beautiful family reunion, don’t you think?” Kara heard Asmodeus say.
“Finally, we are a family once again. Ah … I feel all tingly inside.”


Kara
lifted her head from her mother’s shoulder. “You … are not my family,” she
hissed, and added as much venom to her words as she could.


Asmodeus
lifted his hands in defeat. “Now, now, dear daughter. Don’t be angry with me,
although I hear that teenagers are not supposed to get along with their
parents. So I believe your hatred towards me is completely natural. He was no
good for you, Kara, I promise. I can give you as many boy toys as you want.
Just say the word, and they’re yours.” 


Asmodeus
stepped off the platform gracefully and sauntered towards them.


“You’re
sick.”


“Not
at all. I feel great.” The demon lord kicked out his feet and danced about the
room. “I’ve never been better! I am undefeated, you see. I have all the power
now. I will crush what’s left of the mortal world and rule the spirit world.
Horizon is mine at last.” His face cracked into an evil grin. He looked up and
addressed the hoards of demons that lurked in and around the chamber seats.
“Demons! As promised, Horizon is ours. And today we shall feast—feast on the
souls of angels!”


The
entire chamber went up in a roar. Higher and lesser demons alike joined in what
Kara thought sounded like some type of ceremonial chant. They threw back their
heads and howled. The room shook, and Kara felt the floor beneath her vibrate.
Demons jumped from the walls and landed amidst the mob of creatures below.
Their chanting grew louder. They circled around Kara and her mother. The smell
of rot was mixed with the sour stink of demon breath. Kara saw the terror in
her mother’s eyes. She felt it too. They were about to become a main course on
the demon’s menu.


“What’s
going to happen to my mom and me?” asked Kara, with panic in her voice.


Asmodeus
sighed. “You’ve made it very clear to me that you don’t want to be part of my …
family. So what do you think will happen to you? You’re a clever girl. I’ll
give you a hint—it rhymes with breath—” 


The
demon lord laughed and twirled on the spot.


The
clouds parted suddenly, and a ray of sunshine seeped through from above. It lit
a tiny part of the chamber in a soft yellow light for a moment, and then went
out. But a flicker of light had caught Kara’s attention—the inferno blade lay a
few feet from her.


The
demon lord pulled at his cuffs. “I’m definitely going to need a new suit. But
not before we do a little cleansing first.” He looked up and his eyes landed on
Gabriel. He smiled. “Zadkiel. I need you to bring me that pathetic archangel
over there. I’m in need of a little tonic to brighten my mood.”


Kara
looked over to Gabriel. He hadn’t moved from his spot, as he clung to a nearby
bench for support. With his jaw set, the big archangel looked determined to die
without fear—to die the true death. 


And
then it hit her. She knew what she was supposed to do.


Kara
pushed away from her mother gently and rushed over to the dagger. She picked it
up. The flames spilled around her hand and arm, but she felt only a slight
tingling sensation. She gripped it firmly in her hand. It felt light and
natural.


Asmodeus’s
face twisted. He laughed out loud. “What’s this? Wait a minute, Zadkiel … my
daughter wishes to do me more harm, don’t you, Kara.”


Kara
ignored him. Instead, she walked calmly over to where her father stood, looking
elegant even in his ruin red suit. The blade hung by her side. 


“That
blade cannot hurt me, silly girl. Don’t you get it? I am eternal. Nothing can
harm me, ever again.”


Kara
stood before the demon lord. She sensed the dagger’s power in her right hand.
The golden flames tickled her skin. She thought of David. She remembered his
beautiful blue eyes—her best friend—her mentor. She remembered his soft lips on
hers when they had kissed the first time—she had been in love with him since
then. She remembered how amazing it had felt to be held in his strong arms—his
face had evaporated into nothingness in front of her. She would never see him
again.


Asmodeus
giggled like a schoolboy. “This day is proving to be better than I’d
anticipated. My daughter … trying to kill me … once again.” The demon lord
clapped his hands excitedly. 


With
no expression on her face, Kara locked her eyes with her father’s. 


“You’re
wrong. This blade is not for you, dear father. It’s for me—”


Kara
drove the dagger into her chest. She heard her mother scream.


She
focused on Asmodeus. Her elemental power, the dagger’s power, and her angel
essence combined. She felt the three sources combine into one unimaginable
power. She ignored the excruciating pain and focused only on Asmodeus. He
needed to die. 


She
felt a burning sensation, then the smell of burnt flesh. She looked down at her
body. Her angel skin was slipping off her, into a puddle on the floor. She was
melting away like a wax figure. Soon, her entire skin was gone. Only a shell of
bright golden light remained. Kara knew she was dying, like David. She knew she
didn’t have much time before her body dissolved completely.


She
focused all her energy on Asmodeus. She raised her arms in the air. Golden
light blasted through her hands and hit her demon father.


He
staggered backwards, surprised. 


“What’s
this?” His body was consumed in a golden fire. He waved his hands frantically.
Kara heard the crackling of fire. Asmodeus screamed and ran blindly around the
chamber, desperately trying to put out the flames. His loud screeching echoed
throughout the chamber, and then he was still. Only the flames moved as they
danced in and around his body. Kara could see to the other side of the chamber
through large gaps in his body. He tipped over and hit the floor. His flaming
body exploded into a puff of black dust. Small particles hung in the air for a
moment and then disappeared into nothing. 


Kara
felt her life force leaving her body. She managed to walk over to the spot
where David had died and collapsed to the ground. 


She
can hear her mother’s soft voice calling out to her. But she cannot see her.
She tries to answer, but her mouth will not move. The sweet sound of her
mother’s voice wraps around her. Kara is glad her mother is finally safe. The
Legion is safe. Horizon is safe. She has done her duty. 


She
knows that she is ready, and she lets herself go.


 


 


 











Chapter 19


A penthouse in the stars


 


 


A soft breeze smells of pine trees
and earth. The soft murmur of people talking flows around like leaves caught in
breeze. Bottles clank together, and the clatter of metal hitting metal
reverberates. Something heavy scrapes the floor, dripping liquid splashes, and
then a loud thud, as though a door had been closed. 


Kara
opened her eyes. Blurred shapes moved around her. She blinked. After a moment,
her eyesight returned. She looked around. Red light spilled from a window
above, casting a warm glow around the round room. Kara recognized the room
immediately. She was in Raphael’s healing chamber. With some effort, Kara sat
up and inspected herself. She was dressed in a pair of comfortable white linen
pajamas, like the kind from an expensive hotel. Why was she here and wearing
pajamas? Suddenly the memories came flooding in.


David.
Asmodeus. The inferno blade.


She
peeled away at some buttons and examined her chest. No signs of any puncture
wounds. It had never happened—it had all been a terrible dream. A red-haired
woman was sitting calmly in a chair nearby, Camael, the archangel who had been
hurt by Asmodeus. Raphael was still tending to Camael’s wounds. It wasn’t a
dream. 


David
really was dead.


“Kara!”
Raphael rushed over. She took Kara’s hand in hers and squeezed it
affectionately. “I was so worried. I—I wasn’t sure I could heal you—but I did!”
She looked at Kara’s puzzled face. “You had just enough life force in you for
me to bring you back. I can’t explain it—maybe it has something to do with your
elemental part, but I’m just glad it worked.”


Kara
looked into her blazing green eyes. She tried to smile, but her face was numb.
She couldn’t even bring herself to thank the woman. She didn’t feel so excited
to be back. Not without David. She sensed Raphael reading her thoughts.
Abashed, Kara lowered her eyes and stared at her hands.


“Listen
to me, Kara.” Raphael brushed a lock of hair behind Kara’s ear. Her eyes were
kind. “I loved David, too, and I miss him terribly. But we can’t change what
happened.” She cupped Kara’s face into her large hands. “Kara. You saved us.
You saved the Legion. We would all be gone if it hadn’t been for your courage
and quick thinking. I know if David were here now, he would be so proud of you.
I am proud of you. We all are. So is your mother.”


“M—my
mother. She’s okay, right?” She vaguely remembered her mother’s voice calling
out to her before she passed out. Kara prayed that nothing had happened to her.


“Yes,”
said Raphael, “your mother is fine. She and Gabriel brought you to me.”


The
image of Gabriel’s body covered in wounds rose in Kara’s mind. “So … what
happened after I blacked out? Where are the demons now?”


“Gone.
After they saw their master killed, they ran away like scared little rats. They
crawled back to the Netherworld—where they belong.”


“What
about Zadkiel?”


The
archangel let out a loud sigh. “Unfortunately, the traitorous Zadkiel escaped.
Gabriel said that Zadkiel ran as soon as he saw his master die, just like a
true coward. Who knows into what hole he’s crawled.” Kara could think of one.


“So,
Horizon is slowly picking up the pieces and mending itself,” continued Raphael.
“We still have lots to do, but eventually we’ll get there. Horizon will be just
as beautiful as before. And soon all the GAs will be back at work saving
mortals. You’ll be back at your old job before you know it.”


Kara
couldn’t speak. The words wouldn’t come out. They burned at the back of her
throat. She just shook her head that she understood.


The
archangel shrugged. “Let’s get you changed. The Chief is expecting you, Kara.
He’s very excited about you visiting him.”At that, Kara lifted her eyes.


“Yes,”
continued the archangel. “He wants to have a chat with you. I’m guessing that
he wants a full account of what happened. He’s very thorough … make sure you
tell him everything. Don’t leave anything out.” Kara nodded that she wouldn’t.


 


 


Kara
stared at her recently polished boots—they were so shiny they looked wet. The
elevator’s gentle sway made her move slightly from left to right. The
elevator’s operator, an excessively large toothed baboon by the name of 3B52,
had survived the attacks—he couldn’t shut up about it. He tried relentlessly to
get her to talk, but she only heard muffles and stared at the floor.


Ding. The elevator doors slid open. Kara peered out. White
light blinded her vision. It was like stepping into the sun. She heard a clang
behind her, and she knew the elevator had departed. Kara walked further into
the light, and when it dispersed she was in a giant penthouse sort of
apartment.


The
room was elegantly furnished with plush carpets and soft looking sofas and armchairs.
Twenty-foot high windows ran the length of the room on all four sides. A black
sky glinting with crystals shone behind the glass, and Kara thought they looked
strangely like stars. She felt heat on the side of her head. She turned around
and covered her eyes. Incredibly, Kara was staring at the sun. She ran towards
the closest window. She pressed her forehead against the glass and peered out
into outer space.


The
large apartment floated in a galaxy of millions of stars, dust, and gas. She
recognized the ring around Saturn, and guessed that the largest planet was
Jupiter. The tiny planet that was undoubtedly Earth, floated in the blackness.
Even from here Kara could see the soft white clouds wrapped around the blue
planet—so this was how astronauts saw outer space. It was more beautiful than
she could have ever imagined. Streaks of purple and pink painted the black sky,
like a modern canvas. 


Someone
cleared his throat.


Kara
turned and gazed into the face of an elderly man. He stood in the middle of the
living room between a large sofa and chairs filled with fluffy pillows. The
square coffee table beside him was fitted with plates of food and a variety of
drinks. The man was of medium height with a round face, pink cheeks, and small
sparkling eyes. His white hair brushed his shoulders. A thick beard draped over
his large belly. He wore a white kimono with gold stars stitched into the
fabric and tied around the waist with a golden belt. Kara thought he looked a
lot like Santa Clause. She almost smiled.


The
Chief wrinkled his face in a large grin. “Welcome, Kara. I’ve been expecting
you.”


The
hair on the back of her neck rose. She had heard that voice before. She studied
the man more closely, tried to figure where she had heard the voice.


“Come.
Have a seat here with me.” The Chief gestured to the large beige sofa beside
him.


Kara
let herself fall into the soft cushions. She got a good look at all the food. A
variety of plates were filled with fries, fried chicken, dill pickles, onion
rings, hotdogs, pizza, chips, jelly beans, and bottles of soft drinks.


The
Chief grabbed a plate from the coffee table and placed it in front of Kara.
“Onion ring? They’re very good, you know. Very crispy. Here try one—”


Kara
shook her head and stared at the plate covered in crispy onion rings. She
guessed by the size of the Chief’s belly that he could actually eat like a
mortal. But how could he?


“No,
not really,” said the Chief, as though he read her mind. “I don’t need food
like mortals, but I do enjoy eating from time to time. I can actually taste
them. They taste exactly like real food. I rather enjoy eating, you know. Keeps
me occupied. You sure you don’t want any?”


Kara
shook her head again. At last, she recognized the voice. She stared wild-eyed
at the man.


“Legan!
You’re the prisoner from Tartarus!”


The
Chief’s shoulders shook as he laughed gently. He stuffed three onion rings into
his mouth and set the plate down. “Yes. That was me,” he said through a
mouthful of food.


“So
. . . does this mean you knew what would happen? You knew what Asmodeus was
planning all along.”


“Yes.”


Kara
stared at him blankly. “I don’t understand. If you knew what he was going to
do, then why didn’t you stop Zadkiel yourself? Or Asmodeus? Why did you let all
those mortals and angels die?”


Sadness
passed in the Chief’s blue eyes. He was silent for a while. Finally, he spoke.
“I wish it were that simple, Kara. But unfortunately it’s not. I can
impersonate a character here and there … but I cannot change the course of
events. What is meant to happen—will happen. The universe always finds a way. I
simply pushed you in the right direction.”


“But
why me? I’m not even a real angel. I’m tainted with demon. I’m a freak.”


The
Chief reached over and put two onion rings in his mouth. He wiped the grease
from his beard with a white cloth and grabbed a large jar filled with candy.


“Jelly
bean?” 


Kara
shook her head. “No, thank you.” 


The
Chief set the jar on the table. “Asmodeus thought he had created an evil weapon
to do his bidding when he used you, but I knew that wasn’t the case. He chose
you for a purpose, and I chose you for another purpose. You were the only one
who could defeat him in the end. He had created his own demise—killed by his
own creation—so to speak. You are a special angel, Kara. You saved the world.”


Kara
remembered the demon lord’s wails the first time she had thought she had
vanquished him. She had been horrified to learn later, that he had not been
destroyed—but simply returned to his demon realm. Perhaps the demon lord
couldn’t be killed.


“So
… is Asmodeus gone forever? Is he finally dead?”


The
Chief picked at some food in his teeth. “He appears to be. Yes, my dear. I
believe we have seen the last of him.”


It
was the good news she’d been waiting to hear. She let herself sink deeper into
the soft sofa and tried to relax.


“Then
the mortal world will be safe, won’t it? If Asmodeus is no longer there to lead
the demons, won’t they simply disappear? They’ll be scattered, leaderless … and
much easier to kill. The mortals will have a demon free world, right?”


“I’m
afraid it’s not that simple.” The Chief shoved a slice of pizza in his mouth,
and washed it down with a drink. “Pizza?” He handed her the open cardboard box
with the juicy pizza inside.


“Ah—no,
thanks. What do you mean?” 


The
old man placed the box on the seat next to him and clasped his hands in his
lap. “Where there is light, there will always be darkness. And where there is
good, evil will always linger nearby.”


Kara
screwed up her face. “I don’t get it. What are you saying?”


“There
will always be demons, Kara. Just as there will always be angels. Even with
Asmodeus’s demise, the mortal world will not be safe forever. Soon another
angel will fall under the temptation of power, and will want to rule Earth or
Horizon. It might be millennia before we know of another demon leader’s claim,
or it might be in two weeks. We just don’t know. And the process will start all
over again.”


Kara
sat back and processed the information. What the Chief said made sense. At
least for now, the mortal world and Horizon were safe.


“Kara.
I asked you here for a reason. I have a proposition for you.”


Kara
looked into the Chief’s clear blue eyes. “What’s your proposition?” She
couldn’t think of anything. Was he going to send her off on a secret mission?


The
Chief ate another onion ring, and Kara couldn’t help but stare at his
protruding belly. “As you know, I have a few … vacancies in the archangel
department.”


Kara
sat up straight. She wasn’t entirely sure she heard him correctly.


“I’m
offering you a chance to be an archangel.” The Chief regarded Kara with such
intense delight that she figured he was sure she was going to accept. She
almost thought about it seriously for a moment. But she knew she couldn’t. This
wasn’t for her.


“You
have something different to offer, and your youth will be a healthy change for
the government.” The Chief’s smile broadened and Kara noticed two small dimples
below his cheeks. “I believe you would make a great new addition to the
council. What do you say, eh?”


His
words spun in Kara’s head. David’s face appeared in her mind’s eye. How she
missed him. Horizon just wasn’t the same without him. She looked up and met the
Chief’s eyes. What was she to say? How could anyone refuse? But she heard the
words in her head before she could actually utter them.


The
Chief seemed to be reading her thoughts again. “You are unhappy here, aren’t
you? I can sense the suffering in your soul, Kara.” He placed a hand on her
shoulder and squeezed gently. His kind eyes searched her face.


“I’m
… I’m sorry—I can’t accept.” Kara didn’t know what else to say. She felt
terrible. 


 “Well
then. You give me no choice.” The Chief bounced up from the couch. He seemed
surprisingly light on his feet for someone so large around the middle. He
grabbed a glass of tan liquid and drank the entire contents in one large gulp.


Kara
brushed the hair from her eyes. “I beg your pardon?” 


“I
said … you give me no choice. You give me no choice but to offer you
something in return. I need to thank you somehow. You have saved my
kingdoms—now I will grant you a wish.”


Kara
stared at him bewildered. “A wish? Are you serious?” He didn’t resemble a jinni
at all. Maybe Santa could grant wishes too.


“Of
course I’m serious, my dear girl. Ask, and it shall be yours.”


“Anything?”
said Kara to no one in particular.


“Yes,”
answered the Chief. “I will grant you anything you wish for.”


And
so Kara smiled for the first time in days. 


 


 


 











Chapter 20


A new beginning


 


 


Robins chirped and flew in the warm
May breezes. Flocks of them fluttered and swooped down onto a manicured lawn.
With their red bellies exposed they stood straight and proud. A male robin with
his vibrant colors jumped suddenly and poked his beak into the ground. With
sharp pulls, the robin yanked a large brown worm from beneath thick layers of grass
and swallowed it whole. 


Kara
smiled. She knew that seeing robins was a sign that summer was near. And that
also meant school was nearly over. She could finally concentrate fully on her
presentation package for the Dawson College art program that started in the
fall. Her work needed to be outstanding to qualify for the program. They
accepted only the best, and Kara believed that she was one of them. Her high
school teachers had praised her strange demonic-looking paintings. They told
her she had raw talent, and they believed she had a real chance to be accepted.



Kara
breathed in the fresh warm air through her bedroom window. A few clouds
peppered the blue sky. Kara imagined them to be great big eagles chasing each
other across the sky.


The
robins fluttered away. A young couple walked up the street holding hands. They
kissed and the girl giggled excitedly. Kara watched them with longing in her
heart. They were disgustingly happy in love. It oozed off them as they stared
into each other’s eyes. Her ache deepened. How she wished it were her. Although
she was seventeen now, she was still unmistakably single. She wished to find
that special someone some day, hopefully before she turned forty. She watched
the young couple disappear around the corner.


Kara
let out a long sigh. She wouldn’t let her feelings get in the way of this
perfect day. She’d have tomorrow to feel sorry for herself, she decided. Kara
laughed. It was a beautiful day; a perfect day to spend outside on a park bench
and read a great book. Saturdays were ideal for going down to the used
bookstore she loved. She thought maybe a nice book on birds would do—or maybe
that hardcover edition of The Wizard of Oz she’d been dying to get a
hold of. 


But
that wasn’t the only reason she wanted to go to the bookstore. She needed a
job. She had to save money to go to college, and she figured she might as well
get a job she’d enjoy. Besides, she practically lived at that bookstore; it was
like a second home to her. And Mr. Patterson had kindly insinuated that he
needed help the other day. Kara decided that she would be the one to
help.


She
pushed off the window-sill and skipped over to her closet. She pulled open the
doors and poked her head in.


“Mom!
Where’s my black shirt!” yelled Kara from inside her closet. “I can’t find it
anywhere? You said you washed it.”


“It’s
in the dryer,” Kara heard her mother’s muffled voice coming from the kitchen.


After
a few minutes of rummaging through the dryer, Kara pulled out her favorite
black v-neck t-shirt. It was more like dark grey now, she realized, but she
didn’t care. It was the most comfortable shirt she owned. She covered her face
in it and sniffed. She smiled. It smelled like lavender. She pulled the shirt
over her head and dashed towards the kitchen. 


Her
mother stood by the sink. She stared out the window while she did the dishes.
Her face looked peaceful. Her large brown eyes sparkled, and somehow she looked
younger. Maybe it was the way the sun illuminated her face. It must be that. 


On
her tip-toes, she leaned over and kissed her mother on the cheek. “I’ll see you
later. Gotta go.” Kara sprinted out of the kitchen and headed towards the front
door.


Her
mother turned. “What? Where are you going?” Greasy water dripped from her hands
on the black and white linoleum floors. “Will you be back for supper, Kara?”
She called and wiped her hands on her jeans.


Kara
pulled open the front door. “I don’t know. Going to the bookstore. Love ya!”
she called back, and closed the door behind her.


She
flew down the two flights of stairs, through a small dingy lobby, and finally
out through the apartment building’s front door. Glad to be out of the stinky
cigarette smell from the lobby, Kara breathed in the sweet aroma of the two
lilac trees that stood by her building. The deep purple blooms gave off a rich
scent. She would cut a few branches for her mom when she got back. They were
her mother’s favorite. Warm air brushed her cheeks. She breathed it all in.


Kara
strolled down the sidewalk and crossed to Saint-Marc Street. Shoppers already
scurried up the street with large bags dangling from their arms. Everywhere she
looked shops lined the streets. Green, red, blue, and yellow doors stood ajar,
inviting the curious shoppers in. Paul’s Pet Shop came into view, and Kara
stopped to admire the golden retriever puppies in the bay window. As usual, the
window next to it demanded her attention.


The
large metal cage took up the entire bay window. Inside the cage was a small
brown monkey with a shriveled black face like a dried plum. It was the same
monkey she’d passed everyday on her way to school, and on her way to the
bookstore. His yellow eyes always gave her the creeps. It was as though he was
trying to communicate something to her. The monkey was the owner’s pet, and
everyday he would place the cage in one of the two bay windows at the front of
the shop. Strangely enough, the monkey would spend the day making obscene
gestures to the passersby. At first, Kara thought he was cute and friendly, so
she had poked her fingers through the bars to pet him—and had yanked them back
quickly—after he had bitten them. She never cared for him since. 


And
now he climbed up the walls of his metal prison and pushed his face between the
metal bars, screeching at Kara, demanding her attention once again.


“What
is it with you and your bad attitude?” said Kara to the monkey. “You know, if
you tried to be a little nicer, I might give you some chips.” Kara tapped her
front pocket.


The
monkey’s wet yellow eyes glared at her. He squished his little face into a
scowl. He pursed his lips—and spit.


Kara
stepped out of the way. The spit splashed onto the sidewalk. Kara laughed. She
had recognized his spit-face, since he had spit on her before. She had told
herself then that she would never let him do that to her again. Now she had
been prepared. Soon, she would get him back.


“You
see? Now why did you go and do that? You nasty little bugger.” The monkey
seemed angry that he had missed her and started to howl and rattle his cage. 


Crazy
beast, Kara smiled as she passed by his cage, ignoring his wild tantrums. 


The
smell of burning incense filled her nose. Kara looked to a great red door that
was kept open by a tall stack of books. A peeling wooden sign with painted red
letters read, Old Jim’s Bookstore—her new employer.


With
a grin Kara leaped onto the street, her eyes glued on the bookstore, and ran
into someone.


She
jumped back and yelped in surprise. She looked up. A handsome young man stared
back at her. He had disheveled blonde hair, a gorgeous face and strong square
jaw. A brown leather jacket covered his strong shoulders. He wore a pair of
shabby blue jeans with a white t-shirt. His was fit, an athlete, Kara thought.
He regarded her with piercing blue eyes, the kind that forced Kara to look
away.


“Sorry,”
said the stranger with an amused grin. “Didn’t see you there.”


Kara’s
heart caught in her throat. Where had she heard that voice before? Her eyes
went to his face again. Goose bumps spread over her entire body. She started to
shake. That face looked familiar to her. Who was he? She couldn’t stop staring,
and when the stranger smiled at her, she looked away abashed. Her cheeks
burned. She knew she was blushing.


“Do
I know you?” The stranger took a step forward. “You look really familiar. Have
we met?”


Kara’s
jaw was glued shut. She couldn’t speak. Her skin tingled. 


Kara
stared into the face of the young man she had just met, but somehow she felt
she’d known him all her life. It was as if he had come from another life at a
different time. She felt the blood rush to her face again, but she didn’t care.
She couldn’t keep her eyes off him. She couldn’t understand what was happening.


“How
can I forget such a babe?” The stranger raked his fingers through his hair.
“Man, this is going to sound really weird … but … I feel as if I know you. I’ve
seen your face before. But it feels like more than that—like I’ve known you all
my life.” He scratched the back of his neck and laughed softly. Color flushed
his cheeks. “Whoa. I sound crazy.”


Kara
clasped her trembling hands behind her back. “You’re not crazy. I … I … feel
the same as you, as if I know you already,” she said finally. “This is
pretty weird.”


The
stranger sighed in relief. He threw out his hand. “I’m David … and apparently a
little crazy.”


David, Kara repeated in her head. Somehow she already knew
his name. She pressed her hand in his. “I’m Kara.”


David
squeezed her hand gently, but didn’t let go. His skin was warm, and Kara felt
shivers down her spine. His touch was electrifying. Kara flinched
involuntarily. Her heart pounded painfully against her chest. She was sure
David could hear it. But he still didn’t let go of her hand.


“Kara,”
David repeated and stared at her. He stood there searching her face, and Kara
was frozen in his gaze, but unwilling to move, for fear she would wake up from
this dream. It was a dream, wasn’t it?


David
shifted his weight. “Are you going somewhere, Kara?”


Kara’s
mouth opened, but no words come out. Embarrassed, she clamped her jaw shut
again. She felt David’s warm fingers press against her skin. Somehow it felt
natural to her. After a moment, she gently removed her hand from David’s grip
and pointed to the bookstore. “There … I’m going—I was going to the bookstore.”


David
looked over to the bookstore and then back to her. “Mind if I come with you?
I’m not much of a reader, but something’s telling me not to let you out of my
sight. Like I need to keep you safe.”


Kara’s
heart skipped a beat. Something was telling her the same thing. A powerful
feeling to watch over him came over her suddenly. It didn’t make sense, she
knew. How could this be happening? But she didn’t’ care. This felt right. David
felt right. She couldn’t explain it. It was a feeling deep inside her. She knew
she was supposed to be with him.


Kara
smiled up at him. “Sure. But I’m positive I can find something for you to
read.”


David
chuckled softly. “I doubt it. Reading’s really not my thing—I’m more of a video
game kinda guy.”


“I
had a feeling you’d say that.”


David
kept eyeing Kara with a cocky expression plastered all over his face, as though
he had won a prize. She rather enjoyed his attentions, even if they were a
little overconfident. Somehow Kara felt complete.


They
crossed the street together.


Kara
smiled.


This
was the best day of her life.
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Chapter
1


Old
Jim’s Bookstore


 


 


 


Kara inhaled deeply and
blew the dust off a row of books with cracked covers and ripped spines. The air
smelled like a mixture of old glue and mildew. The dust motes hovered like a
swarm of insects, and the hot and humid damp lingered and clung to her clothes.
It was not the perfect environment to stow old books, but she loved how the
smell of ink and paper seeped out. It was the smell of imagination—where great
minds came together and created magic with their words—the smell of adventures
not yet discovered. In books, anything was possible...and she loved it.


She
wiped the perspiration from her forehead and pulled her hair into a ponytail.
She squeezed The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn between The Call of
the Wild and The Old Man and the Sea, in the classic novels section.
She nudged them into a perfect straight line, with their spines arranged
vertically. Once satisfied with her work, she wiped the moisture and dirt from
her hands onto her blue jeans, adding to the layer of grime from the day’s
work. The ladder creaked and wobbled under her weight. She clasped her hands
firmly around the rail and stepped down carefully. Once she reached the bottom,
she jumped the last step.


With
a smile on her face Kara pushed a metal trolley piled with books and magazines
toward the front of the shop. She ducked under the single light bulb that
flickered nervously from a loose wire in the center of the shop and drove the
trolley between crooked stacks of books that wiggled all the way up to the
ceiling in some places and teetered perilously.


Rays
of light spilled through a large bay window from the front of the shop and
illuminated the bookshelves in a soft golden glow. Dust particles glowed in the
light like miniature snowflakes. Kara could see the grey cobwebs that draped
from the highest corners of the ceiling and made a mental note to sweep them
later with her broom. Brown and beige striped wallpaper peeled from the walls
behind a fragile wooden counter that lined the right side of the shop. An old
cash register with manual buttons and a red lever sat above it. Below the cash
register was a glass case displaying different sizes of crystal balls. Kara
giggled at her distorted reflections in them. A warm breeze brushed Kara’s
bangs from her face. Wind chimes sang faintly from above the open front door. 


Kara
sneezed. The trolley jerked. A thick blanket of dust covered most of the back
bookshelves, a clear indication that she still had a lot of cleaning to do. It
would take weeks to dust the shop free from years of neglect. She seriously
doubted whether it had ever been clean to begin with. On her very first day at
the shop, Kara had given the windows a good cleaning and had swept and scraped
the floors of dingy brown grime and maroon stains that she’d rather not think
about.


Kara
gladly inhaled the summer wind from the open door—dandelions and freshly cut
lawns—her spirits lifted with each new smell. It was an awesome feeling. School
was over, and she was now officially an employee in a place she loved and for a
man she admired. Mr. Patterson had given her a summer job in his bookstore. Her
duties were to help him categorize all the new books into a new computer program,
to keep the shop clean, and to work the cash register when he was on his lunch
break. It had proven to be the best job ever. And Kara was determined to save
enough money for the first semester at Dawson College. Mr. Patterson even told
her that he would keep her on part time when she went to school. She couldn’t
ask for a better boss or a better job. At last, things were finally looking up
for her.


With
the trolley parked, she grabbed a handful of National Geographic
magazines and placed them by corresponding dates along the middle shelf from
the magazine rack. She shuffled them together—and froze.


Her
hair stood on end. Kara inexplicably sensed a presence. She followed the source
of the feeling towards the bay window—


Someone
was staring at her from across the street.


Her
heart hammered against her chest. A young girl in an old fashioned white dress
with a large red bow tied at the middle, stared at Kara from the opposite side
of the street. Her silky black hair was cut short at her jaw line and accentuated
her sharp features. She was beautiful, like an expensive doll. She looked to be
about twelve years old. Even from the distance, Kara could see traces of
redness around her eyes and nose. Her pallid face was pulled into a grimace,
her eyes wide in terror. Kara could almost feel her panic. Her eyes pleaded for
help, for Kara’s help. An inexplicable connection with the girl rose in Kara’s
chest. It was as though they were related somehow, like a long lost cousin. The
girl jerked her head around suddenly and started to back away.


Two
men in meticulously tailored grey suits approached the young girl from either
side. Their platinum hair and faces were identical and their skin was a sickly
white color like that of diseased albinos. They moved swiftly and with purpose.
The girl backed up against the front wall of the neighboring shop. She locked
eyes with Kara once more in a silent plea. She mouthed the words Help me.
Kara held her breath. The girl was trapped between the two leering men with
black eyes. The loud hammering of Kara’s heart in her ears drowned out all
other sounds around her. The little girl was no match for these two evil
looking men. Kara had to do something, she had to try to help her.


Kara
pushed the trolley out of her way and threw herself over the counter. She
grabbed the baseball bat, which Mr. Patterson kept hidden behind the counter in
case of a perilous transaction with a customer, and dashed out of the bookstore
and onto the street.


She
skidded to a stop.


It
was empty. The girl had vanished and so had the black-eyed men. The street rang
with silence. The sidewalk was bare except for a few pigeons pecking at the
ground. 


Were
her eyes playing tricks on her again? Was this another strange vision? For the
past few months she’d had the sensation of being watched. She had perceived
creepy shadows in dark places following her every move, lashing out at her when
they thought she wasn’t looking. But as soon as she would turn around to
confront whatever they were, the shadows would disappear in a blink of an eye.
Perhaps this was one of those occurrences. Or perhaps she was going mad. She
thought it must be the latter. 


“Are
you planning on beating someone with that bat?”


Kara
whirled around. David stood there, handsome as always, with his customary
cheeky grin and tousled blond hair. With his head in the air, he sauntered
toward her with a hop in his step.


“Is
it safe? Or should I come back later?” laughed David, and he jammed his hands
in his pockets.


Kara
ignored him and watched the opposite side of the street. “I—I thought I saw
something.”


David
raised his brows. “And so you decided to go all vigilante and grabbed a
baseball bat—to beat it with?”


“I
saw a girl. I think she was in trouble—no, she was in trouble. She was
really scared and needed my help.” Kara’s knuckles turned white as she grasped
the bat tightly. She remembered the little girl’s petrified face as she
retreated from the approaching men. 


“What
girl?” David searched the street. “I don’t see any girl. Are you sure you saw
something? You know, all that dust you inhale all day could be affecting your
brain.”


Kara
sighed and lowered the bat. “She was there a minute ago. I’m sure of it. And
there were these two weird looking men…with white hair—really ugly looking and
creepy—I felt they were going to hurt her. They had these scary black eyes.”


“Black
eyes? As though they were punched in the face or something? Just as you were
about to do with that bat, right?”


Kara
looked into David’s puzzled face and decided to drop it. Clearly he thought she
was mad. She shook her head and shrugged. “Never mind.” She gave out a
frustrated breath and then gave him a lopsided smile. “What are you doing here
so early anyway? I thought you had soccer practice?”


“I
did.” David did some fancy foot-work to impress Kara. “It got cancelled. I
thought we could catch an afternoon movie or something.”


Kara
tried hard not to smile, but her face betrayed her. She looked quickly away
from David. Her cheeks burned, and she knew instantly her face had gone tomato
red. Her heart pounded in her ears. 


“Um…let
me ask Mr. Patterson first. He might still need me for the rest of the day.”
She hoped silently that he wouldn’t. David had been coming around the shop
every day since the very first time they had accidentally met two months ago.
And every time he came around butterflies fluttered inside her belly. 


With
the baseball bat loose at her side, Kara walked back into the shop. David
ducked below the wind chime and followed behind her. She heard the click of the
back door as it closed. She looked up as Mr. Patterson shuffled towards them,
his bones creaking as he approached. He scratched his head, sending ripples
through his wispy white hair. His short legs peeked out from under his usual
khaki Bermuda shorts and colorful yellow and orange Hawaiian shirt. The
floor-boards creaked under the weight of his bare feet. Kara never understood
why he walked around barefoot in the grime and dust on the floors. But as time
went on, she got used to seeing his large square toes and long yellow nails.
She reminded herself to get him a gift certificate at the local spa, Toes
with Bows, for a pedicure. If she was forced to look at his feet, then at
least they could be groomed.


Mr.
Patterson waved at them excitedly. “Why, hello, Denis! What brings you to this
side of the literary world? Have you come to buy a book at last? There’s a
great new section on adventure books for boys over there—” He flung his long
white beard over his shoulder and pointed to a tall book shelf to his left.


David
smiled uncomfortably and scratched the back of his neck. “Uh…no, Mr. P—but
thanks anyway. I’m sure they’re all…swell.” David turned to Kara and whispered
under his breath. “He’s still calling me Denis.” Kara covered her mouth
and laughed.


Mr.
Patterson halted and watched Kara warily. “Clara? Why are you holding the mad-bat?
Did something happen? Were you engaged in combat with a psychotic customer?”


“Uh,
no, I was just…”


David
snorted. “The mad-bat? Seriously? Sounds a little batty to me—”


Kara
kicked David in the shin and hid the baseball bat behind her back. “Uh…nothing.
I was just…cleaning it.” She walked over to the counter and placed the bat
behind it.


“Actually,
Mr. P,” said David, “I came to see if Kara could get the rest of the afternoon
off.” 


“I
see.” Mr. Patterson eyed David suspiciously for a moment. His clear blue eyes
peered out from under the folds of hundreds of wrinkles. He pursed his lips and
scratched his head. “Well, I don’t see why not. I think Clara’s done quite
enough today already. You can go with Denis if it pleases you.”


Excitement
rushed through Kara’s breast. She dashed back. “Really? Thank you, Mr.
Patterson. You’re too good to me.”


“Nonsense.”
Mr. Patterson waved a dismissive hand. He stood silent for a moment, his face
perplexed. “Dear me. I can’t remember what I was about to do just now…my mind
seems to wander on its own as I get older. A very strange business, this old
age.” His blue eyes glazed over, and he stared into space.


Kara
peeked at David and then back at Mr. Patterson. “Mr. Patterson—if you want, I
can stay and help you find what you were looking for. Really it’s fine. I can
go to the movies another time. I’m sure David won’t mind.” Kara gave
David a sidelong glance. 


“No,
no. That won’t be necessary, my dear. You go on now with David. I’m sure
whatever it was…it’ll turn up soon enough.” Mr. Patterson waddled over behind
the counter. He slid open the glass compartment door from which he pulled a
fist-sized crystal ball. Specks of light reflected off his face, and he gazed
at it intensely without blinking. He held it with both hands and was still.


“Mr.
Patterson? Are you all right?” asked Kara. And when he didn’t answer, she asked
again. “Are you feeling okay? You seem a little pale. Can I get you a glass of
water?”


“The
guy’s a little spaced out…if you know what I mean,” whispered David beside her.
He whirled his finger at the side of his head and opened his eyes wide.


Kara
ignored David and studied the old man. She lowered her voice. “He does that
sometimes. Whenever he stares into one of those crystal balls—it seems he
forgets the world around him. It’s as if he’s off somewhere else. It’s
pretty…freaky.”


“Maybe
he’s got the early signs of Alzheimer’s.”


Kara
shook her head irritably. “No, he doesn’t. He’s just…old. I’d like to see you
at his age—see how you would handle yourself.”


“I’d
be the sexiest old fart in town, baby. All the single senior ladies would be
chasing me with their canes. I’d be awesome.”


Kara
rolled her eyes and laughed. “You’re such a moron.” She watched the old man
somberly. It pained her to see him so distraught. “I hate to leave him here
like this, though. What if someone comes in…and he’s still staring into that
ball, and he doesn’t answer them? They might call the police or something. What
if they lock him up?”


David
squeezed her shoulder gently. “Don’t worry. The old dude had this shop long
before you came along. I’m sure he’ll be fine. Let’s go. The movie starts in
half an hour.”


“I
hope so.” Reluctantly, Kara turned around and followed David towards the door.
“So… what movie did you want to see? Please don’t say another zombie film. I
think I’ve seen enough blood and guts to last me a lifetime.”


David
cracked his knuckles and grinned. “I was thinking the new—”


“Wait!
Stop!”


With
a crash, Mr. Patterson’s crystal ball exploded into a million pieces as it hit
the floor. He ignored it and ran wildly towards them. His white hair bounced
from the top of his head, and Kara couldn’t help but be reminded of the little
luck-trolls with wispy purple hair she used to collect. He waved his hands
frantically in the air. “You cannot leave. The darkness comes. The legion needs
you. The mortals are in danger!”


David
whistled softly. “Whoa…and you said the old fart wasn’t nuts? He just poured a
bucket of crazy on us—”


“Hang
on,” said Kara, cutting him off. “Something’s wrong. I’ve never seen him so
agitated.” 


After
a moment, Mr. Patterson stood before them. His eyes were wide and crazed. He
pulled at his hair with trembling hands. “I have seen it! It is time. You must
go back!”


Kara
searched his face. His big blue eyes were lost under bushy white brows. 


“Time
for what? You’re not making any sense.” Her body stiffened. What if he had gone
mad? She would have to look for another job. A lump formed in her throat. She
looked over at David who raised his brows.


Mr.
Patterson paced on the spot. “The time is now. You must prepare yourselves.
They are waiting for you. You must leave the mortal world.”


Kara
wiped the sweat from her forehead with her hand. It was getting worse by the minute.
“Who’s waiting? I don’t understand. Mr. Patterson, you’re not making any
sense—”


“Keys!
I almost forgot!” The old man rushed over to the counter, rummaged through a
drawer, and rocketed back. Two golden key cards glimmered in his hands. He held
them up to Kara and David. “Here—you must take your cards. You cannot enter
level five without them.”


David
laughed and took one of the keys. “Thanks, Mr. P—maybe you should sit down and
relax a little. Whoa…is this real gold?”


Kara
shoved David aside and shook Mr. Patterson gently by the shoulders. “Mr.
Patterson. You’re scaring me. I think you need to lie down and have a glass of
water. Did you eat something today?”


Mr.
Patterson nodded impatiently. “Yes, yes, of course.” He grabbed her hand and
placed the other golden key card in her palm. He curled her fingers around it.
“Kept it safe. You will need it. It’s only a matter of seconds now.”


Kara
blinked the moisture from her eyes. “Okay. That’s it. I’m going to lock up and
take you home. We’re not going to the movies anymore.” 


She
started for the door, but Mr. Patterson grabbed her arm forcefully and pulled
her back to face him.


“No!
It’s happening. You cannot go anywhere. You must stay here. Both of you.”


Kara
and David shared a look. She realized this was a lot worse than she had first
anticipated. She would have to call someone. She decided to phone her mother.
Her mother would know what to do.


“I
need to use your phone.”


“No!”
Mr. Patterson grabbed Kara by the elbow and steered her back to face him.
“There isn’t time. It comes now. Prepare yourselves.”


“What’s
coming?” laughed David, playing along. “The darkness? Will it give us more gold
cards?”


The
old man backed away from them suddenly and pointed towards the ceiling. His
eyes were wide in fear. “The earthquake,” he whispered.


Kara
frowned. “The earthquake? We don’t get earthquakes here—”


As
if on cue, the bookshelves started to rattle and the ground shook fiercely. An
enormous boom thundered around them, as though the earth itself had split open.
Bookshelves swayed dangerously, spilling out their contents. Books toppled over
and crashed onto the floor around them. The walls cracked, revealing large
gaping holes. Chunks of plaster cascaded down from the ceiling and covered Kara
and David in a blanket of white dust. Kara coughed as the powder burned her
throat.


“Kara!
This way!” David yanked Kara by the arm and pulled her towards the counter.
They ducked and flung themselves against the wood frame to protect themselves
from the falling rubble as best as they could.


Kara
looked around nervously. “Where’s Mr. Patterson?” she shouted over the groans
and creaks of falling debris.


A
huge chunk of plaster crashed on the floor, just inches away from them.


“I
don’t know!” yelled David. He inspected the ceiling for more falling boulders.
“The ceiling is coming down. We’ll get crushed if we stay here. We have to get
out of here now!”


Kara
nodded and followed David out from behind the counter. They ducked and jumped
out of the way of broken shelves and dangerously sharp chunks of rock—


BOOM!


Half
the ceiling came down behind them. The counter disappeared under an avalanche
of wreckage.


Kara
watched David’s lips move, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. All she
could hear was the hammering of her heart and the thundering crash of falling
debris. He pointed to the door and grabbed her hand.


Desperately
they ran for the door. It was near. They were almost at the threshold—


An
earsplitting crack vibrated around them.


The
remaining ceiling tumbled down.


Kara’s
last image was of a brick wall crashing on top of her. A tremendous weight
pressed on her chest, and then her consciousness left.


 


 


 











Chapter
2


Back
Again


 


 


 


After a distasteful five-minute
elevator ride with an orangutan in a pink bathrobe and hair curlers, who kept attacking
them with a volley of insults, Kara and David found themselves in a large round
chamber the size of a baseball field. Unlike her usual encounters with the
division where hundreds of guardian angels busied themselves typing on
keyboards and running up metal staircases that reached to higher levels,
barking out orders, this time only a handful of guardians operated the vast
room. Kara shivered uncomfortably in the silence, an eerie reminder of the
great loss Counter Demon Division had suffered fighting Asmodeus. It came as no
surprise now why they had been called back so soon—CDD was like a ghost town.


At
first Kara had felt a little resentment towards the legion for bringing her
back so quickly without having spent much time with David as mortals. They had
only really just begun to get to know one another. But now, she understood
their need to have her back. And she was glad for it—glad to be part of
something special and important, like saving mortal souls from demons—glad to
have the chance to bring back balance between the worlds.


“So,
we’re back,” said Kara to no one in particular. She turned and looked at David.
His face was strained, and he walked and stared at the floor. “David? What’s
the matter?” She wasn’t used to seeing him so distressed, it unnerved her.


David
was silent for a moment, and then he answered. “I...I was dead, Kara. It’s
coming back to me now. I remember. My soul died. Asmodeus killed me…”


Pain
gushed in her chest as she remembered holding David in her arms before his body
evaporated into golden dust. She never wanted to experience that again.


“Well,
your soul wasn’t really dead. It just expired for a little while. And now
you’re back. The chief brought you back, David.”


David
searched Kara’s face. His lips broke into a smile. “I’m sure you had something
to do with this…didn’t you?”


Kara
looked away. “I have no idea what you mean.” Something hard pressed against her
in her jeans pocket. She reached inside and pulled out a golden key card. It
gleamed in the light, and she held it up and examined it more closely. Her
frowning face reflected back at her. “Mr. Patterson…he gave us our golden
keys.”


“Yup.
The old fart’s an oracle.”


Kara
suppressed a laugh. “It explains a lot.” She remembered his dirty bare feet and
crazy Hawaiian shirts. His obsession with crystal balls made sense now. He had
been very kind to her, and Kara wondered if that was just because he was
looking out for her. How many oracles were stationed on Earth incognito? She
found herself wondering what had happened to him after the building collapsed.
Did he immediately return to Horizon just as they did?


They
made their way slowly past large holographic screens that flickered like x-rays
with different images of cities across the globe. A large round desk was raised
on a platform in the middle of the large space. Kara counted ten angels sitting
around the desk. A few faces stood out, but she didn’t recognize most of them.
She recognized Peter’s and Jenny’s immediately. Jenny’s pointy face broke into
a large grin. Her big green eyes flashed excitedly. She jumped up and squeezed
Kara into a tight hug. Her purple spiked hair tickled Kara’s neck.


“Welcome
back, girl. I missed you.”


Kara
squeezed her friend back gently. “I missed you too, Jenny. I’m glad to be back.
Any idea why we were called back so soon?”


Jenny
released Kara and stepped back. “Nope. But I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.
Whatever is happening—it must be big. They’re all tight-lipped about it.”


With
an exaggerated pout, David lifted his arms and pretended to hug the air before
him. “What? Don’t I get a hug, too?” Jenny ignored him and sat back down
giggling.


Kara
squeezed Peter’s shoulder. “Hi, Peter. It’s nice to see you again.”


“Hi,
Kara. Same here.” Peter smiled and lowered his eyes.


After
David and Peter exchanged a complex hand-shake, Kara looked around. A large
woman sat at the head of the table. She was stunning, which shouldn’t have come
as a surprise to Kara. The archangels were known to be beautiful. Her toffee
colored eyes studied Kara and David. The woman pushed back her chair and stood
up gracefully. Short tight curls bounced lightly above her head like soft
springs. She wore black cargo pants tucked into a pair of shiny black boots and
a short-sleeved black shirt, which blended beautifully with her mocha colored
skin. Her full lips spread into a smile.


“You
must be Kara Nightingale and David McGowan,” said the woman, her voice smooth
and rich. Kara instantly liked her. “Welcome back. I am the archangel Ariel—the
new commanding officer for the Department of Defense. I am very pleased to
finally meet you. I have heard many great things about you both. I hear you
possess remarkable individual talents. And I look forward to observing
them. Please, sit down.”


Obediently,
Kara seated herself into an empty seat opposite Jenny and Peter and waited.
David flung himself in an empty chair and placed his feet up on the table with
his hands interlaced behind his head. Ariel didn’t seem to take notice. She
watched Kara, who tried to level her eyes with the archangel but forced herself
to look away.


“I’m
sure you must be wondering why the GAs that were on Earth have been summoned
back so soon.” Ariel paced around the table calmly. Heads bobbed up and down in
agreement. “As you might already suspect, we have a serious problem on our
hands.”


Kara
shifted nervously in her seat. She pressed her hands on her legs. What had
prompted the legion to call them back so soon? What was this serious problem?
Asmodeus was dead. She had killed her own father months ago, and had nearly
lost her soul in the process. She remembered it as if it were yesterday.
Perhaps it was. She could still remember his ugly triumphant grin right before
she stabbed herself with the inferno blade. How surprised he had been—he had
never expected it. His body had been consumed in golden fire. She remembered
his scream over the crackling fire that consumed his body. He was not coming
back after that. It was impossible. Or was it?


Could
a new threat have surfaced so quickly? She recalled the chief’s words when she
had visited him—where there is good there will always be evil. The
mortal world and theirs would always be at risk of new evil. Demons and angels
coexisted. It was just a matter of time before evil resurfaced. She just hadn’t
expected it to be so soon. 


She
stole a quick glance over at David who winked at her. She rolled her eyes.
Clearly, David was up for some action. She envied his calm resolve.


The
archangel Ariel halted and clasped her hands in front of her. She regarded the
group thoughtfully for a moment. “We have been made aware of a new situation in
the mortal world,” began the archangel. Kara cringed as Ariel’s eyes rested on
her again. A coolness rushed inside her head, and she suppressed a shiver. She
sensed a presence in her mind. It was as though Ariel could see right through
her and read her most intimate thoughts. Ariel’s eyes widened. “Which is
precisely the reason why we have called upon your services once again, Kara
Nightingale.”


Kara
drew back as all eyes fixed on her. She studied Ariel’s face for a sign of what
was to come, but she could see nothing. She wiggled in her seat. Her
fingernails gouged her thighs. She hated to be the center of attention. The
tension in the room was unbearable. She could practically see the silence
spread through the entire chamber. Every single angel in CDD waited anxiously
to hear what Ariel had to say. Two young women Kara did not recognize held
hands, their eyes wide with fear. It appeared everyone wanted to hear why the
new threat involved Kara specifically. She bit her bottom lip and prepared
herself for what the archangel would say next. 


Ariel
leaned forward. “Our Scouts have identified a new elemental.”


Whispers
spread along the great table. Curious eyes met Kara’s. And by the befuddled
look in some of the others, she wasn’t entirely sure they were thrilled to be
sitting next to her. She heard her name murmured once or twice. She kept her
eyes down until the sound tapered off. She felt angry, but she wouldn’t let her
emotions get the best of her, especially now. It would only make matters worse.
Let them stare away. She did her best to ignore the whispers. 


Only
a small group of people knew what had really happened that night in the
cemetery last year. She remembered the tear stricken face of the little boy she
had plucked from the hands of the demon lord, Asmodeus. She had held him close
as his tiny body shivered against her. She knew that she was unique—she had
been the only angel capable of withstanding the touch of the elemental. That
was when she had learned about her own exceptional power. It seemed so long ago
now.


“We
know of her existence,” said Ariel, “and as we know with any elemental being,
she’s in great danger of being tortured for her untamable power. We cannot
allow her to fall into enemy hands. She must be protected.”


She, repeated Kara in her head. This time the elemental
was a girl. Kara frowned and wondered where her mortal mother was. Did the
mother know she had given birth to a supernatural being?


“She
has managed to avoid capture by the demons so far, but it won’t be very long
until she is within their grasp and lost to us forever. We cannot allow that to
happen. We have already witnessed the devastation that the enemy can cause when
elemental power falls into their hands. The legion has suffered enough. 


The
High Council has specifically asked for our help in this matter, and we will
not fail them.” Ariel’s voice rang throughout the chamber. Although Ariel was
smaller than her male counterparts, Kara was sure that Ariel was a force to be
reckoned with when she got angry. 


Ariel
straightened herself and cocked her head towards Kara. “Kara is the only one
who can touch the elemental. A single touch from an elemental would destroy an
ordinary angel, so Kara’s special talents are essential to this mission. This
assignment is entrusted to you, Kara…and to your team.” 


Without
realizing it, Kara nodded in acceptance. She knew she was the only one suited
for the job. With the demon lord gone, she didn’t think retrieving an elemental
kid would be difficult. She and her friends could take care of a few demons.
She sat straighter in her seat, and ignored the scrutinizing eyes around her. Yes,
she knew she was no ordinary angel. She was different. And she was proud to be
different. It made her special.


“Your
teammates are...” Ariel pointed with a long finger to the different faces
across the table and then rested on her friends. “Jenny, Peter, and David. The
four of you have proven that you excel as a team. We need the very best on this
assignment. You cannot fail. In any event, you will each receive a pair of
sparks. Use them wisely.”


Kara
locked eyes with Jenny, who gave Kara a reassuring smile. Kara smiled back. She
couldn’t ask for a better team. With Peter’s brains, Jenny’s self-assuredness,
and David’s adept fighting skills, they were an unstoppable force. They were
going to recover the elemental. She was sure of it—a piece of cake.


Ariel
raised her voice slightly as she addressed the team. “We have pinpointed her
last location to Boston, Massachusetts. We believe she’s hiding in a youth safe
house. You will begin your search there. If you succeed in finding the girl—a
group of Sensitives is on standby and ready to take the elemental into their
care as soon as she is safe with you.”


“Sounds
great.” David cracked his knuckles and tapped the table with his hands. “When
do we start? I’ve been meaning to kick some serious demon butt. I’m thinking
it’s payback time for all the sh—” Ariel raised her eyebrows, and it was enough
to silence David.


The
archangel’s face changed. Her expression became serious. “There is something
else. Our Scouts have felt a dark presence around the elemental, something evil
lurks around her…almost like a shield or guardian. They were unable to give us
more details about this dark aura. But one thing is for sure…they’ve never
sensed anything like it before.”


“Do
you think she’s marked?” Kara remembered her own experience with the demon
mark. It hadn’t been very pleasant. The legion had been very quick to pass
judgment on her. What if this poor girl suffered that same fate and ended up in
Tartarus too? “If she is…it’s not her fault. You can’t blame her for something
out of her control. She’s just a kid. An innocent kid.” Kara’s voice rose
before she could control it. She knew she had everyone’s full attention now.
She didn’t care. She wouldn’t stand for another incident in which an innocent
was blamed for a demon’s touch. Not again.


Ariel’s
eyes were filled with tenderness. “I understand how you feel, Kara. This must
be very difficult to hear, but you were an exception. You are an angel—she is a
mortal. We just can’t say for sure whether this child has been compromised, and
we can’t afford to take any chances with her. The dark presence emanating from
this child is something new, according to the Scouts. They don’t know what it
is—except that it feels evil—extremely evil...and dangerous.”


“I
don’t like the sound of that,” whispered Jenny, as she tried to make eye
contact with Kara but to no effect.


Anger
and fear welled inside Kara. She squeezed her hands into fists until she
couldn’t feel her fingers anymore. This all sounded a lot like what had
happened to her. The legion had already labeled this poor girl as a freak. Just
like her. They had no proof other than what the Scouts said they felt. What if
they were wrong? What then? What were they going to do with her once she was in
their hands? Kill her? If she was as dangerous as the archangel had informed
them, she doubted whether they were going to hand her off peacefully to the Sensitives.
No, she was sure they had other plans. 


The
unfairness of the situation fed a wild rage inside her. A hot tremor rolled
down her back, and Kara strained to subdue her own power. This little girl was
innocent. She wasn’t a thing—but a frightened mortal girl who needed
help. Kara had to protect her. She had to find her before the legion did. She
wasn’t sure what she would do with the girl once she had her, but she would
figure it out later. One thing was certain—she wasn’t going to let them touch a
single hair on her head—no matter what.


The
archangel looked directly into Kara’s eyes. “Kara. Please understand. We only
want to help. This is a very delicate situation, and we trust you will
not fail us. You must be very careful. Never let your guard down. We do not
know what surrounds the elemental. We know it’s evil, but we don’t know what it
can do to you—specifically. Do you understand?” 


Kara
met her eyes. “I understand. I won’t let my guard down.” Her tone was rough,
and she didn’t regret it.


Uncertainty
tinted Ariel’s face for a moment. She searched Kara’s face and then recovered
quickly with a sigh. “Good. I want everyone back safe within two hours. Let’s
go people. Get to it!”


Everyone
jumped to their feet excitedly. Kara watched Ariel walk way and wondered what
she would have looked like if she had accepted the Chief’s proposal of becoming
an archangel, too. Would she have been as beautiful and fearsome as Ariel? Or
more demure, like the soft-spoken, but traitorous Cassiel? She wasn’t sure if
she’d have a choice in the matter. Perhaps you would just become a bigger
version of yourself. She would never find out.


Kara
knew that the legion needed her unique talents for this special assignment. She
didn’t plan on failing them—but she wasn’t going to hand them the girl either.
Not until she first found out personally what this dark presence was. Then she
would decide what she was going to do with the elemental girl. What was this
new darkness Ariel spoke of? Although fear crept into her mind at the possibilities
of what the darkness might be, the need to save the girl surpassed everything
else. Something deep inside told her that the elemental was innocent, and that
the evil presence was after her. 


“Kara!
You coming or what?” David yelled from the weapons wall. He pocketed two soul
blades, a firestone, and a moonstone before heading towards the Vega tanks.


Kara
made her way slowly towards the weapons rack. Once she was fitted with her
weapons of choice, two soul blades, she followed the others silently towards
the green water tanks. The three of them were already standing on the platform
waiting for her. They fidgeted with excitement. 


Although
determined to save the elemental, Kara couldn’t help but wonder what the
darkness was. If Asmodeus was dead, then what was this new evil? Could he have
released something even more sinister without the legion knowing? Kara
remembered the wails of dying mortals as their bodies were shredded into pieces
by the foul demons that Asmodeus had released through the Mirror of Souls.
Their screams would always haunt her. She curled her hands into balls to stop
them from shaking. This wasn’t going to be so easy after all, but one thing was
for sure—she had to get to the elemental before anyone else did.











Chapter
3


A
Glowing Angel


 


 


 


The sun was a perfect golden coin in
the midafternoon sky. Birds peppered the blue skies as they chased each other
in hot pursuit. Kara and her teammates walked along Washington Street in search
of the Saint James Youth Center. Brownstone buildings surrounded them on either
side and towered over the dilapidated local shops that were sandwiched in
between the stone giants. Mortals strolled past deep in conversations, ignorant
of the supernatural elements surrounding them.


Kara
was still fuming after the meeting. She couldn’t suppress her anger easily; it
dwelled inside her core, ready to pounce like a wild cat. She walked with her
fingernails gouged into her palms to stop from shaking with rage. She prayed no
one would get in the way of her plans, because it was going to get really ugly
for them if they did. Protecting the elemental was all that mattered. She knew
her friends would be on her side, they wouldn’t interfere. But if other GAs
tried to stop her, she didn’t think she could control her power. In that case,
she would probably end up back in Tartarus—her least favorite place in Horizon.


They
walked by manicured parks with lush green grasses dotted with perennial flowers
in rich yellows and reds. A warm breeze brought forth the smell of summer blooms.
Kara remembered her summer days spent at her grandmother’s cottage, with long
yellow grasses that swayed in the June breezes, and the sweet aroma of lush
hydrangea bushes that her grandmother loved so much. How she missed her granny.
Kara smiled. She was glad to be amongst the living again. The sun’s rays
tickled her face. She closed her eyes happily for a moment and let the sunshine
seep deep into her M-suit. 


Kara…


“What?”
Kara opened her eyes and turned around. Her comrades regarded her with blank expressions.



“What?”
she repeated a little annoyed. 


“Nothing,
Kara,” answered David, with a shrug. “No one said a word to you.”


Kara
frowned and averted her eyes. She was positive she had heard her name called.
Her eyes met David’s briefly, and it was long enough to understand the
questioning look in them. Kara’s annoyance grew.


Jenny
stepped forward. Concern reflected in her large green eyes. “Are you feeling
okay? You look a little freaked.”


“Yes…I’m
fine. It’s nothing.” Kara brushed her off, her embarrassment growing with every
new question. “Let’s get moving. The Youth Center should be just another two
blocks or so.”


As
they walked away, Kara glanced behind her one last time. She strained to hear.
A cacophony of screeching tires and honking cars answered back. She didn’t hear
her name again. Maybe she had imagined it, maybe the wind taunted her. She
brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. Halfheartedly, she jogged a few paces
to catch up to the others—


Kara…help me!


Kara
halted and whirled around. She stared at a middle-aged couple waddling up to
her. They were arguing loudly and were oblivious to everyone around them. The
woman pushed the man away from her angrily and tried to hit him with her
leather purse. The man pleaded with her by gesturing theatrically with his
hands. The voice couldn’t have come from them. And yet she was sure it had come
from behind her. It had been so close, as if only a step away. But there was no
one around close enough to have uttered her name. What was going on?


“Kara?
What are you doing? The youth center is this way. I thought we were in a hurry
to get there. Let’s go.” David waved at her, with a confused expression on his
face. When he realized she wasn’t moving, he shrugged and started walking
towards her. 


Reluctantly,
Kara lifted her hand. “I’m coming, David. Just a second.” She scanned the area
one last time and shook her head. “I’m going mad,” she said to herself. “Maybe
the M-5 suits are dysfunctional. I’ll have a talk with Ariel when I get back.”
With her mind finally made up, she walked up the street to join the team—


Kara, please…I need your
help…They’re coming…


Kara
froze. Every hair on her angel body stood up. The voice was coming from inside
her head. Just as her own elemental part had spoken to her before, a voice rang
inside her mind. It was loud and crisp as though her own thoughts spoke out to
her. But this was something entirely different. Someone else was speaking to
her telepathically—and somehow she already knew who it was.


With
a renewed sense of duty, Kara searched the street frantically for any sign of
the elemental girl. She knew she had to be close. She whirled on the spot and
scanned the mass of mortals for a young girl. Shoppers ignored her sudden
outburst and wandered past her to peer through the windows of the local gift
shops. A sense of foreboding filled her. Where was she? Was she already taken?
A horde of girls her own age spilled out from a nearby music store. They
strutted away while texting into their phones. Kara pushed her way through,
desperately ignoring the angry shouts from the mob of mortals. Panic surged
inside her. She had lost her. She pressed her hands on top of her head. There
was no sign of a little girl…or an elemental.


Kara
slapped her leg angrily. How had she lost her so suddenly? Where could she be?
Maybe she was frightened to be seen, and was hiding somewhere close. She prayed
that was the real reason. If demons were after her, it would come as no
surprise that the elemental was scared out of her wits and preferred to stay
hidden. Maybe she was just waiting for the right moment to show herself —or
maybe she wanted Kara to find her.


An
idea came to her, and she decided to try a different approach. She let herself
relax. She stood with her hands pressed over her ears and blocked out all the
sounds from the busy street. Calmly she closed her eyes. With great effort, she
focused all her energy. 


Hey, little girl…it’s me, Kara. I’m here to help you.
Where are you?


Nothing.
Her mind was as silent as the grave. Just a dull hum answered back. She waited
a little longer. Again she emptied her mind. Drawing in her power, she
projected it outwards like a beacon.


It’s me, Kara. I just want to help you. Can you tell
me where you are?


Kara
waited. Still nothing. Well, it was worth the try. She lowered her hands
and opened her eyes.


At
first, when she had heard the voice, she didn’t sense anything dark surrounding
it. In fact, she had felt nothing at all. The voice had sounded very normal,
just like any young girl’s. Whatever darkness the scouts had felt, Kara didn’t
feel it. They had been wrong. The evil the Scouts had felt wasn’t connected
with the elemental, but most likely was the nasty aura of demons. It would
explain the evil presence they had felt. The elemental was probably surrounded
by demons. 


A
sudden urgency to find the elemental welled inside her. The prospect of a
little girl being tortured by a mass of wicked demons was horrifying. They were
running out of time. Kara needed to find her immediately. Walking briskly, she
spotted David and the others standing near a bench a block away. They were
waiting for her. Their faces showed their concern when they saw her
approaching. 


A
little boy around the age of seven with carrot-red hair chased a yellow and
purple butterfly around a metal lamp post across the street.


Kara
waved at her friends. She made up her mind to tell them about the voice—that
way they wouldn’t look at her as if she were demented anymore. Or would telling
them make it worse? She wasn’t sure. But she knew she must tell them no matter
how delusional they would think she was afterwards. They all had their worried
faces on. She hated the fact that they thought she was so fragile. 


The
butterfly flickered away and flew across the street towards Kara.


It
always made her anxious to talk about the voices she heard. She feared the look
in their eyes. Kara the schizo—that’s what you got for being different—and
different Kara was. She knew her friends cared for her a great deal, but that
psycho suspicion always flashed across their faces for a second when she spoke
of the voices—and always long enough for Kara to see.


The
boy chased the butterfly onto the street.


But
even after all the experiences they shared, her friends still stood by her.
They had risked their own souls breaking her out of jail. Freak or not, they
were her friends, loyal friends. So what if she heard more than one voice
inside her head. They had accepted her freak show already. Surely one more
oddity shouldn’t be a huge blow. They would understand.


The
boy laughed as he continued to chase the butterfly in the street.


The
blue of David’s eyes sparkled as she approached them. Jenny was staring off at
a group of girls their own age with longing in her eyes. Although Kara knew
Jenny loved her job with the legion, she understood that yearning. She felt it,
too, at times. They would never be normal teenagers ever again. Instead, they
were soldiers who fought to keep the mortal world safe from demons. Their lives
now were unequivocally different from that of average teens. There was no going
back.


The
boy jumped as he tried to catch the butterfly with his bare hands—


Kara
froze.


A
black cab rumbled down the road in the opposite direction.


An
image of the boy lying dead in the street wavered before her eyes. The world
around her faded, and she focused her full attention on the boy. Her sight
sharpened like a camera’s zoom lens.


The
boy’s eyes were fixed upon the fluttering creature.


The
cab kept coming. 


Her
M-5 suit clicked into overdrive. A surge of warm energy washed through her.
Before she knew what she was doing, Kara rocketed across the street and tackled
the boy. The cab clipped her left foot as she landed safely on the sidewalk.
She heard a loud crack but felt no pain.


“Are
you crazy!” The cab driver honked angrily and cursed as he drove by.


Kara
ignored his rude comment and sighed in relief. She lowered the little boy to
the ground. Her hands shook, and she let him go gently. 


“Wow
that was really close. Didn’t you see the car? No. I guess you didn’t. You
could’ve gotten really hurt. Be careful next time, okay? Always look both ways
before crossing. No more chasing butterflies in the street. You got that?”


The
little boy didn’t answer. Instead, he looked at Kara with a puzzled expression.
His big blue eyes were fixed on her; his mouth fell open. He poked her arm with
his tiny finger. “Why are you glowing?”


Kara
laughed. “What? I’m not glowing.” She thought she might have bumped the kid on
the head by accident—oops—but she had still saved his life. A bruised head
shouldn’t be too serious. “Just be careful next time, okay?”


“James!”
A red-haired woman came rushing up to them. She squeezed the little boy in a
tight embrace and fell to her knees. 


“James!
Oh my God!” she whimpered into his shoulder. She grabbed him by the shoulders
and shook him. “What were you thinking? You know better than to run into the
street!” she scolded lovingly, tears running down her face. 


But
James didn’t answer. He just stared at Kara with the same bewildered
expression.


“Mommy,
why is the girl glowing?” He pointed.


Kara
started to feel uneasy. She glanced around nervously, but no other mortals
seemed to be looking their way. She looked down at herself. Her M-suit was
intact. She could see no signs of tears anywhere. She leaned over and stared at
her reflection through the window of a parked car. She looked fine. She looked
like a normal mortal. She wasn’t glowing so what was the kid talking about?


The
woman wiped her nose with her sleeve and ignored her son. She got to her feet.
“Thank you so much, miss. I—I—didn’t see him in time. If you hadn’t been
there”—the woman’s eyes started to leak water like a tap.


“It’s
all right. He’s safe now.” Kara smiled gently. “Just watch out for wandering
butterflies in the streets. I think he might follow them again—”


“Mommy,
the lady is glowing!” James stomped his feet and pointed some more, his face
turning redder.


His
mother grabbed him firmly by the hand. “That’s enough, James. Say thank you and
goodbye to the nice girl.”


“But
mommy she’s glowing!” yelled James stubbornly, and Kara thought his lungs might
explode. What was wrong with this kid?


With
a frown, his mother gave him a tug. “That’s it! I’ve heard enough— Nanny’s
waiting—let’s go, James.”


Kara
watched in silence as the woman ignored her son’s tantrum and pulled him along
forcefully. All the way down the street, James turned and pointed towards Kara,
still complaining loudly that she was glowing. He clearly saw something in her
that his mother didn’t. Could the little boy see through her mortal shell?


“He’s
a Sensitive,” said David, as though reading her thoughts. He settled beside her
and watched the little boy with great interest. “That’s how it usually starts.”


Kara
studied his face. “What usually starts?”


“Seeing
the supernatural. First they see us—GAs, out on missions as our true selves.
Glowing, in our entire splendor.” David straightened himself and lifted
his chin in the air dramatically. “But soon he’ll see the others. And then
it’ll get ugly for him.”


“The
others?” Kara didn’t like how he had said that. But she already knew the
answer.


“Demons.
Sensitives have the gift of sight. They see us, which means they see demons as
well. It’ll scare the crap out of him. Poor little bugger—I hope the group
finds him quickly. If not, I’ve heard some of the young ones go insane. Or
worse, their parents lock them up thinking they are mad. Sensitives are
special—and extremely rare.”


Kara
shook her head slowly. “That’s horrible. I can’t imagine what it must be like
to see those things when one is so young.”


“Well,
pray that the group finds him soon. His mother looks like the type to lock him
up in a loony bin. She’s not going to believe him when he tells her he sees
monsters. Did you see her face when he was telling her you were glowing? Yup.
She’s going to lock him up.”


Kara
watched James and his mother disappear around the corner. “How soon till he
starts seeing demons?” She was afraid for the little boy. Demons materialized
in all forms of ugliness. If Kara was afraid of them, then James would be
terrified.


“Soon—tomorrow,
probably. He’s going to be a total mess.”


Something
nagged her in the back of her mind. “Wait a second? Where was his guardian? He
would have been killed if I hadn’t pulled him out of the way in time. This was
an easy assignment, his GA should have been here.”


“I
heard Ariel talking earlier.” David looked over his shoulder and lowered his
voice. “Apparently, there’s a shortage of GAs right now. I guess we lost more
angels than the legion anticipated in the war against Asmodeus. There aren’t
enough angels to protect all the mortal souls. Until we train enough
rookies—thousands will be vulnerable. We can’t save them all.”


“That’s
awful. I had no idea.” Kara watched the mortals shuffling up the street, going
about their business, and oblivious to the dangers around them. But now the
odds were slim that guardians would be able to prevent mortal tragedies. Kara
lowered her head and stared at the ground.


David
took Kara’s hand and squeezed it gently. “Kara, we should get going. We don’t
have much time—”


Kara, help me…I’m scared…


Kara
jumped back in surprise. The voice was louder this time. She distinctly heard
the panic in the voice. She whirled around on the spot, searching frantically.


“Kara,
what is it?” David watched her anxiously. “What’s wrong? You’re freaking me
out.”


“I…I
heard something…someone…calling out to me just now. But I heard it before,
calling my name, just before the incident with the boy.”


David
knitted his brows. “I didn’t hear anything? Where did it come from?”


“From inside my head—”


Kara
halted. A young girl in a white dress and with a large red bow stood a few
yards away. Her black hair gleamed in the sunlight. Her white skin was almost
translucent and blended strangely with her dress. Kara recognized her at once.


It
was exactly the same girl she had spotted across the street from the bookstore.


 











Chapter
4 


An
Afternoon Chase


 


 


 


Kara approached the little girl
carefully and lifted her hands in surrender. “Hey, it’s me…Kara. The girl
you’ve been talking to inside her head.”


The
girl’s pallid face bore no expression. It was as though it were frozen stiff,
like a doll’s. Her white porcelain skin stood out against her raven hair. Her
white dress swayed in the light breeze. Recognition passed through her dark
eyes momentarily. Her lips twitched. Suddenly, she turned and bolted in the
opposite direction.


“No!
Wait! Come back!” Kara took off after the girl in hot pursuit.


“Kara
stop! Think of what Ariel said! Kara!” 


Kara
ignored David and hurtled down the street. She ran in a mad panic. Her insides
screamed that the girl needed protection. Never blinking, her eyes were glued
on the white dress. She couldn’t let it out of her sight. 


“Excuse
me! Coming through! Out of my way! Sorry! Watch out!” Kara ploughed through a
group of irritated mortals who swore at her and raised their fists. 


“I
said I was sorry!” she yelled back and suppressed a laugh.


The
white dress came into view a few yards ahead. The girl raced past shoppers and
jumped easily over metal garbage bins at incredible speed. A mortal girl couldn’t
run that fast. It was obvious there was something supernatural about her. No
wonder the demons hadn’t caught up to her yet—she was blessed with super speed.
Kara was glad. She pushed her M-5 suit’s strength to catch up. The rush of
energy flowed through her like a hot bath. With renewed vigor, she catapulted
down the block.


Shops
blurred past her in hues of browns and reds. The smells of exhaust fumes shot
up her nose as she ran. Mortals did their best to jump out of the way as Kara
tore down the street. But some weren’t so lucky and were tossed aside like pins
from a bowling alley. She shouted out apologies as she rammed into people and
kept going. The white dress fluttered ahead of her. Kara heard the swish of the
material with the girl’s every move. She almost had her within reach. The
elemental was only fifty feet away.


But
why was she running away from her in the first place? It was as though Kara
frightened her. By how could that be? The girl had reached out to Kara for
help. It didn’t make any sense. She remembered the familiar connection she had
felt the first time she had seen the girl from the bookstore’s window. It had
to be the elemental part. That’s what they had in common, a shared supernatural
energy. She knew the girl could feel it, too. Maybe that’s what frightened her?


The
elemental whipped around abruptly to the left, and disappeared around the
corner at the end of the block. Kara was right behind her. She swiveled around
a metal post and tore around the corner—


Crowds
of mortals passed her by. Kara blinked several times. The girl had vanished. 


She
searched above the mass of bobbing heads. Nothing. Kara pushed her way through
a wall of mortals who shouted at her angrily. She disregarded them and slowed
to a jog along the street to be less conspicuous. 


She
whipped her head around and searched for the elemental. Where had she gone? She
couldn’t have just vanished. Kara peered through windows for a glimpse of a
white dress. Nothing. The elemental could be anywhere, and it would take a whole
day to search the entire block. She groaned in frustration. She searched up and
down the block frenetically for spaces between buildings where the girl could
have found a secret hiding place. Nothing. She had lost the elemental.


“Where’d
she go?” David jogged into view, followed by Jenny and Peter. “You had her? I
mean…she was right there in front of you? Did she just pull a vanishing act on
us?”


Kara
scratched her head and paced on the spot. “I know. I know. I don’t get it. It’s
like—she disappeared into thin air. But I don’t get it? Why was she running?
It’s as if she thought I wanted to hurt her—but why? I don’t understand why she
would be so afraid of me. It doesn’t make any sense.”


“You
can’t blame her for running though,” said Jenny as she rearranged her silver
quiver across her shoulders. “She’s been on her own for a long time. She’s
confused and terrified. Who knows what’s been chasing her all this time? Maybe
she thought you were a demon in disguise.”


“I
hope not.” Kara sighed loudly. “I just wanted her to see that I meant no harm,
that I was her friend. But she just kept running without stopping—like a
freakin’ machine. But, my God, she was fast. I had to push my suit to its limit
just to keep up with her, I was so close!” Kara yelled out in frustration. “I
have to find her before anyone else does. We need to protect her.” 


“Well,
she can’t be that far.” Peter opened his palm. A small red orb the size of a
marble hovered above his hand. He waved his hand towards the nearest stone
building. Light flared suddenly from inside the orb. It grew brighter and
illuminated his palm in shades of red. “We should search the entire block.
She’s gotta be in one of the buildings.”


“I
agree with Peter,” said Jenny. She cast her gaze over the buildings that loomed
over them. “I’m sure she’s here somewhere. She has to be hiding. The poor
thing’s probably scared out of her wits.” 


Kara
let her arms fall to her sides. She saw no evidence of a white dress through
the building’s windows. “I hope you’re right. But she can’t keep running like
that for long. That speed has to be draining her. Hopefully she’s going to get
tired soon, and then she’ll be an easy target for the demons. The more she runs
away from us, the more energy she wastes. We have to find her…and soon.”


“Don’t
worry about it, we’ll find her before they do,” said David confidently. “If not
today, then tomorrow, I promise.”


“No.”
Kara shook her head. “Tomorrow will be too late. If we can’t find her today,
then she’s lost to us. Whatever it takes, we can’t leave until we find her. And
it has to be today.” Kara forced the panic from her mind. She needed to
stay focused. The safety of the elemental depended on it.


A
group of teen boys approached. They passed by, interrupting their conversion
for a moment. They strutted like proud peacocks, and Kara was reminded of one
of the pop boy bands she used to listen to—dashing good looks—always dressed
with the finest clothes. A handsome teen with black hair and grey eyes smiled
at her as he walked by. Embarrassed, she looked away hoping David didn’t see.
She pressed her lips together to keep from smiling back. She refused to look at
David, just in case.


Kara
waited until the boys were out of earshot. “Guys. I don’t think there’s
anything dark about this elemental.”


David
turned and stepped towards Kara. “What do you mean?” He cocked his head to the
side. 


“Well,
I think the Scouts were wrong about her. I think the entire legion is wrong
about her—just as they were about me. That darkness Ariel was talking
about—it’s not around the elemental.”


“But
how can you know?” Jenny leaned in closer. “You never got close enough. How can
you tell she’s not surrounded by evil like they said?”


“Because
I felt her…sort of. It’s hard to explain. I felt her presence, and there
was nothing evil about it. Whatever darkness the Scouts felt, I think it’s
because she was encircled by demons. I think that’s what they felt. The demons’
evil aura…but it wasn’t hers. She’s not evil. She’s just an innocent mortal
girl who’s probably scared to death.”


“Elementals
aren’t my specialty,” said David. “But I don’t see how the Scouts could be
wrong about something like that. Besides, in my experience with the legion,
Scouts are never wrong. Ariel did say this was a special case. I know
you feel you have to protect her—I can see it in your eyes—and I’m sure I know
why you feel this way. But we have to be careful, Kara. There’s something evil
lurking around her. We have to trust the legion with what they’ve told us—”


“They’re
wrong! I know it.” Kara was irritated at David’s reluctance to believe her. She
knew he couldn’t possibly understand, he wasn’t an elemental, but she’d hoped
her friends would’ve believed her, as farfetched as this all was. But she was
wrong. She sighed in frustration.


David
shifted his weight uncomfortably. “Listen, Kara. Don’t get angry with me. I’m
just trying to make you understand that there’s a chance the elemental has
something dangerous about her. I’m just not sure you understand the dangers—”


“I
do understand.” Kara’s voice rose with her temper. “I understand everything.
And I’m telling you there’s nothing evil about her. I know—I felt it. If
you don’t believe me, that’s fine. But I’m still going after her. And I’ll
prove it to you.”


“Kara,
don’t you think you’re being a little unreasonable?” said David, a sharpness to
his voice.


“Is
that what you think? After all that’s happened—you think I’m being a little
unreasonable?” Kara ground her teeth in frustration.


David
didn’t answer. He watched Kara with solemn eyes. Kara glared at David. They
stood staring at each other. After a moment, Kara was confused as to where all
the anger came from. A wave of shame washed over her, and she looked away. It
wasn’t David she was angry with. She knew he was just trying to make her see
reason. She felt badly about her attitude, but the damage had been done. When
she turned back to apologize to David, he was walking stiffly towards Peter.
Kara shrugged and kicked a pebble with her boot.


“Hey
guys! I think I got something.” Peter stood by a brown stone apartment
building. He waved his hand with the glowing orb. “Definitely something over
here—see that? See how the light changed? You guys should come check this out.
I think she’s in there—”


A
door swung open with a loud crash. A girl in a white dress flew past Peter and
knocked him down hard. The elemental sprinted up the street with unbelievable
speed. Her red bow rippled behind her, and she dashed down the block.


It
took a few seconds for the group to react. David took off after the elemental
in hot pursuit. Kara rushed over to Peter, grabbed him by the arm, and hauled
him to his feet.


“Please
don’t tell anyone I got run over by a little girl.” His face was pinched in
humiliation. After scanning the ground for his glasses, he collected them and
pushed them onto the bridge of his nose.


Kara
tried hard not to laugh. Everyone knew Peter wasn’t much of a fighter. “I
won’t, promise. But don’t feel too bad. She’s no ordinary girl.”


Peter
forced a smile and pocketed his orb. “Ordinary or not, we still have to get her.”
He took off running in the direction where David had disappeared.


Kara
started to run but stopped short. She glanced behind her. “Jenny, you coming?”
Jenny stood motionless and faced the opposite direction. She was staring
straight at the group of teens that had passed them earlier. As Kara got
closer, she noticed that Jenny was paying particular attention to the young man
with black hair who had smiled at Kara moments earlier. A look of pain on
Jenny’s face sent tightness into Kara’s chest.


“Jenny,
are you all right?” called Kara gently. “Who is he? Is he someone you
knew…before?” 


Jenny
jumped back startled. “Huh? Uh…no. I...I was just looking, that’s all. I
thought I saw something. I guess I was wrong. Where are the others?” By the
quiver in her voice, Kara knew instantly she was lying.


Kara
studied her friend’s face for a moment. Jenny was a true friend. She had never
betrayed or lied to her before, which made it all the more intriguing. Who was
that mysterious boy with the grey eyes? And why was Jenny so upset to see him?
She had a feeling Jenny wasn’t ready to tell her. She didn’t like to see her
friend suffer. Whoever he was, Kara decided she would get to the bottom of it
later.


“They’ve
gone after the elemental,” answered Kara after a minute. “We should go now if
we want to catch up with them.”


“Right.
Let’s go.” Jenny brushed past Kara. “Which way?”


“This
way.”


Kara
led the way. She ran down the block and caught a glimpse of the back of Peter’s
head. Passersby jumped out of their way as they charged down the street like
two lunatics. Kara could hear Jenny’s feet slap the asphalt noisily behind her.
Wind smacked her face. She blinked through long strands of hair. Peter dashed
around the next block and disappeared behind a convenience store. For someone
so small, his legs moved unnaturally fast. Kara and Jenny bolted down the
street right behind him—


A
black SUV charged directly towards them.


Pushing
their M-5 suits, Kara and Jenny vaulted easily over the hood of the SUV. Kara’s
left hand hit the rear side mirror, and she heard a snap. They landed
effortlessly on the other side, without interrupting their momentum. With a
thundering crash, the SUV collided with a parked car and was still.


They
followed Peter down an alley with enormous graffiti murals of jazz musicians
with dancing men and women. The smell of rotten fish filled the air and stung
Kara’s eyes. The alleyway ended, and the girls found themselves on another
street. They zigzagged their way around the moving mass of mortals, trying hard
not to knock more down than was absolutely necessary. Kara finally caught sight
of David running down the block a few yards away. She glimpsed a flash of white
cloth a few paces ahead of him. Then it disappeared into the wave of humanity
again. Kara charged down the block.


Another
black SUV hurtled down the street toward her.


The
tires screeched, and the vehicle propelled itself savagely towards them. Kara
jumped out of the way. Her legs hit the front bumper with a loud crack. She was
thrown in the air and hit the ground hard. The vehicle swerved and stopped,
facing her. The headlights flicked once.


“Watch
it!” Kara yelled angrily at the shadow of a chauffeur behind the tinted glass.
She realized that the SUV had driven in the opposite direction down a one-way
street.


“Kara,
come on!” Jenny pulled her up and dragged her into a run with her. Relieved
that her legs worked just fine, Kara ignored the looks of the many
eyewitnesses. If they had tried to be inconspicuous on this mission, they were
failing miserably.


“I’m
okay, seriously,” Kara called out to the worried faces. “I’m wearing a suit!” 


Kara
dashed behind Jenny at full speed. Her only focus now was on the elemental. She
didn’t have time for clumsy drivers. Soon Peter and David came into view. They
ran up the next block and then vanished into an alley between a decrepit
building with boarded up windows and doors. A pink painted brick building with
a flickering neon sign that read, Loulou’s Laundry Lovers, fastened to a
giant wooden heart panel, stood watch over the quiet alley. Kara and Jenny ran
in after Peter.


Tall
stone buildings loomed on either side, casting long shadows and covering most
of the alleyway in darkness. Weak light filtered through small cracks from
above. Black puddles covered the ground. The air was hot and stale and Kara
caught a whiff of the underlying stink of rotten meat. A swarm of flies buzzed
around large garbage bins, whose entrails were spilled out onto the ground. The
traffic hummed behind her. 


The
elemental reached the end of the alleyway, which was blocked by a large grey
brick building. She turned around and faced her pursuers. She had nowhere else
to run.


David
twisted around and shared a concerned look with Kara. She brushed past him and
lifted her palms up in surrender again.


“Don’t
be afraid. We are not here to hurt you. We only want to help. I promise.” Kara
walked slowly towards the girl with her hands still in the air. She tried to
look as innocent as possible, and smiled tenderly. She attempted to imitate
that soft, caring voice her mother used whenever Kara had been sick. “Please, I
only want to help you.” 


The
elemental girl watched her with dark eyes. Her face showed no expression. She
didn’t move a muscle. Kara found it strange that her chest wasn’t moving. She
should be gulping down buckets of air from all the running. It was as if she
was frozen solid. She didn’t even blink.


“I’m
an angel,” continued Kara, “and so are my friends here. I know you can see
through our mortal shells. And I think that’s why you ran. You’re afraid. And I
can understand that. But we are your friends. So there’s no more need to be
afraid. We know what you are. We know you are special, just like us. We want to
help you. I want to help you. Let me be your friend. Can you tell me
your name?” Kara stepped forward.


The
elemental took a step back. Her eyes locked onto Kara’s, watching her every
move.


“Please,”
Kara pleaded. “It’s me, Kara. I know it was you who spoke to me earlier. You
asked for my help. Now I’m here.” 


She
searched the little girl’s face for any sign of recognition. 


“Please,
let me help you. I just want to be your friend. I know how scared you are. Let
me help you.” Kara pressed her hands against her chest. Slowly, she took
another step forward—


A
deafening screech erupted in the air as two black SUV’s roared into the
alleyway behind them. Kara averted her eyes from their strong headlights. She
blinked away the black blotches in her vision. When she regained her sight, she
saw the glossy midnight black exteriors with chrome finishes and impenetrable
tinted windows. They were the same make as the ones she had seen earlier. One
black SUV could be an accident, but two identical SUVs were indeed a message.


The
vehicles’ doors flew open, and a group of ten wicked looking men scrambled out.
Long leather black coats swished at their heels as they positioned themselves
in front of the SUVs. The soft light reflected off their baldheads, and Kara
could see the black tribal-like tattoos that covered most of their scalps.
Their faces were covered in white powder, which made the black kohl rim around
their eyes stand out even more. Kara was reminded of the ancient Egyptian
hieroglyphics she had seen in the bookstore’s National Geographic magazines.
Much to her horror, pairs of eyes were also tattooed on the back of their
heads. The eyes leered at them, ever watchful.


David
and Jenny backed away slowly and joined Kara. They formed a defensive line.
From the corner of her eye, Kara saw David reach inside his jacket and pull out
a soul blade. The silver blade glimmered in the eerie light as it hung by his
side. Kara rummaged around under her jacket and drew out one of her blades. She
gripped the handle firmly in her hand. Jenny lifted her bow and nocked an
arrow, aiming at the ominous strangers. Peter shrank into the shadows and did
his best to become invisible.


The
largest of the men stepped forward. The tread of his enormous boots echoed
around them. “Well, well, well. What do we have here, boys?” he said in a
guttural voice. A wicked smile twitched on his lips and revealed rows of rotten
teeth. “Four little angels have lost their way...”











Chapter
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Seirs


 


 


 


Kara frowned and looked over to
David. His eyes were glued on the men. He clenched his jaw, and his blade
twitched in his grasp.


“Angels
shouldn’t be allowed to roam around in my city without my
permission,” laughed the man, in a deep menacing voice. He moved his hand. A
dark blade glided down from under the sleeve of his leather jacket to his
wrist. Black vapors rose and coiled around his arm. He clasped the blade in his
hand and lifted it to pick at his teeth. Kara recognized the death blade
immediately. “I haven’t killed an angel in these parts lately—mind telling me
what you’re doing here? In my city?” 


Kara’s
elemental power awakened with the threat. It flared at the limits of her core
and then settled, waiting. Sure enough these were mortal men, but how could
they have death blades in their possession? Kara peered at them. Their foul
stench reached her nose. She could sense they weren’t demons, but why did they
smell like them? What were they?


“They’re
called seirs,” whispered David, as though reading her mind. “I’ve heard about
them before, but I thought they were only a myth. Didn’t think these psychos
existed for real.” 


Kara
kept her eyes on the leering man. “Seirs,” she repeated, keeping her voice low
so only David could hear. “So what are they? I’m pretty sure they’re mortal,
but they feel…evil.”


“They
are foul. They’re a group of the worst kind of mortal men—wicked and deadly.
They were born sensitives…but they’ve chosen a different path—a very dark path.
Seirs work alongside demons, they swore their allegiance to the netherworld.”


Kara
couldn’t fathom why any mortal would choose to side with demons. It made no
sense to her. There had to be another explanation. Demons killed mortals for
their souls and ate them just for the fun it. One of the seirs turned his back
and whispered something into the leader’s ear. Kara shivered at the sight of
the eyes tattooed on the back of his head. They were staring right at her.


“I
hate having to repeat myself,” said the man, anger resonating in his voice. A
wicked grin stretched across his face, and he licked his lips. “It’s not going
to end well for you, angels.”


“What
happened to all the love? Last I checked, this city belonged to everyone…not
some face-painted clown,” David challenged and returned a calm smile.


The
man’s face twisted, sending hundreds of tiny cracks around his white visage.
“Are you trying to impress the girls with your bravery, boy? You angels are too
much—always strutting around with a false sense of bravado. I never understood
why you angels believe you’re above every other creature. I have news for you.
You’re not. And I’m going to enjoy cutting up your face pretty boy.” He lifted
his blade and twirled it around in his hand like a baton.


“Not
before I add some needed color to yours—clowny.” David stood his ground
and grinned.


The
seirs broke away from the SUV and circled them. Their black leather coats
spilled about them like liquid capes. The thump of their heavy boots cut
through the eerie silence. The stench of rotten flesh burned Kara’s nose. Their
death blades hung loosely in their hands. They were all over six feet tall and
loomed over Kara and the others easily. Their thick muscles rippled beneath
their black clothes.


Kara
glanced behind her. She flinched. The elemental was gone.


“David…she’s gone—”


Jenny
screamed. She held her stomach and fell to her knees. Her bow hit the ground at
her feet. A death blade protruded from her stomach. Black mist surged around
the blade and coiled around her face. The wicked laughter of the seirs sounded
all around them and one of them stood before Jenny with a self-satisfied look
on his face.


Kara
jumped to Jenny’s aid. The blade burned into the flesh on her M-suit’s hand as
she pulled out the black dagger and tossed it away. Then Kara grabbed a handful
of the seir’s coat and pulled him around to face her. She kicked him hard in
the stomach. The man stumbled backwards and laughed. Kara’s anger flared. With
her blade in her hand she lunged for his neck—but sliced the air instead. The
seir had slipped away easily to the side. His laugh echoed in her ears. Kara
lost herself in her rage as she unleashed her fury. She turned and wielded her
blade—


“Kara
stop!” David caught Kara’s arm in midair and forced it down.


With
venom still in her eyes, she yanked her arm free from his grip. “What do you
mean stop? He tried to kill Jenny! They’re crazy. We have to stop them!
They have death blades! They want to kill us!” 


Jenny
staggered to her feet and clutched her stomach. Her bow shook in her hands.


“You
don’t understand. I should have told you. We can’t harm them.” David’s
face was a mixture of anger and uncertainty. He glared at the men, and then
settled his gaze back on Kara. His body shook, and she could sense he was
fighting to contain himself.


Kara
threw her hands in the air. “What? Are you serious? Who says we can’t? These
are wicked, murderous men intent on killing us. You heard him. He wants to kill
you!” A harmony of sickly chortles rose in the air. The seirs were enjoying
themselves.


David
put a hand on her arm. “We can’t hurt mortals. Even the worst of them,” said
David. “We can’t touch or harm them…ever.”


Kara
looked at him in frustration. She shook her head like a stubborn child and
tried to collect herself. “But…that can’t be true. Surely there are exceptions
to the rules…these men tried to kill Jenny. What about self-defense? Don’t
these rules apply here as well?”


“You
should listen to the boy. What he says is true.” The seirs’ leader smiled
widely. He ran his hand over his bald head. “You have sworn to protect all
mortals. And that includes us. If you harm us—you harm yourselves.”


“If
we kill a mortal,” interrupted Peter softly, with a look of terror. “Our angel
essence dies. A detail in the guardian angel contract that we sealed by the
oath we all took on our very first day at Orientation. The star on our
foreheads—remember?” He pointed to his forehead and wrapped his arms around
himself.


Kara
pressed her index finger to her forehead. She remembered how excited she had
been after the oracle had branded her with a star. She really had no idea at
the time what it had implied. She was still confused about its meaning. She
dropped her hand and gritted her teeth. 


“Fine,”
said Kara angrily. She sheathed her blade. “I trust what my friends tell me. I
won’t lay a hand on you—even if it’s killing me. I really just want to rip off
that ugly head of yours. Just get out of our way, and we’ll get out of yours.”


The
seir leader lifted his arms in the air. His coat billowed out like giant bat
wings. “But you are in our way. Roaming in my city without my permission
comes with a price. I can’t let you just walk away, my little angels. You have
to suffer the consequences of your little trip.”


Kara
glared at them. She’d had just enough of these freaks. “Stop playing with us.
We don’t have time for this. We’ll be leaving now—”


“I
don’t think so.”


The
seirs lashed out suddenly. Two of them came for Kara at once. They waved their
blades skillfully and sliced into her M-suit’s flesh. Kara cried out in pain as
the liquid fire of the death blade’s poison made its way through her body. She
stepped back and tried to avoid getting cut. She tripped and fell onto the
ground, just as a death blade came slicing above where her head had been a
second ago. She rolled around and jumped to her feet. Another strike. This time
Kara lost a chunk of her thigh. Light shot out from her wound. She clenched her
jaw and ignored the pain. Kara tried desperately to scramble away, but the men
were too fast. 


She
couldn’t fight back for fear of hurting them. These were not mere mortals. They
fought as combatants with years of fighting skills under their belt. They
jumped up and ran easily across walls, their long coats rippling in the air
like wings. They attacked with precision and grace, like ninjas from hell. They
were extremely fast, and Kara wondered how mortal men could fight so well
against angels. She thought about calling out to her elemental power, but that
could be disastrous against mortals. If what her friends told her was true,
using her elemental power against them would surely end up killing her in the
process. They were losing this battle. The odds weren’t in their favor. 


Thumps
and wails echoed all around them. She caught glimpses of her friends avoiding
blows and blocking deadly strikes. Jenny was suddenly backed into a corner, her
green eyes wide with fear. Her bow was armed with an arrow—but she never used
it. 


Kara
recognized Peter’s cry. She wiggled herself free momentarily and limped to
Peter’s aid. He lay on the ground in a fetal position, his arms wrapped around
his stomach. She kneeled over him protectively. Fists flew and Kara was hit
hard against her temple. She fell forward and landed on Peter. Her head
throbbed. Stinging poison gushed into the side of her head.


“That’s
enough,” a harsh voice called, silencing the sounds of battle instantly.
“You’ve had your fun. We don’t want them too spoiled—not just yet. Round them
up. We’re leaving.”


Strong
hands yanked Kara to her feet. Her vision blurred, and she strained to see her
companions. A shady version of Jenny appeared by her side. Her head hung down
on her chest. The white pasty faces of two seirs hovered over her. They roughed
her up, and slapped her hard in the face. Jenny looked up. She held Kara’s eyes
for a moment before letting her head fall again. It was enough for Kara to see
the terror and pain in her eyes. Feet shuffled behind her. A pair of seirs
dragged David and Peter to her other side. Kara noticed that Peter seemed to be
doing better. She sighed in relief. The angels huddled together in silence and
waited.


“Tie
their hands and blindfold them,” said the leader. 


Kara’s
arms were wrenched backwards forcefully. Burning flamed around her wrists.
Someone pulled her arms together briskly, and some sort of wire was clamped
tightly around her wrists. She fought against her manacles, but it was no use.
The material was unbreakable, even for her.


“We’re
so screwed…” said David. A seir placed a piece of black cloth over his eyes and
tied it tightly behind his head with a jerk. “Blind and totally screwed. You’d
think I’d be enjoying myself.” He cocked his head forward. “By the way, my
friend, your breath stinks—it’s nasty—I’d give you a mint…but my hands are
tied.” David grinned, and he was rewarded with a hard punch across his face.
“Ouch. I knew you liked it rough.”


Finding
some inner strength, Jenny kicked and struggled desperately against her
captors. “Get away from me you beasts!” They finally pinned her down, and
slammed a knee into her back. Jenny cried out. Once she stopped struggling,
they tied her wrists, hauled her back on her feet, and then wrapped a blindfold
around her eyes. She clamped down her teeth savagely, inches from their
fingers.


Peter’s
head was yanked back forcefully as a seir blindfolded him.


“There
are worse things than the dark, little angel,” mocked the seir, in a deep rough
voice. Once he was done, he hit Peter on the head with the handle of his death
blade. Peter moaned. The seir laughed, and Kara watched him climb into the back
of one of the SUVs.


Jenny
nudged against him. “I’m here, Peter, don’t worry. It’s going to be fine. We’ll
figure out a way to get out of this mess.” 


Kara
stiffened as a seir blindfolded her. An icy ripple of panic washed through her.
The seir pulled the blindfold tightly around her head. Kara couldn’t even blink
if she wanted too. Her eyes were pinned open. She stared into the blackness. It
was like opening your eyes in the middle of the night, while you waited for
your eyes to adjust to the darkness. Only this time, the darkness remained. Her
panic was soon replaced with anger. Wild energy surged through her, and she
fought to control it. She searched for a calmness that didn’t come.


“Where
are you taking us?” hissed Kara. She continued to struggle and tried to free
herself from her bonds but it was impossible. She couldn’t stand being
handcuffed. Her hands started to shake. Being blind was a million times worse
than she could have ever imagined. It was like being a caged animal. 


“You
know, you’re going to pay for this. I’m sure kidnapping angels is a capital
offense…no matter which master you serve.”


An
engine roared into life. Tires crunched pebbles and glass against the concrete.
A door opened and heavy boots sounded around them.


“Put
them in,” ordered the leader’s voice.


Strong
hands grabbed Kara. Her boots dragged behind her for a few paces and then her
body was lifted off the ground. She was tossed into the SUV forcefully. Her
head hit something hard, and she crumbled on a hard surface. Another weight
crushed down on her.


“Sorry,
Kara,” said David. She felt him roll off her to the side. His body brushed
against hers.


“How
did you know it was me?” Kara heard a thump, and recognized Jenny’s angry groan
and a few curse words that would make any football coach proud.


“I
smelled your perfume.” Even in the darkness, Kara knew David was grinning. It
made her furious.


“I
don’t wear perfume,” said Kara irritated.


“Then
I must have recognized your overall natural smell.” Kara lifted her leg and
side kicked him hard.


On
her back, she pulled at her restraints again, but they only sliced deeper into
her wrists. She gritted her teeth at the pain. Exasperated, Kara let her head
fall against a hard platform. “I can’t believe this is happening! We’re
supposed to be chasing the elemental. How are we ever going to find her now?
We’re being kidnapped!”


A
boot smacked Kara in the face. “Hey! Watch it.” 


“Sorry,”
said Peter. He struggled to turn himself around and stepped on everyone in the
process. She was sure she heard him giggle.


Doors
slammed shut around them. The SUV wavered as the seirs climbed in. The angels
were piled in tightly like a can of sardines. Kara knew they weren’t in the
soft backseat, but rather squeezed into the vehicle’s back trunk, like bloody
body bags courtesy of the local mob. With a click, the doors were locked. She
lifted her leg and kicked at the door. It wouldn’t budge. Her body was pinned
tightly between the side of the SUV and David. She was sure he was enjoying
this part.


With
a sudden jerk, the SUV kicked into life. The engine roared and the tires
squealed as they rolled forward. Kara’s body shook with the SUV’s forward
momentum. The vehicle made a sharp turn, and everyone was thrown on top of
Kara. Once everyone had apologized and rolled off, the SUV made two more turns,
and then drove steadily for about twenty minutes.


The
sound of vehicles passed them by. Kara was growing restless. “Has anyone ever
heard of angels being kidnapped by a bunch of seriously deranged mortals
before?”


“I’ve
never heard of clowns abducting angels before,” answered David. “It’s news to
me. Maybe they’re taking us to the circus? Might be fun. I’ve never been to the
circus before.”


“I’ve
heard that they’ve attacked a few sensitives and mortals,” muttered Peter from
his sandwich position between David and Jenny. “But that was more than a
century ago. I don’t think the legion is aware of what’s happening. I think
they’ve forgotten about the seirs.”


Kara
didn’t like the sound of that. Clearly the seirs were known in Horizon,
otherwise David and Peter wouldn’t have heard of them. But the fact that the
legion might have forgotten about them all this time put Kara more on edge.
This was new territory. They found themselves with an old and deadly enemy that
they couldn’t fight. How were they going to get out of this mess, if they
couldn’t even fight back? Were they just supposed to let the seirs kill them?
It was crazy. There had to be a way around the rules.


The
group was suddenly hurtled forward. The screeching of the brakes drowned all
other motor sounds around them. The SUV stopped moving. Kara heard doors open
and close and the murmur of voices. Then a tack, tack, tack, of some
sort of slow mechanical device, like the scraping of metal on wheels. 


With
a pop, the lock on the trunk’s door unlatched. Hands grabbed Kara, and she was
pulled out of the trunk and left to stand alone on her feet. She felt the
presence of the others around her, and then heard David voicing a few angry
curses. Once he was done, she concentrated on her hearing. She recognized the
dull humming of neon lights and the soft drone of traffic. The sound was
obscured as if it was coming from behind a wall. The air was stale, with a hint
of mildew and she knew they must be inside a building. She strained her ears
for more details, but the sound of heavy feet and mumbled conversations buried
everything else. Where were they? So far, all their souls were still intact.
Since the seirs had death blades, things could have been much worse. Why did
the seirs kidnap them and bring them here? 


Kara’s
head snapped back as her blind fold was ripped off her eyes. Bright light
struck her, and she averted her eyes. She blinked several times and tried to
mend the stinging. After a moment, her vision cleared as her eyes grew
accustomed to their surroundings.


They
stood in a large warehouse lined with wooden crates and the large metal
containers she’d seen before on freight trains. Long oval light fixtures hung
down from an incredibly high ceiling. Tall glass windows ran the length of the
building, their brown and black blotches barely allowing any light to filter
through. Brown rust stained the metal walls like a flesh-eating disease.


The
soft tread of shoes reached her ears. Kara looked up. A figure
approached them. It was small, almost childlike—


The
hairs on Kara’s body stood on end and her jaw fell open. A white dress swayed
towards her.


Kara
stared into the dark eyes of the elemental girl.
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Lilith


 


 


 


“What the...?” said David,
cutting the creepy silence.


Kara
examined the young girl as she approached them. She looked like a normal
twelve-year-old girl except for the antique looking dress she wore. Her black
hair swayed like liquid shadows. She wore white knee-high socks tucked into a
pair of shiny black shoes. With her chin in the air, she moved elegantly
towards them, as though she were walking on a pageant stage. For the first
time, Kara noticed a tight smile on the girl’s full lips. The unmistakable glee
in her black eyes sent an icy chill down Kara’s back. This was amusing to her,
like some sick game where the object was to torture angels. The horror of the
situation weighed her down. The legion had been right, and she had been wrong.
She had been selfish and foolish again thinking she knew better than everyone.
Kara curled her hands behind her back and glared at the girl. She wouldn’t be
fooled twice.


The
seirs’ leader pushed Kara forward roughly. “Mistress, where do you want them?”


Mistress? Kara stumbled forward. Why were the
seirs taking orders from a little girl? Kara gave David a sidelong glance, and
noticed his face bore a deadly scowl.


“Thank
you, Ranab. Leave them where they are,” the soft voice commanded. At once the
seirs backed away from Kara and the others. Only their leader remained where he
stood.


“As
you command, mistress.” Ranab gave a nod of his head and straightened his back.


With
a suspicious frown on her face, Kara shared another look with David. “What’s
going on? Why are they listening to her?” she whispered.


David
shrugged. “Maybe these clowns like getting bossed around by little girls.”


Kara’s
frown deepened. “Do you think she’s paying them somehow to do this? Like a job?
It doesn’t make any sense.”


“Maybe.”
David laughed a little. “She does look as if she’s cut from the upper-class
cloth.”


Kara
watched the elemental make her way slowly towards them. She lowered her voice
some more. “Either way—it makes no freakin’ sense. She should be on our side.
What does she want from us?”


“Maybe
the freaky little girl wants to play dolls with real-life angels.” David
glowered at her.


“I
have a bad feeling about this,” whispered Peter. His face had gone a sickly
grey color, and Kara could see his shining angel essence through his thinning
skin. She figured he had maybe another half an hour before his M-suit
evaporated completely. They had to get out of there quickly, there wasn’t time
to play with dolls. She met Jenny’s eyes—they were round with fear. Her skin
had also lost its pigment and dazzling light seeped through her pores. They
needed a plan. And they needed to get out of there.


The
elemental stopped a few feet in front of the group. Her lifeless face stared
back at them like a ghostly doll—perfect and new, as if she had just stepped
out of the box. Her white dress was spotless. She had not been living on the
streets for months. Her freshly polished black shoes gleamed like jewels, as if
they’d never been worn. She was like a robot—no facial muscles moved, and she
never blinked. Her white skin shimmered under the fluorescent lights and her
dark eyes shone with intelligence beyond her years. The elemental clasped her
hands in front of her and regarded them with great interest. She leaned
forward, and her smile widened.


“How
can you do this?” Kara scolded before she could control herself. “You’re an
elemental! You’re part angel! We came here to rescue you. Why would you do such
a thing to us? How can you go against your own kind?”


The
little girl giggled. It took a moment for her to compose herself. She flattened
the front of her dress. “But that’s where you’re wrong, Kara. I’m nothing like
you.”


“So
you knew who I was…all this time?” Kara’s anger flared. Her arms and legs
twitched. She forced herself to stay calm. If she couldn’t use her arms, maybe
she could head-butt the smile off the girl’s face.


“Yes,
of course I knew.” The girl glanced at her fingernails as if she were bored by
the conversation. “I found you out at that pathetic bookstore, didn’t I? To
think you spent your summer holidays in that God awful, smelly place. You were
practically covered in filth when I first saw you. Quite disgusting really.”


Kara
bristled. “And so you tricked us! You tricked me into believing you needed my
help. You’ve been planning this all along…but why—and how did you get into my
head?” 


Kara
took a step forward, but Ranab pulled her back hastily. She squirmed in his
grasp.


“How
was I supposed to grab your attention otherwise?” the elemental laughed and
clapped her hands together dramatically. “Yes. I was very good at convincing
you. I knew you couldn’t resist helping a poor little girl. Besides, it’s your
job to help the inferior beings—save the weak from the wicked—isn’t that what
you angels do?”


Kara
stopped struggling. “And why do you need my attention? You better put a
stop to this before it gets really out of hand. This is very serious. This
isn’t a game, little girl. Angels are hurt. My friends are in pain because of
you. Look at what you’ve done! How could you?” 


The
elemental looked up at Kara and smiled. “I wanted you to know who I was. To get
to know me better—so we can play. Do you like games, Kara?”


Kara’s
body shook angrily. “You’re an elemental who’s gone completely mad! You’re
delusional—going against your own—and you’ve commanded your dogs to hurt me and
my friends, knowing that we couldn’t fight back. You’re crazy. What else is
there to know?” Kara pulled desperately at her restraints. The sharp burning
wires sliced into her mortal flesh. 


“Here!
Here!” said David, and he stamped his foot. “A psychotic little girl—with
murderous intentions—haven’t I seen this movie before?” 


The
elemental raised her brows and ignored David. She focused on Kara. “But you’re
wrong, Kara. You don’t know me at all. You see a pathetic little girl standing
before you, but your eyes deceive you. Look again. Look beyond the veil this
time, and you will see who I am. But I must warn you…you might be surprised at
what you find.” The girl giggled and folded her arms on her chest.


Kara
was growing impatient. She didn’t have time for riddles. She needed to escape.
She had been a fool to think this kid needed her help. She was furious with
herself at how easily she had been deceived. Deep down she had wanted to find
someone different—someone she could identify with. She had wanted to spare the
girl from the scrutiny and persecution from the legion to which she herself had
been subjected. But the elemental was obviously insane. Who knew what she was
capable of?


“Okay
fine. Whatever you say. Why don’t you call off your dogs so we can have a normal
conversation and get to know each other better?” 


Kara
looked over the elemental’s head. Beyond the warehouse’s other end, stood two
large metal doors. Enough light spilled through a crack above a row of closed
windows to help them see their way through the piles of wooden crates and metal
containers.


“Yeah,
how about you free our hands as a measure of good faith.” David turned around
and wiggled his shackled wrists. “What do you say? I promise to have tea and
play dolls with you later.”


The
elemental ignored him. 


“You
see, Kara. I brought you here to tell you something. Something I’ve been
waiting to share with you for a very long time. This is a very exciting moment
for me…and for you. You’ll see.”


“What?”
Kara glanced worriedly at Peter. His angel essence was only just contained by a
thin layer of mortal skin. He shook uncontrollably. He was getting worse. 


“Look—I
don’t have time for your games. What is it you want to share?” Kara didn’t care
to hide the impatience in her voice. 


“This—”


The
elemental raised her arms. Her hair lifted in the air. Gusts of wind enveloped
the girl in a maelstrom of dust and debris. Kara made her eyes into slits. The
light bulbs exploded and rained down on them. The floor vibrated and moaned.
Containers spilled from above and landed with a thundering crash. Peter groaned
and Jenny comforted him. Rays of green light exploded from where the girl had
stood. The elemental disappeared completely into a whirlpool of wind and green
flashing light. Another great blast of green light ignited around them. Kara’s
eyes burned. She closed them and turned her head away. 


Silence.
After a moment, Kara slowly opened her eyes. The warehouse was silent once
again. A young woman a little older than Kara stood where the girl had been
moments before. Her long white hair floated around her like a cape caught in a
breeze. A white suit was wrapped around her slender body and tied together with
a red belt. She was beautiful, with delicate features and white colored skin
with a slight greenish tint, but her cold black eyes glared at Kara. The hate
in them was unmistakable.


Kara
noticed the seirs didn’t seem at all surprised at this transformation. What was
going on? 


“So
now you know. The veil has lifted, and I stand now before you, as my true
self,” said the young woman, her voice taking on an older velvety tone.


Something
was wrong. Kara knew elementals couldn’t morph into other people. She had to be
a demon, or some other creature she hadn’t seen before. It was the only
explanation for the sudden transformation. 


Kara
shook her head. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t know anything. I
don’t know why you had us kidnapped and brought here. I don’t know who you are
or what you are. What do you want from us?”


“Well,
clearly I’m not an elemental—as you can see.” She threw her hands in the air
theatrically. “I’m so glad that’s over with. I just hated walking around in
that disguise—a pathetic little girl in a white dress—and it smelled just
awful—so very mortal and lame. I’d much rather be myself. Aren’t you pleased at
what you see?” 


The
young woman strolled around the angels. She inspected them one by one. Her icy
black eyes taunted them as she circled them playfully. Bit by bit, she
scrutinized every inch of each of them and picked at their clothes. She took a
great deal of time inspecting Peter and Jenny’s mortal skin. With a long white
finger she reached out and traced the side of Jenny’s face. She laughed as
Jenny recoiled. After she was satisfied with her inspection, she settled near
Kara.


“What
is the big deal about angels? I never understood what all the hype was about
with angels. Why do mortals care about you so much? If they saw how pathetic
you look now, I’m sure they’d have doubts. And where are your wings? I thought
angels were supposed to have wings.” The young woman threw back her head and
laughed.


Kara
gritted her teeth. “Stop your games and tell us what you want.”


The
young woman pressed her hands against her hips. “Then let me enlighten you,
dearest Kara. You see—you killed someone I loved.”


Kara
stared at her incredulously. “What? I didn’t kill anyone. Why don’t you stop
playing games and start telling us the real reason we’re here. Tell us the
truth.” Kara caught David’s eye. He mouthed, what the—?


The
young woman pointed a manicured red nail at Kara’s face. “Oh, this isn’t a
game. What I want from you is simple. You took the only person I held dear to
me…and killed him. And now I’ve brought you here to make you pay for what you
have done.”


Kara
took a step forward and did her best to sound truthful. “Look, I swear to you.
I didn’t kill any mortal. I couldn’t have. I only just learned that it’s
impossible for angels to do so. There’s no way I could have. Trust me, you’re
wrong—”


The
young woman cut her off, “I’m not wrong.” 


She
glowered angrily at Kara. “—and he was no mere mortal, you stupid angel. I
don’t know how you did it, but you did. You killed him.”


“I
didn’t kill anyone, I swear to you,” pleaded Kara. But something inside her was
telling her differently. She squirmed uneasily on the spot and looked to David
for help. He could only shrug.


“You
killed him!” she turned in rage, clenching her fists as she screamed. “He’s
gone because of you!” Her voice thundered and the ground shook. Metal
containers wailed and dust fell from the high ceiling and settled around them.


Kara
waited for the young woman to compose herself. She shook her head a little. “I
don’t know who you mean? Who?” 


The
young woman watched her a long time. Her voice was cold. “You killed my
father.”


Kara leaned back. “Your father?
But…but…that’s impossible—”


“My
father was Asmodeus. And you killed him.” Her black eyes glared at Kara.


Kara’s
words caught in her throat. She heard her friends gasp. She remembered Asmodeus
enveloped in golden fire—his dying wails filled her head. She remembered the
hatred she felt for him when she had held David’s dying body in her
arms—killing Asmodeus had been an act of revenge and of release—she had never
regretted it. And she would do it again in a heartbeat.


“Who
are you, really?” demanded Kara. 


A
mischievous smile spread across the young woman’s lips.


“I’m
Lilith. Your sister.”
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“Kara,” said David. “What’s going on?
What’s she talking about?”


Kara
shook her head and didn’t answer. She stared in bewilderment at the girl who
called herself her sister—could it be possible?


“I
don’t have a sister,” Kara spat. “If I did, I would have known. My mother
didn’t have any other children. You’re lying.”


“I’m
your half-sister, silly,” said Lilith casually. Disdain tinted her delicate
features. “We share the same father, but not the same mother, dearest.”


Kara
watched Lilith in silence. Asmodeus had tricked her own mother into believing
he was some regular Joe; it was certainly possible he had tricked other mortal
women, too. Kara felt cheated and disgusted. She pulled at her restraints and
felt the sting of the wires. Could this creature be telling the truth? Could
she really be her half sister?


“Well,
I don’t see any family resemblance,” interrupted David. “Although you did
inherit your father’s bad taste in suits—and you seriously need a tan.” Ranab
slashed his blade into David’s leg. He cried out and fell to his knees. Then he
peered up at Ranab and smiled.


Lilith
disregarded the incident and focused on Kara. “My mother was a sanskrit—a
creature part demon and part mortal. She was such a bore. Sanskrits are so
incredibly dumb and useless. Unfortunately, I had to dispose of her—she was
always getting in the way of my plans—a real nag. She didn’t understand who I
was—always telling me I was crazy. We daughters rarely get along with our
mothers, do we, dear sister?”


“Maybe
your mother was right,” said David. “She saw that you were a total spaz and
tried to do something about it—” Ranab backhanded David hard across the face.
He went down, but he struggled back up and glared triumphantly at Ranab.


Kara
remained silent. Hatred rose inside her like a tidal wave. This girl had killed
her own mother. She was definitely a dangerous psychotic. 


“You’re
insane. You killed your own mother. How could you? She gave you life, and you
killed her.”


“Of
course I killed her. She was so annoying,” continued Lilith, “but I
treasured my father. He taught me everything I know. He showed me how to
control my powers and taught me how to get more. He also told me about you, you
know. I loved my father very much.”


“Really,
how touching!” hissed Kara. 


Lilith
pursed her lips. “So, you see, now you leave me no choice, sister dear. You
took someone I loved, which means that I’ll have to return the favor—” 


She
rushed forward in a white blur of lightning speed. Kara heard Jenny cry out
before she knew what was happening. 


Kara
blinked. 


Lilith
had grabbed Jenny by the hair, and with a wicked smile she hauled Jenny away
from the group.


“No!”
Kara ran forward and fell. Pain shot through her back. Liquid fire burned into
her core as a blade was jammed into her spine. She lifted her face from the
ground. 


Jenny
fought against Lilith’s hold, but it was no use. Jenny’s hands were bound, and
Lilith was much more powerful. 


“Please
stop. Take me—it’s me you want. Don’t hurt her!”


The
air beside Lilith shimmered like a heat wave. A strange groan erupted, a
gargle, and then a suction noise, like when the bathtub finishes draining. The
air around Lilith and Jenny wavered and grew in diameter until it was a
ten-foot tall and five-foot wide black hole. Kara could see the shadow of a
tunnel behind them. Shapes cavorted and disappeared into the gloominess. Kara
heard grunts in a guttural language she couldn’t understand. But one thing she
knew for sure—she was staring right into the depths of the netherworld.


The
seirs raised their fists and chanted in another language. Their bodies shook,
and the painted eyes on the backs of their heads looked even more disturbing as
their heads twitched from side to side.


“Mistress,
what do you want us to do with them?” Ranab bent down and pulled his blade out
of Kara’s back. She bit down on her tongue and held back a scream. The blade’s
poison attacked her like a sickness, her body was weakening. She knew the
others were in bad shape as well. She heard Lilith circle behind her, and
Jenny’s boots drag against the concrete floor. 


“I
want Kara alive,” ordered Lilith. “I have plans for her. Kill the others.”


Kara
struggled feverishly to stand. A weight held her down. Her wound tore, and she
cried out in pain. She twisted her head and saw the white leering face of a
seir. He laughed and stepped on her some more.


He
stamped his red leather boot inches from Kara’s face. The pointed tip neared
her eye.


“I
hope to see you soon on the other side, dearest sister. If you want to see your
friend again, you’ll have to come and fetch her. Let the games begin.”


“What?
Wait!” 


With
Jenny dragging behind her, Lilith stepped into the Rift and disappeared.


“No!”
screamed Kara. She could just see Jenny’s silhouette inside the Rift. There was
still a chance she could get her out. Jenny’s body was already deteriorating.
Her terrified green eyes were disappearing into the Rift. 


She
bucked and kicked out her legs. She didn’t care if she hurt the seir; she only
cared about Jenny. She had to reach Jenny before it was too late.


With
one last kick, she nailed the seir in the groin, and he tumbled down beside
her. She rolled over and pushed herself to her feet. Another seir slashed his
weapon at her. She wrestled with her manacles; the burning wire cut deeper into
her flesh, but they wouldn’t break. Kara ducked. The blade sliced the air, and
she stuck her foot out and tripped him. 


Kara
checked herself immediately. She was still there.


The
others caught on quickly. David slammed his body against the nearest seir. The
man was caught off guard and crumbled to the ground. Another seir came at him,
but David slipped out of his grasp easily. Peter dodged and squirmed his way
out of the circle of seirs.


Seeing
her friends managing themselves for the time being, Kara ran towards the Rift.
The dark hole wavered and groaned. She was almost there. She could still see a
shade of Jenny’s purple hair on the other side. Only a few more paces—


Something
grabbed her wrists, and Kara was propelled backwards. She landed face down on
the hard concrete floor.


“Where
do you think you’re going?” Ranab kicked her savagely in the back. Her wound
split open some more, and Kara cried out. “Your friend’s probably already dead,
you know. Angels can’t survive the netherworld.” His pallid face broke into a
wicked smile. “Too bad the mistress won’t let me kill you. I love a good
challenge.”


“Why
are you doing this?” Kara growled and ignored the excruciating pain in her
back. “You’re human—how can you side with demons. They can’t be trusted.
They’re using you. They’ll kill you someday.”


Ranab
chuckled softly, and Kara was appalled by his manner. “It’s very simple. We
have been promised immortality. Serve the netherworld—and we will live forever.
It’s a very good offer. Only a fool would not accept. There is unimaginable
power in the netherworld. And soon I will have a taste of it.” His brown eyes
gleamed with desire, and Kara wanted to throw up.


“Humans
are mortal. You’re not supernatural. You can’t cross into the netherworld.
You’ll die. Can’t you see she’s lying to you? This is all a game to her. She
doesn’t care about what happens to you.” Kara wiggled into a sitting position.
The gleam in his eyes made Kara uncomfortable.


Ranab
raised his fist in the air. “Let me fill you in on a little secret. We won’t be
mortals for long. Soon we will cross over and become powerful creatures of the
netherworld. Then we will never die—”


“We’ll
see about that—” David slammed his body hard against Ranab. The seir tripped
over Kara’s legs and fell. David laughed, pleased with himself. “Enjoy the view
from down there, clown face? Come on Kara. Let’s go!”


Kara
jumped to her feet. She glanced over to the Rift. It was gone. The space was
quiet—as though it had never even been there in the first place. An icy chill
rippled through her body. Jenny was gone. 


Kara
kicked Ranab as he tried to get up. She dashed along the passageway and ran
skillfully with her hands tied behind her back. She caught up with David. 


“So
we can kick and punch them—but just not kill them?”


David
shrugged. “I guess so. We’re not dead yet.”


Peter
had avoided the seirs as well and ran towards them. His face was drawn, and
Kara knew they needed to find a water source soon and get out of there.


“Get
them!” Ranab roared behind them. “Don’t let them get away!”


Kara
looked around frantically. “Back door! Hurry!” 


They
bolted towards the great iron doors at the opposite end of the warehouse. David
ran at her side. Peter trailed behind. Kara reached the doors within seconds
and searched for a door knob or lever, but there wasn’t any. She kicked the
door with all the strength she could muster. It creaked, but didn’t open. It
was like kicking a block of concrete. David slammed his body against the doors.
They didn’t budge.


“Okay,
on three,” said David. “One…two…three!” Both he and Kara slammed their bodies
against the great iron doors. But still the doors remained intact. 


Peter
kicked the doors in frustration. “It’s no use. They won’t open. We can’t get
out! They’re going to kill us!”


“That’s
right, little angel. Your time is up.” 


Kara
whirled around.


Ranab
sauntered towards them. Nine gloomy white faces glowered behind him, with death
blades swinging at their sides. Their black leather coats flapped at their
heels. Kara unconsciously took a step back. 


The
seirs’ leader sneered. “We’ve played your games long enough, little angels. Our
mistress has promised us your skins,” he lifted his blade in the air and pointed
at Kara. “Except for that one, of course. You see, little angels—it’s time to
take your punishment for entering my city without permission. We’re going to
show you how we like to play. It’s like I said before, entering my city
comes with a price.”


“Yeah,
and what price is that, circus freak.” David glowered at the seirs.


Ranab
gave him a one-sided smile. “The price is your angel soul, little man. And I’m
going to really enjoy killing you myself. You see…you can’t kill us…and there’s
nothing you can do to stop us from killing you.” Black vapors snaked around his
hands. He twisted his blade playfully.


The
seirs made a wall in front of the angels. Their large bodies loomed over them.
In the ominous warehouse light, their horrid faces looked even more sinister
than Kara had first imagined. Their dark eyes gleamed with satisfaction. Their
death blades twitched in their hands in anticipation. She could clearly see
them now as demons—demons in training. Peter shivered beside her, and squeezed
closer —


A
blade flew in the air. David wailed. A death blade perforated his shoulder. The
seirs laughed excitedly like a pack of hyenas. Eagerness flashed in their eyes.
They were enjoying themselves. Kara was disgusted. She felt the cold iron doors
press against her back. They were pinned against the doors and couldn’t get
out.


A
flash of metal whipped past Kara. Peter screamed and slipped to the ground. A
large death blade punctured his thigh. The rage of her power instantly flooded
through her. The elemental power awakened. She fought to control it. She knew
if it were released, she would kill all the seirs—and then she would die. She
might get away with tripping them, but deep down she knew that if she killed
them, she would pay with her own soul. She strained to calm herself down. She
would figure out a way to escape. She had to.


A
seir stepped in front of Peter. He grabbed a fistful of Peter’s jacket and
hauled him up easily. “You’re the most pathetic angel I have ever seen. You’d
soil yourself if you could.” The seir laughed wickedly. Peter’s boots grazed
the floor, and the seir lifted him higher. He dangled in the seir’s grip like a
puppet.


Kara
drew upon her power carefully. She reached out and tapped into only a fragment
of the wild energy. It danced around the edges of her fingers.


“Say
goodbye angel. Your soul is mine.” The seir lifted his blade towards
Peter’s neck—


A
thunderous crash exploded from the opposite end of the warehouse. The front
garage door blasted open in a heap of metal. Headlights flared and blinded Kara
for a moment. She blinked as a 1940’s black Ford sedan crashed into the parked
SUV and dragged it to the side, clearing a path. The tires screeched as the car
backed away and shot forward. The Ford swerved, tires screaming, and skidded to
a stop. 


Kara
could smell the burning rubber. All four doors swung open, and four men and one
woman, who, much to Kara’s surprise, was the driver, stepped out of the car.
They wore elegant dark colored suits and black fedora hats. They walked
casually towards the group, a slight hop in their step. Kara was reminded of
the gangsters from the old movies she used to watch with her grandmother. But
instead of sporting machine guns—they wielded elegant silver swords. Who were
these mortals?


Peter
fell to the ground. He looked up at Kara with a confused expression, but seemed
more relieved than anything else. Kara quickly pulled him towards her. 


The
seirs tensed. They shifted their weight anxiously, and their death blades
jerked and gleamed in anticipation. Their attention was glued on the new
arrivals. Saliva dripped from their wicked snarls. 


“Ranab.
It’s been a while,” said a man with a scar that started from his left eye and
ran all the way down to his chin. “Can’t say that I’ve missed you, though.” His
voice was raspy and commanding. He tipped his hat. Stubble speckled his square
jaw.


Ranab
glowered at the man and stepped forward. “Santo. I see your scar has healed.
Care for another one?” 


Santo
studied him for a moment. He pointed his sword towards Kara. “Let the angels
go, or you’ll regret it, demon lover. I think I’m in the mood for a little
cleansing. The streets have been dark of late.”


Angels? So they could see them too, thought Kara. She
regarded the group with more interest. Their faces were pulled back in deep
scowls, but they were far less foul than the seirs. They walked with confidence
and determination. Kara saw old wounds on the woman’s hands, like small white
marks. The woman caught Kara staring and winked at her.


“This
is our hunt,” growled Ranab. “They were promised to us. Their deaths belong to
us. You have no right to take them!”


Santo
gave him an impish grin. “Oh, but I do have a right. I don’t care who promised
you what, demon lover. You’re not going to hurt any of these angels. I think
it’s high time we taught you seirs a lesson.” 


A
large vein throbbed on Ranab’s forehead. His black eyes glinted with hatred.
“They will die if I say so! You are outnumbered. We will destroy you easily.
And you have a woman with you. Ha! We will kill her, and then we will take what
is ours. We will feast on the souls of angels today!”


Santo
smiled. “No angel is dying today.” 


He
swung his sword in the air and charged. Instantly, the others followed suit,
and five swords gleamed in the air. The ringing of swords echoed in the
warehouse. The seirs rushed forward and met them. The sounds of metal hitting
metal resonated around them. A flash of a sword perforated the abdomen of a
seir, and he fell to the ground under a flailing black coat. The clang of metal
and wails erupted throughout the warehouse. With bloodlust in his eyes, Santo
swung his sword at his attacker. The seir never had a chance, dropping like a
stone before another took his place. He dove with his weapon. Santo lifted his
sword and blocked the attack. The seir curled his fingers into a fist and hit
him hard into the face. Santo staggered back. Blood dripped from his mouth. He
spat. The seir snarled and leaped into the air. Santo kicked outward and
smashed him in the gut. The seir began to choke and gag.


The
woman parried and blocked her way through two seirs. She twisted around and
brought her weapon down in an arc. A seir went down. The other sprang forward
and kicked her in the face. The woman stumbled backwards, blood spattered the
ground. She wiped her jaw with her hand and charged. She knocked his death
blade out of his hand with a single blow. The seir stood for a moment, his
hands clamped into fists, but then he backed away and retreated.


Ranab
swore and retreated with the rest of his group. They disappeared behind the
entrance of the warehouse. Kara hoped to never see their ugly, white faces
again. She heard a moan and kneeled down next to Peter. She turned his body
around and searched for the death blade with her fingers. She felt the hard
sting of a handle and pulled the death blade from Peter’s thigh. Then she
forced David to kneel and pulled another blade out of his shoulder.


Despite
the pain, David yelled triumphantly, “Yeah! That’s right! Run away like the
scared little girls you are. See you at the circus, freaks!” 


Kara
shook her head slowly and stumbled towards Santo. “Thank you for helping us, we
are in your debt. Your fighting skills are really impressive. Do you mind me
asking…who are you people and how did you know we were angels?”


Santo
smiled and turned Kara gently around to release her wrists. Her arms fell to
her sides. “Ah! Thank God. I was beginning to think I’d stay like that
forever.” Light shone from the cuts around her wrists. She rubbed them gently
with her hands.


“I
guess you haven’t been a guardian for very long?” Santo sheathed his sword in
the black leather scabbard that hung from his belt around his waist. He gave
Kara a warm smile.


Kara’s
face tingled, and she was glad she couldn’t blush. “Um…a little over a year, I
guess, if you count by mortal years.” 


She
studied his face. His scar was far uglier up close. It had healed a darker
olive color than his skin and had a rough texture to it like leather. His thick
black lashes, deep brows, and short black hair had been hidden under his
fedora. If it hadn’t been for the large scar across his face, he would have
been very, very handsome.


Santo’s
dark eyes sparkled. “We’re a secret mortal society. We’ve been fighting
alongside the legion for centuries. The angels call us sensitives, because we
are sensitive to the supernatural around us. We see and understand things that
other mortals can’t without training and education.”


So
these were the sensitives. Kara smiled in spite of herself. If she hadn’t been
picked as a guardian, being a sensitive would have been her second choice. She
was very glad to finally meet them. She thought they looked badass in their
suits and swords, and she could easily imagine herself fighting alongside them.
Santo seemed to have read her mind and smiled at her again. She was extremely
thankful she had no blood to flush her cheeks. 


“We
are very grateful for your help. We were in a very bad situation, to say the
least,” said Peter, with a tremor in his voice. “We would have been dinner if
it weren’t for you guys.”


“Glad
we could help, little one,” said the woman. Her crimson lips spread into a
smile of encouragement. Her fierce blue eyes were compassionate, and she moved
behind him and cut his bonds. Then she did the same for David, who seemed a
little too pleased to have such a pretty woman rescue him. Kara sighed and
rolled her eyes.


Seeing
that his charms had no effect on the pretty woman, David walked over to the
1940’s Ford sedan instead. He stretched out his arms and fell face forward onto
the hood, his cheek on the cool surface. “Whoa—this is an awesome car!” He
stroked the hood gently with his hands. “She’s a real beauty—I think I’m in
love. I’m finally home baby.” The sensitives all gathered around the car
smiling, but mostly they laughed at David.


Peter
tried to follow David to the car but tripped and fell. Kara rushed over to his
aid. His skin was nearly translucent. White light broke out from tiny holes all
over his body. His skin looked like a thin slice of Swiss cheese. It was
breaking apart. It wouldn’t hold him together for much longer. 


Kara
gave him a reassuring smile. “You’re going to be fine, I promise,” she
whispered to him. “I’m going to get you out of here, Peter.” Peter forced a
smile, but she could tell he wasn’t buying it.


Kara
pulled Peter to his feet and wrapped her arm around him. “Come on. Let’s get
out of this stinking place.”


 











Chapter 8


The Council’s Decision 


 


 


 


After an excruciatingly long debrief
at Counter Demon Division, Kara, David, and Peter were to report back in person
before the High Council. Ariel had ignored Kara’s constant pleadings to let her
go alone on a mission to save Jenny. The archangel informed her that she was
regrettably obliged to follow the commands issued from the High Council. She
flatly denied Kara’s request and told her it was a suicide mission, even though
Kara had been to the netherworld before. Kara and the others were summoned to
the High Council immediately. Furious, Kara had stormed out of CDD, knocking
down chairs and a selection of holographic screens on her way out.


Kara
had remained silent all the way to the Council of Ministers. From the elevator
ride with four small red monkeys who decided to play tag with Kara’s head, to
the final wild ride in a sky-car that nearly tipped over, Kara couldn’t help
but shiver as she remembered Jenny’s terrified face. Lilith had taken Jenny on
purpose. She knew Kara would do anything in her power to save her friend. Even
if it meant risking her reputation with the legion and her own soul to save her
friend—she would do it. Kara had seen the glint in Lilith’s eyes before she
jumped through the Rift. Lilith had big plans for Kara. But those plans meant
that Kara would have to venture into the netherworld one more time.


It
was with a regretful spirit that Kara followed the others from the sky-car.
They tipped the driver with one of David’s shoe-laces and watched him sputter
away on his cloud-like contraption. An oracle greeted them immediately.


“Ah!
Miss Clara. There you are at last!” The oracle rolled towards them crushing concrete
pebbles under the weight of his enormous crystal ball. The oracle danced above
the sphere and flailed his arms around excitedly. His wispy white hair swayed
like tall grasses above his head. He beamed at the sight of them, but quickly
recovered with a serious demeanor. “You’re late! Hurry! Hurry! We mustn’t keep
the Council waiting. They are very anxious to hear your news.”


“I’m
sure they are,” growled Kara. 


She
glimpsed his large toes and long yellow nails peeking out beneath his
glimmering silver robes. They looked remarkably similar to Mr. Patterson’s
toes. An ache rose inside her. Kara longed for her mortal days at the bookstore
when none of her friends was being tortured by an evil stepsister.


The
oracle arched a bushy eyebrow. He was silent for a moment, the blue in his eyes
gleamed. “Well of course, why wouldn’t they be? Asmodeus has another daughter.
Dreaded business this is, after what we’ve suffered—so many dead angels—so many
dead souls—such a massacre in Horizon.” 


A
wave of sadness washed over the oracle’s face. He turned his back to them and
stared into space. His blue eyes glazed over suddenly, and then he recited in a
monotone voice. “And out from the darkness she will be unleashed into the
worlds…and only from the same darkness can she be undone…”


“What?”
Kara spun around. “What did you just say, oracle?”


The
oracle’s eyes widened. “What? Oh, nothing—don’t mind me—just prattling along in
my old age. Can’t help the images I see though, from time to time. Dreaded
business this is.” He bent down and picked at his toenails.


“Oracle?”
David leaned forward.


The
oracle turned his head and met David’s eyes. He smiled. “Hmm? Yes? What is it?”


“We’re
supposed to be somewhere, remember?”


“We
are? Oh, dear.” The oracle scratched his head. “What was I about to do? Dear
me, I’ve forgotten again. Drat! Curse these visions. Always meddling with my
mind.” The oracle stomped his foot and pouted. “Tell me boy, where was I
going?”


David
shook his head gently and laughed. “You were escorting us to the High Council…remember?”


The
oracle’s arm shot up, and he pointed a finger in the air. “Yes! Yes! Of course.
Quickly now, come along angels. The Council awaits you,” urged the oracle. He
shifted his robe and straightened it with a hard tug. “It pains me to see the
Council so distressed. Make haste! Make haste!” He turned his crystal around
and rolled it towards the grey metal door at the end of the landing platform.
His robes flapped against the wind, and he raced towards the door.


Kara
sighed and followed the others in silence. David kept glancing worriedly over
his shoulder. Once through the door, they trod down the long hallway decorated
with vibrant tapestries and important looking portraits of previous officials.
Kara hated that their eyes always seemed to accuse her of something before the
fact. She shuddered and kept her eyes looking straight ahead and ignored their
gloomy gazes.


They
arrived before two giant brass doors. The oracle pushed them open and waited on
the other side. He gestured them in. 


Kara
sauntered behind the others. The only sound was the echo of their feet. She
took the time to inspect the chamber. The last time she had been here, the
chamber had been in total disarray. The glass dome had been shattered and
carpeted the ground in shards. The wood seats and walls had been destroyed, as
though a bomb had been set off. Kara shivered as she remembered the dying
angels scattered and broken all over the chamber. She crossed the room and
halted. The others scrambled to her side. Kara stood in the middle of the
chamber, on the exact spot where she had faced Asmodeus and killed him for the
last time. 


But
now the chamber had been mended to its original glory. Rays of yellow light
spilled through the enormous glass dome. A great blue sky hovered above them.
The Council members sat upon a dais around a slick black half-moon desk. Seven
pairs of eyes watched her with great interest.


She
started to feel extremely cautious. She didn’t recognize any of the archangels
except for the beautiful woman with red wavy hair. Camael had survived
Asmodeus’s vicious attack. Her green eyes smiled at Kara. She let herself relax
a little and unclamped her hands. 


At
the head of the table sat Uriel’s replacement. He had a soft reddish-brown
complexion, high cheekbones, and a strong jaw. His small dark eyes looked
intense and curious. His straight black hair cascaded down past his broad
shoulders. If she had to guess his nationality, she would have said Native
American. His face was beautiful. In fact, Kara noticed all the new members
were exceptionally good looking. She had always wondered why that was—was their
good looks a form of intimidation? 


The
archangel stood up. His forest green robe rippled around him as he raised his
hands. “Welcome, guardians, to the Council of Ministers. Let me introduce
myself. I am Jeremiel, the new minister of ministration and peace.” His voice
was throaty, not at all like Uriel’s musical tone, but Kara liked it
nevertheless. 


“You
have been summoned here to help clarify the details of your last mission,”
continued Jeremiel. “We want to hear about the incidents pertaining to the
supposed elemental. The archangel Ariel has informed us of a very grave
situation, and we would like to hear the events of your mission from you
personally.” Jeremiel pushed back his robe and sat down. He interlaced his
fingers above the great desk. “Please. Tell us what happened.”


The
others fidgeted on the spot. Peter shook his head and stared at his feet. He
then pretended to be interested in something behind him. Only David seemed keen
to speak before the Council. He winked at Kara and gave her thumbs up.


“Ahem.
Dear majesties and nobles of the afterlife,” began David as he stepped forward,
“I can help you with that. I was there. You see, with my astonishing skills as
a CDD agent—”


Jeremiel
lifted his hand to silence him. The archangel smiled at Kara. “We were hoping,
perhaps, that Kara Nightingale might enlighten us with the details, partly
since it has greatly to do with her.”


David’s
mouth fell open. “Uh…right…of course.” He stepped back and gave Kara a shrug.
She knew he was hurt by the sudden dismissal. David wanted to prove to everyone
that he was a great guardian, despite his reputation as a hot head. He mumbled
to himself and folded his arms.


Jeremiel
smiled gently at Kara and bobbed his head. “Please, tell us what happened on
your mission in your own words.”


All
eyes fell on Kara. She clasped her hands tightly behind her back. She met
Jeremiel’s eyes and nodded. 


And
so Kara recounted the events to the Council, with elaborated details about the
seirs and sensitives. She paid special close attention to the parts about
Lilith. She watched for reactions from the Council, but their visages were
unreadable and expressionless. When she was finished, she looked to the Council
and waited.


A
flash of uncertainty passed briefly through Jeremiel’s dark eyes. His face was
drawn, and he shared a few looks with the other archangels. After a moment, he
turned his attention back to Kara. “And that’s exactly what happened?”


“Yeah…”
said David dreamily. “It was awesome. You should have seen their ugly clown
faces when they ran. I scared them.”


Jeremiel
ignored David and shook his head in puzzlement. “I fear it is far worse than
the archangel Ariel had warned.” 


Jeremiel
was silent for a long moment. And when he spoke again, his face was grave. “And
you are certain she is not elemental…this Lilith?”


Kara
nodded. “I wasn’t sure at first. I thought she was—to me it felt as though she
was elemental. But she only did that to trick me. When she showed her true self
to us, I knew she wasn’t elemental. She felt foul. She felt like a demon…only
different. I can’t explain it.”


“I
see.” Jeremiel watched Kara closely. She shifted her weight uncomfortably under
his mesmerizing gaze. Jeremiel leaned forward and lowered his head. “My next
question is of the greatest importance, Kara. Do you remember if Lilith implied
that she was an only child?”


Kara
raked her brain trying to recall the events with Lilith. “I’m not really sure.
I don’t remember everything. I was so angry with her. I’m sure I missed a few
things. I thought she was a little elemental kid who had gone wacko, so I
didn’t pay that much attention at first. But she didn’t say anything about
that...I think. Are you saying that there’s more than one?” She cringed. Could
there be more than one Lilith?


The
Council erupted in a disharmony of heated arguments. Kara watched stunned, as
the archangels shouted at each other angrily over the sparkling desk. Kara
caught a few words like demise and forever darkness amongst the
yelling. Their voices boomed across the chamber and ricocheted off the walls
like the crack of thunder before a great storm. The sky clouded over, and the
room was blanketed in darkness momentarily.


“Enough!”
Jeremiel raised his arms in the air, and the Council was silent once again.
Kara could hear her own fingers twitching behind her. “We cannot be sure of
anything. Let us not be victims of our emotions. For now, we know only of one
progeny. We cannot tell if there are others.”


David
whistled between his teeth, “Whoa—an army of your sisters,” he whispered.


“She’s
not my sister!” hissed Kara, and gritted her teeth.


“Uh…right.
Then an army of your freaky albino half-sisters.”


Kara
felt uneasy. She didn’t know what to believe. The thought of Jenny surrounded
by a group of white-skinned abomination half-sisters was terrifying to her. Was
Jenny’s soul still alive? She had to believe it was. It was obvious Lilith
wanted Kara to pay for killing Asmodeus. And Jenny was caught in the middle of
it. If Lilith was anything like her father, she would keep Jenny alive long
enough for Kara to see her suffer. She was sure of it. She had to get to Jenny.


“Jeremiel,
we must assume that there are others,” said a dark-skinned Council member in
deep burgundy robes. “Asmodeus was cunning. How do we know she is the only one?
He might have a thousand offspring! What would happen if they attacked us?
Clearly this Lilith has inherited some of his powers…and something else
entirely. The legion is at risk! We cannot pretend it to be otherwise.”


“Calm
yourself, Leriel,” soothed Jeremiel. He rubbed his hands absently. “We need to
think this through. Let’s not jump to any conclusions.”


“What
we need is more information,” interrupted a brunette archangel with an olive complexion.
“We need evidence that there are more offspring. If we knew for sure, then we
could prepare ourselves properly. As of now, nothing is for sure. There might
be one. There might be hundreds. How can we protect our world without knowing
what to expect?” Her piercing blue eyes focused on Kara for a moment. 


“I
believe Muriel is correct,” Jeremiel drummed his fingers on the desk. “We
shouldn’t make any hasty decisions without all the facts.” 


“And
how are we supposed to get more information, Jeremiel?” asked Leriel, his voice
rising above the others. “The netherworld is shut to angels. We cannot see
beyond its walls. What do you propose we do? Shall we knock on their door and
ask them politely?”


Jeremiel
closed his eyes for a moment, lost in his own thoughts. “You are quite right,
Leriel. But there is someone who can. We are fortunate to have amongst us an
angel with special abilities. An angel who has been to the netherworld…and come
back.” 


Kara
shifted nervously. She felt all the eyes of the Council on her again. She hated
to be the center of attention. She glanced at her boots.


“Kara,”
she heard Jeremiel say, “I’m afraid we must burden you once again with a
dangerous mission. We would never ask you to take on such a perilous task and
risk your angel soul if we didn’t feel the immediate threat against Horizon. We
ask that you go back to the netherworld—and find out if Asmodeus had any more
offspring. We need you to spy for us.”


“Hey!
I want to be a spy too!” whispered David, a slight frown on his face. “I’d be
an awesome spy. One of my nicknames back at the legion is Double-O-Dave.”


Kara
ignored David and sighed in relief. It was better than she had hoped for. This
time she wouldn’t have to sneak out. She could go to the netherworld, gather
information for the Council, and save Jenny in the process. It was a good plan,
and she needed to start right away.


“I’ll
do it,” she said a little too eagerly. “I’ll leave right away. I’ll get
whatever information you need and get my friend Jenny out while I’m there—”


“Kara,”
interrupted the archangel Camael. She looked at Kara kindly. “Your friend
couldn’t have survived the netherworld’s environment. I am sorry…but you must
understand that her soul is no longer with us. This new mission is dangerous,
and you mustn’t stray from it. It will require your full attention. Don’t
attempt a rescue mission that’s already lost. Your friend is gone.”


“She’s
not gone! Her soul still lives. I know it!” Kara’s voice rose before she could
control it. She didn’t care. She knew Jenny couldn’t survive long in the
netherworld, but there was still a chance her friend was alive. She couldn’t be
dead. Kara couldn’t face the fact that she had been the cause of her best
friend’s death.


“Please
be reasonable, Kara,” said Camael softly. “I know we owe you so much for all
that you have done for Horizon, but please listen to us. I do not want to hurt
you with these words. I want you to be prepared. Lilith is luring you into a
trap. Don’t forget who her father was. She is just as cunning. She knows how
far you will go to save your friends. Don’t ever forget that. She’s counting on
your emotions. Your friend Jenny is gone. Don’t be fooled by the demon’s
words.”


Kara
shook her head. “She’s not. I know she’s not.” Kara grabbed a fistful of her
jeans. “And I will find her,” she whispered to herself. “I will.”


Jeremiel
flattened his palms against the desk. “Well then—Kara Nightingale—will you
accept this new mission to seek out information from the depths of the
netherworld?” There was a long moment of dead silence.


Kara
shifted her weight. “I accept,” she said finally.


The
archangel Leriel leaned forward. “And how, may I ask, do you plan on entering
the demon’s world?” he asked with a hint of disdain in his tone.


Kara
met his gaze. “The same way as I did before. Through a Rift.” 


“Will
they not sense your arrival?” Leriel’s voice was cold, and he gave her a
serious look.


“Maybe.
I’m not sure how it works. But don’t worry. I’ll retrieve the information.” She
smiled coldly at him. “I’ll be back before you know it. You can count on that.”


Leriel
pursed his lips and leaned back into his chair. His face was expressionless
once more.


The
room was ominously silent. Jeremiel raised his hand. “Kara. I will ask Ariel to
be an adviser on this mission. She will join you on level five when you are
ready, and you can discuss your plans with her there. You will have the
legion’s full cooperation on this mission.”


“Thank
you, I’m sure I’ll need it.” Kara straightened, her face a calm mask. Her hands
twitched nervously behind her. I’m coming, Jenny. Just hang on a little
longer.


“I’m
coming with you,” whispered David. “And you can’t stop me this time.” He raked
his hair with his hands.


Kara
frowned, and spoke with the side of her mouth. “No you’re not. You can’t come
with me, David. I’m sorry, but it’s too dangerous for you. You know that.”


“I’m
coming.”


“You’re
not—”


 “What
were you saying Mr. McGowan?” Jeremiel swept his gaze between the two of them
with great interest. His dark eyes were locked on David.


“That
I want to come with her,” blurted David. “She shouldn’t be going in there
alone. She needs my help.”


Jeremiel
shook his head. His long black hair spilled around his shoulders. “That is
impossible, my dear boy. Your angel soul would disintegrate into dust the
moment you crossed into the demon realm. It’s not possible.”


“He’s
right, you know. You’d die.” said Peter, and buried his chin into his neck when
he saw David’s murderous expression.


“She
shouldn’t be going alone! It’s suicide!” David’s voice rose, and Kara saw the irritation
flash across Jeremiel’s face. “There’s got to be another way to cross. Maybe we
just haven’t found it yet.”


Kara
clasped David’s hand. She squeezed it gently. “It’s all right David. I’ll sneak
in and sneak back out. I promise. I won’t let anything happen. I’ll be back
before you know it. Besides, it’s my fault Jenny’s been taken. I just can’t
leave her there. I’m the only one who can do this. I have to do this alone.”


“I
don’t like it.” David made a face and crossed his arms over his chest. “She expects
you to go, you know, Lilith.”


“I
know. But I can’t let Jenny die just because my half-sister is psycho. I have
to try and save her.”


Kara
and David stood and stared at each other. An understanding passed between them.
David squeezed her hand back and smiled.


“I
get it,” said David. The blue of his eyes glistened in the soft light. “Just
don’t let yourself get killed.”


“I
won’t. I promise.”


“Very
well,” said Jeremiel. “It is settled. Kara—may the souls protect you on your
journey.”


For
the first time, Kara saw a hint of a smile on Jeremiel’s lips. He pointed a
long finger at David and Peter. “You two are to return to CDD. You will report
back to the archangel Ariel, and remain at your post until further notice. This
meeting is adjourned.”


“Wait!
What about the seirs?” asked Kara suddenly. “What are you going to do about
them?”


Jeremiel’s
brow wrinkled, and he gave her a little smile. “The seirs are a group of
mortals who have been causing havoc for centuries. They’re harmless, just a
nuisance to the rest of the mortal world. They are not a direct threat to us
and, therefore, not our primary concern. They can be easily dealt with if they
start making trouble. Don’t worry. Do not concern yourself with them, Kara.
Your only focus should be getting us the information we need.”


“Right.
If you say so.” Kara bobbed her head. 


She
watched the Council. They were too confident. That was their first misstep.
Their reluctance in giving attention to the seirs was a mistake—a very big
mistake. Mortal or not, they could do some serious damage. But it was not for
her to decide. And Jenny needed her help right now.


With
Jeremiel’s words echoing in her head, Kara turned on her heel and stormed out
of the chamber. She didn’t wait for the others. She ran down the hall and passed
an oracle who was wrapping his beard around his head. She heard David and Peter
call out her name, but she ignored them and ran harder. There was hope, a shred
of hope, that Jenny was still alive. There was only one way to find out.


She
had to go back to the hall of souls.


 











Chapter 9


Windows
to the Souls


 


 


 


Kara followed a small golden-haired
child through a field of sparkling lights. His forget-me-not-blue robes swished
at his heels, and Kara hurried to catch up. An ebony sky loomed over them, with
thousands of bright twinkling stars. Kara knew these weren’t stars, but the
luminescent lights of hovering souls. Their intense presence weighed heavily on
Kara—the soft humming of millions of tiny hearts beating at once. The souls
were alive, waiting to make the jump into another life, to be reborn as someone
new. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. Warm air brushed her face, and
she quickened her pace.


But
not all the souls in the hall were glowing brightly. Some blackened globes hung
close to the marble ground. Their once brilliant light had been extinguished
and only empty shells remained. Her chest burned—these souls were dead—never to
be reborn. Asmodeus had released thousands of demons who had massacred both
mortals and angels. But Kara had also been partly to blame. Without her, his
plan would never have worked.


Kara
hung her head and sighed. There weren’t as many cherubs as she’d remembered,
but there were a great deal more than the last time she’d been here. She
counted nearly a hundred. Her heart ached at the memory of holding a dying
cherub as his body disintegrated in her arms. She never wanted to go through
that again.


Brilliant
light surrounded them. The soft tread of their feet on the black marble floors
echoed all around. They ventured deeper into the walls of dazzling spheres.
Radiant globes floated around them like giant fireflies. A surge of warm energy
fluttered inside her. After walking for nearly half an hour, the cherub stopped
abruptly and pointed. 


“Here
it is. This is the guardian angel, Jenny Harris’s soul,” he said in a mousy
voice.


Pain
exploded in Kara’s chest and she coiled her shaking fingers into balls. She
leaned closer. She blinked at the brightness and the warmth radiated on her
face. She reached out a trembling hand and touched the glowing soul.


A
jolt of electricity slammed into her. Her head jerked back. Immediately she was
overwhelmed with images of her friend’s past lives. Faces of people she didn’t
recognize passed her in a blur—a dark-skinned woman wrapped in a blue and white
sari stood before a mirror; a young girl with tousled blond hair rearranged her
dolls in a large colonial dollhouse; a smiling woman with a face creased by
wrinkles picked strawberries in a field. Although the faces were different,
Kara could feel Jenny’s presence in all of them. It was as though she had
looked at old photographs of her own distant relatives—and recognized family
traits in their faces and eyes.


Then
the images stopped suddenly. A black ominous haze rose in her mind’s eye. The haze
lifted slightly. An image of an unconscious Jenny wavered in the black mist.
She was bent over, and a large iron chain was fastened around her middle. Her
skin was white and sick looking. The black mist thickened, and Jenny
disappeared. 


Kara
released the soul and staggered back. Numbness spread through her body. Her
head spun. A dull throb sounded in her ears. A shiver rolled through her, and
it took a moment for her to gather herself.


“Sh-she’s
alive! She’s alive!” Kara jumped into the air and grabbed a fistful of the
cherub’s robes. She pulled him into a tight bear hug and kissed him repeatedly
on the forehead. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Kara released the confused
and staring cherub. 


“Uh…you’re
welcome.” The cherub smiled nervously, flattened his robe, and scurried away
touching the spot on his forehead where Kara had kissed him. 


Kara
danced and skipped her way back to the elevator. She extended her arms and ran
through walls of brilliant souls as if she were running in the fields by her
grandmother’s cottage. Her fingers grazed the soft globes. Tiny shocks of
electricity pricked her fingertips, and she waved joyfully to the puzzled
cherubs. 


 


Kara
left the hall of souls feeling more hopeful. Jenny was still alive somewhere in
the netherworld, and Kara was determined to find her. While she was required to
gather information for the Council—it was her job to do so—deep down she knew
her own selfish priority was to save her friend’s life. She couldn’t deny it.
She wouldn’t leave Jenny to rot in the bowels of the demon realm. She would
save her, no matter what, even if it meant going back to Tartarus—she didn’t
care. 


In
the vision, Jenny had looked sick, and Kara knew she didn’t have very long. Her
mission to discover if there were an army of Liliths could wait until another
trip—that is if she made it back at all. Kara knew that telling the Council
that Jenny was alive would be a mistake. They would force her to ignore her
friend—or worse—wait until Jenny’s soul had died before sending her out. No.
She decided to keep this piece of information to herself. There was no reason
to alarm the Council since they all believed Jenny was dead anyway. 


Kara
strolled into CDD an hour later. She made her way through the desks and chairs
and noticed a few new faces she didn’t recognize. A few angels glanced her way
as she crossed the room. They mumbled to themselves, and she heard her
half-sister’s name whispered along the way. CDD was worse than a local high
school when it came to keeping secrets. It appeared that her mission was on
everyone’s mind. Kara glared at the onlookers, and they quickly turned around
and pretended to busy themselves with their work. But she still caught the
murmurs of her name once or twice. Her freak status was still an ongoing topic of
gossip.


She
made her way slowly towards the large desk in the middle of the chamber. All
but one of the chairs sat empty now. Apparently, David and Peter had not come
straight back to level five. Kara wondered briefly what they were up to. She
had a strange feeling—David was set on coming with her. She hoped he wasn’t
doing anything stupid or careless. With David, it was almost always reckless,
whatever it was. It was his motto. He was always getting into trouble. And now
he had dragged Peter with him. Ariel sat alone at the desk. She looked up as
Kara approached.


“Hello,
Kara,” said Ariel. She gestured with her hand. “Please, have a seat. I’m sure
you’re anxious to get going, but I have a few things to go over with you before
you depart.”


Kara
pursed her lips and nodded. She took a seat opposite the archangel. She folded
her hands in her lap and waited. With her fingers twitching, she contemplated
telling Ariel about Jenny’s soul, but decided against it at the last minute.
She hardly knew Ariel; she wasn’t sure she’d keep her secret. She couldn’t take
that chance.


“The
Council explained to you how important this mission is to the legion. Are you
mentally prepared for it?” Ariel leaned forward. Her big toffee-colored eyes
watched Kara carefully. “Do you have everything you need? Weapons?”


“Yes,
I think so.” Kara wiggled in her seat and returned the archangel’s gaze. “Apart
from a few weapons, I don’t need much else. If I’m to spy—then I should
be more invisible than anything else, right?”


“Yes,
you’re quite right.” Ariel looked along the table and then back to Kara. “Do
you know where to find the Rift that leads to the netherworld? Any ideas where
it could be situated?”


“Well,
I was hoping Peter would help me with that.” Kara glanced behind her. “I
thought he’d be back by now. I wonder where he is—” 


“I’m
sure he’ll turn up to see you off. Don’t worry.” Ariel looked serious. 


“Kara,
listen to me. You’ll need to be extra careful. We know nothing of this Lilith.
All we know is what you have told us—that she claims to be Asmodeus’s
daughter—although we have no proof. Her anger towards you seems to be proof
enough for the High Council now, but it smells rotten to me. And I don’t like
you going in there alone.”


Kara
shrugged. “I don’t have a choice. No one can come with me.” Jenny’s pained face
wavered in her mind’s eye. She leaned forward and placed her hands on the
table. She sighed impatiently.


“I
know that,” said Ariel, “It just doesn’t feel right. You should always be with
your team.”


As
she wiggled in her seat, Kara drummed her fingers on the table. “Right.
Listen—if that’s all, I really have to go. I don’t have much time.” 


Kara
started to get up but froze as she met Ariel’s frightening glare. She sat back
down.


“We
need to know if there are more of these offspring.” Ariel lowered her head a
little, her hair bobbing gently. “The idea that Asmodeus has been breeding can
have catastrophic consequences. You, for example, you inherited powers from
demons, fallen angels and mortals. What powers would other offsprings have?”


“Lucky
me,” blurted Kara. “I’ll do what I can. I promise. But she’s pretty powerful.
Did I mention that she can take on different shapes? I can’t do that. I know
she won’t be an easy opponent. I’m not even sure how to handle her. Hopefully,
I won’t have to. We don’t even know what she is.”


“From
what you’ve told us,” answered Ariel, “we know she’s part demon, mortal, and
something else. I know it’s not much, but it’s all we’ve got. You are our eyes
in this matter, Kara. You’re the only one of us who can enter the netherworld.
You must succeed. We will not survive another attack. Asmodeus was cunning and
merciless. He cared nothing for the souls of mortals and angels. He had more
than one plan in action. Lilith may be even more dangerous!”


Kara
shifted in her seat. Faces of dead mortals wavered before her eyes. Their dying
wails filled her mind. She suppressed a shiver. Jenny wouldn’t be one of them.
“I’ll do my best. Well, if that’s all, I really must be going. Thanks for the
pep talk.”


Ariel
leaned forward and caught Kara by the arm. “Kara. I know you think your
friend’s soul still lives—but don’t let your emotions get in the way of your
mission. Don’t get sidetracked with the possibility that Jenny is still alive.
She’s not. Lilith only wants you to think that she is, for a reason. Kara, be
on your guard. She probably wants you to suffer. Revenge is an ugly emotion.”
Ariel let go of Kara’s arm gently.


“I
know.” Kara pushed her chair back and stood up. A slight feeling of guilt
welled inside her chest. She understood the importance of her mission, but she
couldn’t let Jenny down either. She gave Ariel a sober nod. “I’ll be fine.
Don’t worry—”


“We’re
here!” David sauntered towards them. “You can start now.” He smiled cheekily.
Peter came up behind him looking smug. Kara did a double take. 


“What’s
up, queen Ariel? Miss me? Has the fort collapsed in my absence?” David smiled
at the archangel, who despite Kara’s shock, smiled back.


“Actually,
we’re done here.” Kara interjected, “I’m just about to go. I just need the
location of a Rift to the demon realm. Peter, you think you can help me with
that?”


“Already
done.” Peter beamed at her. His voice rose with pride. “I know where it is. I
found it. It’s in Brazil. And we’re going to accompany you there, you know, to
see you off,” said David. It was more of a statement than a suggestion. The
blue of his eyes still mesmerized her. A jolt of electricity rippled through
her body. She tore her eyes away from him.


“Seriously,
guys?” Kara shook her head and smiled in spite of herself. “Thanks, but there’s
really no need. I can manage on my own. Besides I’m sure the archangel Ariel
has other jobs for you.”


“We
insist!” David grabbed Kara by the elbow. “Let’s weapon up, shall we?” 


Ariel
eyed them suspiciously, and David steered Kara towards the weapon wall. 


“David,
what are you doing?” whispered Kara. She yanked her elbow out of David’s grip. 


David
lowered his voice. “We have something to tell you. Something to do with your
mission.” He grabbed a golden blade and inspected it closely. He raised his
voice dramatically. “This one is very good! Yes! Can do some real damage!
Easily cut through some ugly demons!” He yelled over his shoulder to make sure
Ariel heard him.


Kara
watched Peter pretending to be interested in a glowing silver net that looked
strangely like a large spider’s web. “What are you guys doing? Whatever it is
you want to tell me—you better make it quick, Ariel is watching us. She’s not
stupid. She won’t be fooled for long.”


“We’re
coming with you.” David continued to eye the gleaming dagger in a nonchalant
manner.


Kara
frowned. “Seriously, David. You know you can’t. Remember the last time you
tried to go through a Rift—you nearly lost your arm. It’s impossible. I really
don’t have time for this. Jenny needs me. I have to get out of here.”


David
smiled and placed the blade back on the shelf. He took her right hand in his.
“There’s no way I’m letting you go alone again. We’re both coming with
you to the netherworld—brain boy has figured it out.”


“What?”
Kara’s voice rose. She glanced back at Ariel who still regarded them
skeptically, and then lowered her voice. “That’s crazy. You know you can’t.
You’ll both die. This is stupid, stop this right now.”


Peter
squeezed in beside them and lowered his voice. “It’s not stupid. We figured out
a way. And it’s going to work. I’m positive.” 


Kara
studied their faces. They didn’t seem to be joking. They had their serious
faces on. “And how do you suppose to do that? You guys don’t have any demon
essence in you. Only those with some demon spirit can travel into the demon
realm. You already know this. I won’t let you go on a suicide mission. I won’t.
Forget it.”


Peter
nodded, still wearing a smile tight with excitement. “But it’s not a suicide
mission. I overheard the archangel Raphael talking when I was coming back from
the Healing-Xpress. She said that if only they could take some of your
strength and give it to the others, it would make them more resistant to demon
threats. So it gave me an idea.”


Kara
lifted an eyebrow. “And what’s this crazy idea of yours?”


Peter
looked over his shoulder. “If we can somehow take some of your essence
and put it into us…then we might have a chance of getting through to the
other side.”


Kara’s
stared at them bewildered. Had she heard right?


“I
really think this could work,” said David, flashing his handsome smile. “I
think we’ve got a real shot. We’d be a team again.”


“You
two are insane!” Kara’s voice rose, and she lowered it immediately when she saw
Ariel looking over their way again. “It’s not going to work. There’s no
way I’m letting you do this. How can you take some of my essence?”


“It
is going to work,” pressed David. He squeezed her hand. “Kara, listen.
I’m coming with you this time—no matter what. You can’t stop me.”


Kara
studied David’s face. She had seen him this determined before, and she knew she
wouldn’t be able to talk him out of it. The last thing she wanted was to lose
Peter and David. They didn’t seem to understand what a dangerous, diseased,
vile, and treacherous place the netherworld was. Angels weren’t safe there. 


“And
how are you planning on doing this, Dr. Frankenstein?” Kara imagined herself
pinned to a metal bed with tubes protruding all over her body while Peter,
draped in a white lab coat, loomed over her with wide eyes and a crazed face.


David
whispered, “We’ll show once we’re out of here.” He looked over to Ariel who was
still staring at them distrustfully. “Let’s get out of here before Ariel
figures out what we’re up to.”


With
reluctance, Kara selected her weapons. “All right. Let’s go then—Sherlock,
Watson.”


David
and Peter shared a smile, and the three of them moseyed towards the elevator.
Kara doubted whether their outrageous plan would work. She had a bad feeling
that this was only the beginning of a very eventful day.


 


 











Chapter
10


A
Cocktail of Angels


 


 


 


Humid air brushed against Kara’s
face. The hot sun beat down on her head. Exhaust fumes moved in clouds of grey,
choking out any fresh air. The aroma of roasted meat and the tang of smoke
drifted from the streets. The concrete megalopolis of São Paulo was
overwhelming. Millions of mortals flocked to and from their jobs and lounged at
nearby restaurants. Loud conversations in a language she didn’t understand
surrounded her. She didn’t know one word in Portuguese, but the language
sounded exotic and beautiful. Endless stands of skyscrapers defined the horizon
from every angle. 


They
passed many lush green parks, and the avenues were all landscaped with tall
leafy trees that swayed in the breeze. Remembering lessons from her high school
geography class, Kara knew this was the largest city in South America, and São
Paulo even made New York City seem small in comparison. She felt
claustrophobic, small, and very insignificant. Much to her own surprise, Kara
realized she preferred quiet small-town life, where she could hear herself
think. 


Peter
held a square contraption that looked like a television remote control with
wires sprouting from the top. A flash of green electricity flowed through it.
After reading it for a moment he gestured to Kara and David and led the way
through the surge of humanity. Kara was relieved to see that the sidewalks were
large enough to accommodate so many people at once. But she still got nicked
and pushed by the mortal mob. After ten minutes of fighting the crowd, she was
grateful when Peter took a sudden turn and led them down a quiet street. He
stood in front of a beige stucco building with a large bay window that
displayed a variety of female mannequins. He raised his hand and pointed.


“It’s
in there. Come on, follow me.” Peter climbed up three steps and pulled open a
large green door. Kara and David followed quickly behind.


The
smell of mildew and cigarettes hit her on the way in. She gagged and covered
her nose. They followed Peter through a multitude of racks crammed with
dilapidated clothing. The fluorescent lights on the low ceiling hummed
incessantly. Kara avoided stepping on large brown stains. Small black burn
marks peppered the beige carpet that ran the length of the shop. After passing
a selection of half-naked mannequins dressed in clothes from the seventies,
they moved to the back of the store and down a hallway. 


A
door stood at the end of the hallway. Peter wrapped his hand around the metal
handle and pulled. A staircase lay beyond the threshold. Together, they climbed
down four sets of stairs to a basement. Boxes were stacked all the way to the
ceiling. Clothes spilled out of open crates. The air was stale, and a musty
smell of incense surrounded them. Large black beetles scattered across the
walls and disappeared into crevices as Kara ducked around a half-fallen halogen
light fixture that flicked on and off and covered the room in eerie flickering
shadows.


“It’s
over here.” Peter pointed to a spot on the wall that shifted and wavered as though
the wall was made of liquid plaster. 


Kara
crossed the room and stood by Peter. “So—now what, Dr. Frankenstein?” 


Nerves
fluttered around inside her. She folded her arms across her chest, hid her
trembling hands beneath them, and tried to look calm.


Peter
pocketed his contraption. “We begin. Let’s start with our special cocktail.” 


He
lowered his green backpack to the floor. After rummaging through it for a
moment, he pulled out a tiny silver dagger. The blade had a curve in it like a
hook. He shared a sidelong glance with David and smiled.


“So
what are you planning on doing with that knife?” Kara didn’t hide her
skepticism. She eyed the dagger suspiciously. “Seriously, what are you going to
do? Skin yourselves?”


“This
is where the fun begins,” said David proudly. “Give it here.” 


He
took the dagger from Peter and held out his hand. “Give me your hands, Kara.” 


Kara
pressed her hands on her hips and glowered. “Excuse me? You can’t be serious.
You’re going to…bleed me? No way. This is not happening.”


“We
can’t bleed you. You have no blood, remember,” replied Peter, a little
hesitantly. “But we do need to cut through your M-suit to get some of your
essence.”


Kara
backed away. She pointed a finger at David. “You are going to bleed me!
I thought you were joking! Forget it. There’s no way I’m letting you do this.
This is nuts.”


“We
each need a cut, not just you,” said Peter. “For our plan to work, your essence
has to pass through our hands and into our bodies—from yours. Your essence
needs to mix with our own for this to work.”


Kara
considered his words briefly. She wiped her brow. “You’ve gone mad—the two of
you have gone completely mad—you know that. This is never going to work.” 


Kara
watched David nervously. Whatever essence roamed inside her body, she knew it
was dangerous. It was the darkness she felt sometimes in the corners of her
mind. It could be poison to another angel. What if her essence made him sick?
Or worse…killed him.


“Kara,
listen. We think it’s going to work.” David approached her carefully. “You have
to trust me on this. You’re going to need our help on the other side. I’m not
letting you go alone this time. Forget it. This is going to work. I know
it will. Just give it a chance.”


“And
if it doesn’t? What then?” Kara clenched her jaw.


“Then
we’ll both go back. Promise.” David’s eyes shone with concern. “But I have to
try first. If it doesn’t work, then we’ll go.”


Kara
was touched that David thought himself her protector, but she was afraid for
him. Afraid of what might happen once they stepped into the demon’s realm.
Having allies was a plus—she could most definitely use their help—what harm
could it do? If they could pass unharmed, then it was worth a shot. Jenny’s
soul was worth a shot. 


She
sighed loudly. David cupped her hand in his and stared at her expectantly.
Their eyes locked for a moment.


Reluctantly,
Kara gave David both her hands. “This better work.” 


He
turned her palms over.


Carefully,
David pressed his blade into Kara’s right palm. With a twist of his wrist, he
sliced through. A sting pained her, but she showed no emotion. Immediately,
light poured from the wound and illuminated their faces in a golden glow. The
cut was deep. Golden droplets fell to the ground at her feet. With another
sting, David sliced Kara’s left palm. 


Satisfied,
he then pressed the blade in his own hand, and sliced his palm. His M flesh
parted slightly and rays of white light showed through his wound. White liquid
poured down his wrist. After he cut his other palm, he turned and grabbed a
petrified Peter. 


With
a small moan, Peter closed his eyes, and David cut both his palms. Peter’s face
was illuminated in rays of white light.


“And
now we all hold hands,” said David.


The
three of them clasped their hands together and formed a circle. 


At
first nothing happened, and then Kara felt a soft tingling in her palms. Her
eyes met David’s momentarily, and he gave her a reassuring smile. A surge of
warmth passed through her chest and escaped through her hands. She felt a cool
release flow through her like a stream. Tiny golden sparks danced around Kara’s
hands. They coiled around her arms and circled around David’s arms first and
then Peter’s, until the three of them were covered in spirals of gold. Her
elemental power rose without summoning. She felt it pass along her arms and
escape through her hands. She heard Peter and David laugh. Her head fell
forward slightly, and she felt the energy drain from her a little, as from a
virus from when she was mortal. But it wasn’t enough to alarm her. Slowly, her
energy flowed from her body.


A
violent jolt shook them. Golden wires of current spiraled and twisted around
them savagely. With a loud crack, the golden tendrils tightened their grip.
Kara’s face and clothes were buffeted violently in the strong winds. With a
sudden boom, the lights above exploded and showered them with pieces of hot
glass. A blast of golden light lit the air around them. The ground trembled and
Kara’s hair stood on end.


“Something
is wrong!” shouted Kara over the raging winds. She tried to pull her hands away,
but she couldn’t. It was as though they were crazy-glued to each other. Peter
looked towards the ceiling. His eyes widened. Kara followed his gaze.


A
dark cloud formed above their heads. It swirled and closed in on them. Blinding
lightning bolts flicked and struck the ground at their feet. The entire
structure shook and rattled. It threatened to collapse on them at any moment.
Thick chunks of plaster fell on their heads and exploded from the walls.
Floorboards creaked and shot up in the air. Kara heard Peter cry out above the
whistling of the wind. Another lightning bolt struck directly in front of them.



Kara
groaned. This was wrong. She shouldn’t have let them talk her into this. 


The
dark storm was all around them. Lightning crackled through the darkness. It
howled and threw another volley of lightning bolts.


“Kara,
it’s burning!” shouted David above the howling wind.


Kara
staggered forward as David wrenched his arms in the other direction. Their
hands wouldn’t come apart. He cried out in frustration. 


Desperately,
Kara gave a sharp tug of her hands. Nothing. 


Peter’s
face was screwed in agony. She watched his lips move in a silent cry. Kara
pulled at their hands with excruciating force. Nothing. They were all cemented
together. She felt if she pulled anymore, she would rip off their arms. The
smell of burning flesh rose to her nostrils. Mist coiled around Peter and
David’s bodies. They were being roasted.


Kara
closed her eyes and concentrated. Blocking out Peter and David’s howls, she
searched for her power. She called it forth. At once, a warm energy surged
within her. It drew back in, as though her body were a vacuum and sucked the
remnants of her power through her hands. It rippled through her palms and down
inside her. 


Suddenly,
a ball of white-hot power formed in the middle of their circle. The ball grew.
With a sudden explosion, Kara, Peter, and David were propelled into the air and
crashed against the walls.


Stillness.
Kara rolled over and looked around. She blinked through a haze of light smoke. Tiny
fires burned in the cardboard boxes and clothes on the floor. Scorch marks
painted the walls with ugly black stains. She hauled a piece of broken drywall
off of her legs and looked over to Peter and David.


“You
guys okay?”


David
pushed himself up and wiped his jeans. Clouds of white dust rolled off his
clothes. “I still have all my parts. Peter? You okay, man?”


Peter
pushed himself to a sitting position. He nodded and adjusted his glasses. “What
the heck happened? Did you guys feel that?” He spit out dirt from his mouth.


Kara
jumped to her feet. She scowled at them for a moment before her expression
cooled. “I’m guessing a side effect to your master plan—I knew this was a
mistake—and by the looks of everything, I’d say it was a very big one.”


“Oh,
come on! It was awesome,” beamed David as he stretched. “I’ve never experienced
anything like that. It was as if I could feel you guys pass through me. Man,
that was freakin’ weird.”


“Yeah,”
said Peter and his eyes widened. “But I’m not sure what the whole cloud thing
was…and the lightning? What was that all about?”


Kara
pressed her hands on her hips. “Maybe it was a warning that this was a bad
idea.” She put out one of the fires with her boot. “But how do you feel now,”
she asked nervously. “Do you feel any different? Sick? Weak?”


“I
don’t feel sick. But I do feel a little light headed…as though I’ve had a few
too many drinks.” David laughed.


Peter
was silent for a second, and then he lifted his brows. “Not what I expected.
But I feel surprisingly well. Hopefully it’ll still work. I’m not sure
though…after the whole lightning attack.”


“It’ll
work. I’m telling you.” David rubbed his hands together. “Ok. Let’s get this
party started—”


An
elderly woman stormed into the basement. Her heavy chest rose and fell as she gasped
for breath. Her red and white flowered print dress swayed and settled around
her large middle. Her white hair was pulled back into a bun. Her large grey
eyes were frightened. She lifted a bony finger and pointed. “Demônios! Vocês
são demônios!” she howled. 


“What
did she just say?” whispered Kara. She watched the old woman intensely.
Something dark gleamed behind her in her other hand.


“My
Portuguese is a little rough. But I think she just called us demons,” said
Peter, and he gave Kara a shrug.


“Great.
That’s all we need now.” Kara approached the woman carefully. “Please, I don’t
speak Portuguese. But we’re not demons.” She pointed to herself and shook her
head. “See, we’re angels…no dominoes.” 


The
woman recoiled. She raised her other hand. A dark object rattled in her grasp. 


“Oh,
man! She’s got a gun. This is so not good.” David slapped his forehead
with an open hand.


“David,
quiet!” Kara lifted her hands up. “Please…we mean you no harm—”


BANG!


The
woman’s hand jerked back. Smoke rose from the barrel. A little throb of pain
vibrated in Kara’s chest, and then it was gone. She staggered back. She pressed
her hands on her chest. The woman shot her. 


At
first she started to panic, but then she realized that she couldn’t die from a
gunshot as she was already dead. She heard something hit the floor behind her.
Kara knelt and picked up a brass bullet from the gun. It felt warm against her
palm. She stood up and lifted her shirt. Slowly, she moved her hand over her
abdomen. Her skin was whole except for a tiny whole above her belly button.
There was no pain. The bullet had gone right through.


“Diabo!
Diabo!” The old woman threw up her hands and wailed. The gun fell to the ground
with a soft clang. She turned on her heel and ran up the stairs at a speed Kara
thought would be impossible for such an old woman with such a large belly. Kara
heard a few crashes, a deafening scream, and then silence.


“Well,
that went well,” laughed David. He walked over the staircase and shouted. “Any
more old ladies care to take a shot at us? There’s a senior’s special—two for
one—if you hurry.” 


Kara
pressed her hand against her chest again. The hole had disappeared. “Wow. I’ve
never been shot before. It felt really weird.” Kara examined her stomach again.
The wound had already healed.


Peter
walked over to the staircase and peered up. “We better hurry up before her
entire family comes back with shotguns and demon repellent powders.”


David
bobbed his head. “He’s right. We don’t want to make the five o’clock local
news—although I do enjoy my five minutes of fame—just not mixed up with
grannies and guns.”


Kara
eyed the Rift cautiously, “Then, let’s get out of here.”


Peter
crossed the basement and stood before the Rift. “Well, it’s now or never.” 


He
glanced nervously at the shimmering wall. “Who wants to go first?” He began to
smile.


David
took Peter by the arm and pulled him away. “Sure. I’ll be the guinea pig. Let’s
find out if this worked.” David stepped in front of the Rift. He lifted his
right hand and pushed it through. After a second he retrieved it. His hand was
unscathed.


“It
worked!” Peter danced on the spot, his face beamed. “I knew it! I knew it! I’m
a genius.”


Kara
shifted uncomfortably. Part of her was glad their scheme had worked, but
another part dreaded what would happen next. She didn’t want them to risk their
souls with her. “Guys, before you get too excited—you know Lilith’s leading us
into a trap, right? We might not make it back.”


David
took Kara’s hand gently. “We know…and we’re going. I’d do anything to save
Jenny, even if it meant we might not make it back. We owe her. She’s our
friend, too.”


Kara
sighed. “I know. I’d probably do the same if I were in your shoes. Okay, let’s
do this. Jenny may not have very long. Remember, I’ve got to get information
for the Council, too. I’m going to need some time to figure out if there are
other Liliths.”


“Any
ideas how you’re going to do that?”


“No.
But they’re depending on me. I’ll figure something out. Now, be careful and
watch your backs. This place is foul, really foul. Never let your guard
down—ever.”


“We
won’t.” Peter shoved the dagger back into his backpack. He swung his pack over
his shoulders and planted his feet. “We’re ready.”


“Good.”
Kara gave Peter a smile. Whatever adversities waited for them on the other
side, she prayed that Jenny would still be in good enough shape to make the
trip back. Who knew what Lilith had already done to her? She would find out
very soon.


Kara
stepped forward and teetered. A spell of dizziness washed over her suddenly.
She pressed her hand on her forehead. Her vision blurred and then sharpened.


“Kara?
Are you okay?” David grabbed her elbow and steadied her. “What’s the matter?
How are you feeling? Kara?”


Kara
strained to open her mouth, but it was like trying to force open a brick wall.
A wave of sickness rushed through her. A cold ache spread to her limbs, like
from the symptoms of the flu virus, but worse. “What is happening?”


“Kara?”


The
spell lessened. Her strength returned gradually. She pried open her mouth with
great difficulty. “I—I’m okay now. It passed.”


“Are
you sure?” David’s expression was a mix of concern and regret. “You don’t look
so good. You look a little sick. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”


“No,
no. Don’t worry about it.” Kara straightened. “I’m feeling much better. It was
nothing. I’m fine, seriously.”


“It
didn’t look like nothing.”


“I’m
fine really. I promise.” Kara forced a smile and averted her eyes. She yanked
her arm, but David wouldn’t let go. “I’m okay, David, really. We should get
going. You don’t want to keep Lilith waiting.” 


Remnants
of the dizzy spell still lingered inside her, but she ignored them. 


David
studied Kara’s face for a moment. Finally he released her arm and brandished
two soul blades. Their glimmer reflected on his grinning face. “All right then.”



David
jumped up and slashed the air in front of him. “Come on people! We’ve got some
demons to cut up!” 


And
with that, Kara, David, and Peter stepped into the Rift.


 











Chapter
11


The
Demon City


 


 


 


Kara was immediately sucked into a
giant vacuum of nothingness. The void of blackness that surrounded her reminded
her of the wrenching sensation she had felt when she had stepped through a Rift
before. She hated it. She tried to turn her head to search for the others, but
she couldn’t move. She was being dragged helplessly into a giant funnel. A
speck of red light appeared. It seemed so far away, like a twinkling star. The
speck grew until her surroundings exploded in red light.


Kara
was thrown to the ground. She sneezed into red fluff. Two other bodies crashed
onto her, and she let out a yelp. With great effort, she squeezed herself out
from under them. She grabbed a handful of blood red velvet drapes and pulled
herself to her feet. In the process, she knocked her head on a twirling disco
ball.


A
giant cockroach greeted her with a bow. “Kara! Ma chéri! I knew ’u would come
back to me, mon amour!” He sprung upwards and landed on the panel next to her,
his long red tailcoat rippling around him. His antennae shaped the form of a
heart. “’You cannot live wizout moi!”


David
scrambled to his feet. “Are you freaking serious? We’re in an elevator with a
giant cockroach who’s in love with you? Please tell me I’m dreaming.”


Peter
sat on the ground and adjusted his glasses. “Whoa…is it friendly?” He cowered
against the back panel and grabbed his ankles. “I never liked roaches.
Especially big ones.”


“Check
it out—the bug’s wearing clothes.” David inspected the giant cockroach. “Kara,
is this where you landed the first time? In here? With this giant bug?”


“Yes
and yes.” Kara rubbed her head and steadied the disco ball. “This is exactly
where I arrived the first time. Where I met Jean-Pierre.”


“Ah
ha! Iz ’ee ’ur boyfriend?” Jean-Pierre
poked David in the chest with his cane. He observed David suspiciously with
beady black eyes. “Iz not very good looking, ’u know. ’Ee does not smell very
good.”


David
slapped the cane away. “Easy there bug. You don’t want me to go all
terminator on you.”


“Bug!
Non, non, non!” the bug spat angrily. He tipped his black top hat with his two
forearms. “I am Jean-Pierre. And ’oo are you? What are you doing ’ere?”


“Jean-Pierre,”
Kara stepped forward. “I’d like you to meet my friends David and Peter. We’re
on a mission to save our friend who was taken against her will into the
netherworld. Will you help us?” Kara flashed her best smile. She remembered
having to kiss the cockroach in order for him to help her. She prayed he would
not ask her to do it again. Not with David and Peter watching. It would be too
humiliating.


Jean-Pierre
studied Kara with large black eyes. Every second or so, he looked over to David
and Peter, then back to her. It was unnerving to be scrutinized by a giant bug.


“Angels
are forbidden into ze nezerworld,” said Jean-Pierre at last.


“But
you’ve let me go before. Please, Jean-Pierre,” Kara pleaded. “This is really
important. Wouldn’t you do everything you could for a friend in trouble?” 


She
watched the cockroach’s eyes carefully for a sign of understanding. She had
hoped that Jean-Pierre would let them pass without question. She hadn’t anticipated
his reluctance.


“’Zat
was différent,
ma chéri. You are not like
zem.” Jean-Pierre followed her every move with his bulging black eyes. “You
’ave ze demon in you.”


Kara
sighed. “Tell me about it.” Kara started to feel more desperate. Jenny was out
there somewhere being tortured—and Jean-Pierre was giving her a hard time.


Jean-Pierre
studied David and Peter for a moment. His antennae folded over like a question
mark. “But zey do smell a little différent—what iz dat? Why do you smell different?”


“It’s a long story.” Kara held her head in her hands. David and Peter had not
been part of the original plan. She had to think of something. 


“Jean-Pierre…I’ll…I’ll
give you what you want, if you let me and my friends pass through. What do you
say?”


“What’s
going on, Kara?” David stepped in front of the cockroach. “What does it want?”
Kara saw David reach inside his jacket.


Kara
sprung between David and Jean-Pierre and pushed away his blade. “Jean-Pierre,
my friend Jenny needs our help.” She pressed her hands together. “I beg you.
Please let us pass.”


Jean-Pierre
eyeballed David. The disco ball reflected in his eyes. “I zee that you ’ave
replaced moi with ’im.” He pressed his forearms against his chest. “My ’eart iz
broken.”


“Jean-Pierre,
please—”


“I
will die of ze broken ’art.” The cockroach raised its middle legs to silence
her. “I request a lock of your ’air. And zen you may pass.”


David
laughed. “That’s it? Man, you want some of mine, too?” 


Kara
elbowed David in the chest. She reached up and cut a lock of her hair with her
soul blade. She twirled the hairs together gently and handed the lock to the
cockroach. “Thank you, Jean-Pierre. This means the world to us.”


Jean-Pierre
took the hair, smelled it, and folded it carefully in the front pocket of his
jacket. He leaped into the air and landed on a plush red chair facing the
control panel. With a crooked arm, he reached out and pressed a black button
with the word DOWN. Immediately, the elevator shuddered, and they started their
decent. 


Seconds later the elevator doors slid open with a screech. Kara
stepped out. Wind hit her face. The smell of rotten flesh burned her nose. She
looked down. “Thank you Jean-Pierre. We’ll see you again soon.”


Jean-Pierre threw himself dramatically over his chaise, a forearm
over his forehead, “Au revoir, mon amour!”


“Okay. Let’s get out of here before he changes his mind.” David
came up beside Kara. His blades hung at his side. Peter followed behind David.


Kara hesitated for a moment, and then drew her soul blade. She
readied herself. David and Peter stepped into the netherworld behind her.


Violent gusts of wind slapped their faces and tore at their
clothes. Kara covered her eyes. She couldn’t see anything past the blizzard of
dust. Impenetrable grey skies rained thick embers down on them. Thunder cracked
from above. She called out to David, and he took her hand. She struggled
forward blindly. The winds had not been this strong the first time she ventured
into the demon realm. It was as though the winds were trying to push them out.
They were unwelcomed here. Kara gagged at the horrid stink of rotten flesh. She
could almost taste it in her mouth—


Kara…help me.


Kara
staggered back. Jenny’s voice echoed in her ears. She wasn’t sure if it was
really her friend’s voice. It was most probably Lilith trying to trick her. But
it sounded just like Jenny. She shook her head and pressed on.


They’re
hurting me, Kara…please help me…


A
cry formed in the back of Kara’s throat. She did her best to ignore the voice.
She told herself it wasn’t Jenny’s and concentrated on putting one foot in
front of the other. Her head snapped back. Brutal winds circled her. She lost
her footing for a second and then balanced herself. With a renewed sense of
determination, she lowered her head and pushed through the wall of wind. She
heard David and Peter struggling behind her.


Kara,
why are you letting them hurt me? I thought you were my friend?


Kara
cried out into the blizzard. Her knees shook, and she dragged her feet forward.
It’s not Jenny’s voice, she repeated to herself. She let go of David’s hand and
ran forward angrily. Her fists tightened as she shook with rage. She flailed
her arms savagely against the strong winds. The smell of rotten flesh choked
her. She made her eyes into slits and strained to see through the storm. A grey
desert spread out for miles before them. Where was the casino? Dread crept
inside her. Were they lost?


Something
grabbed hold of Kara’s boots.


She
looked down. Two blood-red human hands sprouted out of the sand and wrapped
themselves around her ankles. With sudden force, the hands pulled. Kara lost
her balance and fell down to her knees. Her soul blade slipped out of her hand
and vanished under a wave of sand. The sand around her knees rippled like grey
waters. She kicked out her legs savagely. Six more hands shot out of the sand
and latched onto her legs. Her legs were pinned together forcefully. She tried
to jerk her legs free, but it was like kicking through a cement block. She was
terrified. More hands grabbed hold of her legs from under the sand. She could
hear echoes of laughter above the howling storm.


Welcome
home, Kara…


Her
body was wrenched down deeper. Kara screamed at the top of her lungs as the
quicksand sucked her in. Liquid sand brushed against her waist. She reached out
and grabbed a fistful of sand. It was no use. There was nothing solid to rescue
her. Frantically, Kara felt around inside her jacket for another blade. Her
fingers brushed the handle—


You
belong with us…


Another
sharp tug. Fluid sand swept against her chest and under her armpits. Red hands
grabbed fistfuls of her jacket. Kara’s neck jerked forward. She wailed as she
tried to pry the fingers off of her, but the hands were like solid rock.
Coldness spread to her neck. Something red caught the corner of her eye. A hand
covered her face as she tried to scream. She retched at the stink of blood.
Desperately, Kara fought against the hands that pulled her down. She heard her
name above the whistling winds. Through the spaces between her fingers, a
silhouette of a figure moved through the storm—a toss of blonde hair—a brown
leather jacket.


David
fell to his knees inches away from the quicksand. More hands sprung from the
quicksand. With a thrash of his arm, David slashed at the hands. Black blood
sprayed the ground around him.


“Kara—give
me your hand!” David threw out his right hand. Kara leaned forward and grabbed
it. He tossed his soul blade away and clasped his other hand around her wrist.
He arched his back and pulled. Her body lifted slowly. 


More
hands gripped around Kara’s legs and body. With a sudden powerful jerk, they
pulled her down again. David’s grip started to slip.


“It’s
not working!” David yelled through the gust of winds. 


Peter
appeared at his side. He lunged forward and grabbed a hold of Kara’s arm. With
tremendous force, the two of them yanked. It was like a game of tug-of-war,
only this time Kara’s body was the rope. She was sure her arm was about to rip
off.


David
and Peter pulled with all their might. With a pop, she felt a sudden release.
Kara soared out of the quicksand and crashed into her friends. She rolled over
and coughed up the sand from her mouth. She patted herself down. All her
weapons were gone. Her pants were torn, but she was unharmed. David pulled her
into a tight embrace. His body trembled. He sighed against her neck and
squeezed her tenderly. Kara shivered against him, and wished silently that she
could stay like that forever. He pushed her away slowly. He studied her face
with gentle eyes and smiled.


“Told
you you’d need our help.” David’s voice rose slightly against the howling wind.


Kara’s
lips trembled, but her voice was steady. “Thank you. I don’t know how I could
have gotten out without your help.” 


David’s
face lit up in a triumphant smile, and Kara was lost for a moment in his brilliant
blue eyes.


“Look!”
Peter pointed to the quicksand. The round sand pool started to boil. Sand
bubbles popped above the surface. A whirlpool formed in the center. Black
liquid emerged and mixed into the sand, until the entire area was covered in a
thick black goo.


“I
don’t even want to know what that is,” said David. He pulled Kara to her feet.
She eyed the black pool apprehensively and stepped back. She remembered the
laugh she heard above the howling storm. The laugh was Lilith’s, but the voice
wasn’t.


Kara
searched the ground. “Those things took all my weapons,” she yelled above the
wailing wind. 


David
offered her the blade in his hand. It glimmered in the ghostly light. “Take
this one, I’ve got lots more.”


With
a nod of her head, Kara took the blade. Her fingers curled around the handle.
“Thanks. Let’s get out of here,” she yelled. “And watch where you step.”


With
their hands clasped together, they made their way across the grey desert. The
storm wailed and thunder cracked above them. Kara bent her body forward and
fought against the strong winds. Each step was a tremendous effort. She scanned
the grey sands before them and pressed on. The winds diminished slightly.
Whirlwinds lifted and dissipated. Finally, Kara could see a few yards in front
of her. A wall of dust scattered, and she gasped.


A giant burning city loomed over them. It stretched out for miles
in every direction. Yellow and red flames snaked up buildings. Embers and soot
rained down from a black starless sky and covered the ground in a soft grey
carpet. The city was blanketed in darkness. The only light source came from the
flames that licked out of windows and coiled around the decrepit buildings. Black puddles spotted
the ground. Kara dropped David’s hand and stepped forward to look at them more
closely. She realized they were puddles of blood. A gust of wind slapped Kara’s
face, intensifying the stench of rotten flesh and blood. A cacophony of moans
and wails echoed around them. An eerie laugh sounded from one of the buildings.



Kara,
help me…it hurts…please hurry…


The
skin on Kara’s arms prickled. She gripped her blade so hard that she couldn’t
feel her fingers anymore. The ghostly voice had come from somewhere beyond the
city. Somewhere past the dead city was her friend Jenny. The voice echoed in
her ears like a chant. A flash of movement caught her attention. She stood her
ground. Shapes
moved in the shadows. A clawed hand vanished behind a door. Glowing red eyes
flickered and disappeared. Whispers of her name floated to her ears.


“We
can’t stay here. We have to move,” said Kara in a low voice. A long scaly tail
slithered behind an open window.


“Is
this how you remembered it?” David inspected the buildings. “I thought you said
there was a casino?”


“There
was a casino before. This is different. We must be in another part of the
netherworld. I don’t recognize this place.” Part of her wished to find the
dreaded casino. At least she would have known what to expect. But this city was
something entirely different. Something inside told her that this charred and
burning city had been conjured out of nowhere just for them. She ignored the
sense of foreboding that welled inside. There was no turning back. They had to
push forward.


Peter
groped for his backpack’s straps. “This place is huge. How are we ever going to
find Jenny? It’s going to take forever to search this city.”


Kara
watched shadows moving in the streets. “We’ll follow her voice.”


“Her
voice?” Peter cocked his head to the side and looked at the other two. “What
voice? I don’t hear her? You can hear Jenny?”


Kara
knitted her brows and motioned to her head. “I can. I’ve heard it since we
arrived. But it’s not Jenny’s laughter I hear, it’s Lilith’s—she’s playing with
me—but if we find Lilith, we’ll find Jenny.”


“She’s
right.” David brandished his weapons in front of him. He studied the city for a
moment. “This place gives me the creeps. Let me guess—the voice is coming from
in there.” 


Kara
met David’s eyes. “Yes…somewhere past the city, I think. We’ll have to cross it
to make sure.”


“Great.”
Peter shrugged. “Well, I knew this wasn’t going to be easy.” 


David
patted him on the back. “I got your back. Well, there’s no time like the
present. Kara, lead the way.”


With
Kara in the lead, the group ventured deeper into the city. They walked along a deserted
street lined with bent light posts with burned out lights. Kara was grateful
the winds had died down, so that she could concentrate on her hearing. Flames
crackled as they passed and gave them their only source of light. A sudden
hollowness spread through her chest. She passed a window but she could not see
her reflection in it. The glass was greenish black. Every single window was
black, she realized, like black bottomless eyes. Kara had the nasty feeling
they were being watched, and from the fidgeting in their steps, she knew David
and Peter had the same feeling. Shops and buildings that had perhaps once been
lively with color were scorched black by the fires. Kara found it curious that
no signs rested above any of the shops. Could this have been a real city at one
time? She strained her ears, but she couldn’t hear Jenny’s voice anymore. Had
they gone the wrong way?


Kara
thought she heard chanting, though it could have been the wind. It grew louder.
The screeching of metal being torn thundered around them. The ground shook.
Earsplitting screeches and cracks boomed. There was a loud crack, and a whole
city block dislodged and moved towards them—the wall of buildings shifted and
stopped—it blocked their way.


David
lowered his weapons. His jaw dropped. “What in the—?”


Suddenly,
the ground split open. Metal sprouted from the ground and rose above them as if
the steel were growing. Pieces of stone and metal intertwined and created
levels and structures. A building soared above them. Dust and pebbles rolled to
the ground near their feet. With a groan, the front of the building split open.
Steel fangs spiked out from the opening. A row of black windows rested above
the mouth. Kara shuddered as she looked into the steel creature’s eyes. A
terrifying sound escaped the gaping maw.


“Uh
oh,” whimpered Peter. “That can’t be good.”


Kara
backed away. Choking panic clawed her throat. “What in god’s name is that
thing?”


David
took a step back, terrified. “The city’s alive. And I think we’re next on the
menu.”
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Skyscrapers
with a Vengeance


 


 


 


“Run!” David bolted in the
opposite direction.


Kara
sprang into a run, but then skidded to a stop and turned. “Peter! Come on! What
are you doing?”


He
stood frozen and shaking in front of the iron creature. His mouth quivered.


“Peter!
Peter, run!”


He
backed away slowly, his eyes wide. He came to life suddenly, turned, stumbled
backwards, and fell. The creature wailed overhead and loomed lower over them.
It moved towards Peter. In a second it would devour him. Rage swelled in her,
banishing the momentary sensation of panic. In a flash, Kara bolted towards
Peter. She grabbed him by the arm, and with a sharp tug she yanked him to his
feet and pulled him with her into a run.


The
three of them tore down the street. David suddenly halted, turned, and hurled a
glowing red orb across the black sky. It shattered with a blast against the
metal creature. A ball of red-hot light exploded in the darkness for a moment
and illuminated more buildings shifting around them. A red mist covered the
spot where the creature had stood. The mist lifted and revealed a gaping metal
mouth. The thing wailed and rose into the air unscathed. It grew in length and
twitched like a metal worm. It bent at an angle, and with great speed it came
cascading down toward them.


Kara
leapt out of the way just as a metal structure crashed to the ground. The metal
monster roared in anger as it realized its prey had escaped. It rolled back and
hovered for a moment. Kara sheathed her soul blade. It would be no use on the
metal creature. 


She
called for her elemental power in desperation. She could feel it loosen inside
her. A surge of warm energy started to rise. The warm tingling sensation
flickered. But something was wrong. It didn’t surface. The flame fizzled and
went out.


“Kara!
Move! What are you doing? Get out of there!” 


She
heard David’s cry, but she ignored him. Kara shut out the world around her and
concentrated as hard as she could. She tried to feed her power with her
angriest emotions and fears. She reached out to her wild energy and it
responded with a soothing warmth. She reached deep inside herself and called
her power again. It rushed through her from her fingertips to her toes. But as
soon as she felt the warmth, a cool followed, then a sudden release, and then
nothing. 


She
tried again. Nothing. 


It
was like trying to start a car with a dead battery. She tried repeatedly to
light the ignition—but her own battery was dead.


What have I done? Had she used up too much of her
essence in sharing it with Peter and David? Had their Frankenstein experiment
gone way wrong? The dark clouds and lightning had been a warning. In trying to
help her friends, she had lost her ability to protect them. She was just an
ordinary angel now. Her legs felt as if they would give out at any second. She
could hardly focus her eyes. This was all wrong.


David
grabbed her arm and pulled her out of her reverie. “Kara, wake up! What’s the
matter with you? We have to get out of this city before it eats us!”


Kara
eyed the building. It shifted and swayed. Its mouth jerked as though preparing
itself for its next meal. She stood mute for a moment, and then finally said.
“I—I can’t use my elemental powers. I think we used too much of my essence to
get you two across. David, I don’t have any more power.”


David
frowned. He raked his hair with his fingers. 


“It’s
too late now to do anything about it. We’ll just have to use what we’ve got.
Come on!” David pulled Kara with him and ran down the street. Peter followed
close behind. 


Kara’s
legs were like cement blocks. It took all of her focus just to run. She
couldn’t shake off the dread of being powerless. She had been a fool. 


After
passing under a low bridge building, they entered a clearing. They turned left
and ran down the next block. A building sprouted out from the concrete in front
of them.


David
skidded to a stop, and Peter crashed into him. Kara stared open mouthed as the
thing broke off pieces of itself and flailed them around like arms. It waved
its limbs dangerously. An arm lashed out, and David jumped as the limb crashed
on the spot where he had been a second ago.


“This
way!” cried David.


They
turned and ran down a narrow alley. Flames like blow torches licked at them as
they ran. A wall of flames sprang up before them and burned painfully into
Kara’s angel flesh. Her arms were scorched black and part of her jacket melted
way and exposed her crisp and smoking tissue. 


The
alley shifted suddenly. The ground shook. They were thrown to the ground.
Buildings disappeared into the ground and made way for other structures that
sprouted in the air. More metallic creatures loomed over them.


“The
city keeps changing! We’ll never get out of here! It’s got us trapped!” cried
Peter, his face streaked with nasty burn marks.


“Yes
we will!” Kara looked over the buildings. “There’s gotta be a way out. The city
can’t go on forever. We’ll have to keep going.”


“There!”
David pointed towards a clearing between the buildings. “I think I see an
opening.”


Kara
followed his gaze. Light seeped through between the tops of two tall buildings.
It had to be a clearing. Hope recharged her strength. “I see it too! Let’s go.”


The
three of them charged down the shady street. The asphalt split and rolled like
thick piece of dough. The sky thundered. Blocks of concrete fell from above and
crashed around them like bombs. Metal poles sprouted from below the ground like
spears. Buildings popped up and slid into place, like a never ending 3d puzzle.
The scenery was surreal. The city moaned as it crumbled and gave birth to new
structures.


Peter
fell to his knees. He slid his backpack off his shoulders. He staggered, and he
tried to stand.


“Peter!
Are you okay?” Kara grabbed his elbow and helped him to his feet. 


“Yeah,
I’m fine.” He put a hand over his forehead. “I just got a little dizzy. That’s
all. We better hurry,” he yelled over the thundering roar of bending and
twisting metal. 


He
secured his backpack, and Kara let him go reluctantly. She shared a concerned
look with David, and they took off running towards the only clearing they could
see.


They
jumped over debris and ducked as buildings shifted and tried to knock them
down. Violent gusts of wind pushed them back. Ashes flew into their eyes. Grime
stuck to Kara’s eyelashes. With a piercing groan the ground rumbled and a
fissure appeared on the road up ahead. With another loud groan, the crack
spread until the entire block was split in half. 


They
halted. Dark shapes crawled out of the crack. Twisted limbs scurried into the
street like an army of ants. Scabrous humanoid bodies with white bones jutting
hideously through their scorched black flesh and yellow liquid dripping from
their sinuous arms and legs moaned as they approached. Their charred faces
leered at them, and they charged.


David
sliced through the first line of demons easily. Black liquid sprayed his face
and the ground at his feet. The creatures withered and imploded. More came. He
twisted around, slashing feverishly. The demons wailed a chorus of death. Their
bodies shriveled and exploded into dust. 


Kara
stepped protectively in front of Peter. A lesser demon lunged at them. Its
mouth opened, and Kara could see rows of sharp yellow teeth and smell its
rancid vinegar-like breath. She sliced its head right off. The body fell limp
to the ground and disintegrated.


“Kara,
behind you!” yelled Peter, as he crouched down.


Kara
whirled around. Three lesser demons leaped at her, their claws dripping with
yellow ooze. With calculated precision, she sidestepped and swung her blade up
and across. Warm liquid spattered her face. With a terrifying shriek, the
demons fell. Their bodies twisted grotesquely as they wailed and withered away.


“There
are too many of them,” cried David. “We can’t keep fighting them off like this.
Let’s get out of here. This way!” urged David. He kicked a demon in the gut,
stumbled backwards, and fell.


“David!
Are you hurt?” Kara rushed to his aid.


David
pushed himself up on wobbly legs. He teetered for a moment and held his head in
his hands. He looked confused and frightened. “I—I don’t know. I just felt
really dizzy all of a sudden…and weak. It’s nothing. I’m fine now.”


Kara
laid a hand on his shoulder and steadied him. She studied his face and leaned
closer. “Peter felt the same way a moment ago.” 


She
looked into David’s eyes. Kara tensed in near panic. This had been a very big
mistake. “David, I’m worried. Something is wrong. Maybe bringing you guys here
wasn’t such a good idea—”


“Uh—guys.”
Peter pointed at the new mass of lesser demons charging at them. “I think we
have to move.”


Without
a second to waste, Kara let go of David, and the three of them doubled back and
headed back the way they came. Another giant building appeared before them. The
ground shook. The street cracked and lifted Kara and the others into the air.
She landed hard against the ground and rolled. She pushed herself up. Peter and
David lay a hundred feet away from her. David scrambled up and ran towards
Kara. His mouth moved, but Kara couldn’t hear what he was saying.


Welcome home Kara…


Kara
struggled forward. A shadow appeared at her feet. She halted. She felt a
presence behind her. She whirled around.


A
structure made of brick and metal loomed above her. Black windows lined the
front. It hovered over her. A great door on the bottom flashed with green light
and tiny bolts of lightning. She staggered back.


The
door swung open—and Kara was swallowed in.











Chapter
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A
voyage in the Dark


 


 


 


Kara couldn’t move. Her body floated
in impenetrable darkness as if she were soaring through space but without the
stars to illuminate the way. Whatever had captured her had enormous strength.
It was like trying to fight against a god. She felt hopeless, but she pushed
her desperation away. Whatever pulled her, would eventually release her, she
hoped. She wondered if the others had been taken as well. Maybe they would all
end up in the same place. She felt a sharp tug. The force released her, and she
fell down on a hard surface.


Kara
steadied herself and looked around at the darkness. Something was burning out
there in the darkness. The air was strangely hot, too hot for such a dark
place. She reached out her hands before her—nothing. Where was she? The silence
was ominous. How could she get out if she couldn’t see anything? She was blind.
She couldn’t tell what was north or south. Completely disorientated, Kara yelled
out in frustration.


“David?
Peter? Where are you?”


A
soft green light appeared. A mist poured along the ground and neared her. Green
light flickered in the mist. Kara could see that the lights were a green
electric current that snaked around in the haze. The sudden mist gave her the
creeps, but she was thankful for the light it gave off. 


“David,
are you in here? Peter? Hello?”


The
mist continued to pour around her. The sparks of green light intensified, and
soon a large passageway revealed itself. The mist curled around her legs. Where
was the mist coming from? It flowed towards her like a white stream; she knew
it must be coming from somewhere up ahead.


With
her soul blade clutched tightly in her hand, Kara ventured forward. Every hair
on her body stood on end. There was something very wrong with this place. She
wanted to run, but she made her way stealthily through the haze. Her boots
hardly made a sound against the hard floor. Maybe this was Lilith’s lair? Kara
had to find out. She had to look for Jenny. She only prayed that Jenny’s body
hadn’t been ripped to pieces. She shook her head and tried not to think about
what Lilith might be doing to Jenny. 


She
concentrated on Lilith instead. Lilith’s greenish-white skin, white flowing
hair, black eyes, and sharp delicate features didn’t look at all like that of
Kara. Kara looked like a normal teenager girl, whereas Lilith looked like a
demon who needed serious help with her wardrobe. In fact, Kara found it hard to
believe Lilith had had a mortal mother, when there was nothing mortal about
her. She had killed her own mother. Kara grimaced in disgust. She would have
loved to have a real sister. But under the present circumstances, she hated
Lilith as much as she hated Asmodeus. Whatever Lilith was, Kara was her exact
opposite.


She
walked through the mist for what seemed like hours. The passageway kept on
going into the bleak darkness. Maybe she was walking around in circles? Perhaps
this was what Lilith had intended all along, to trap her in the netherworld. She
had wanted Kara to suffer. What was worse than to spend the rest of your days
in total darkness without ever seeing another soul? She would be trapped here
forever and never see her friends or David again.


David…


She
cursed out loud. How could she have been so stupid? This was her mission, not
theirs. And yet she let them come. It was because of her that Jenny had been
taken in the first place. What’s worse, she might not even be able to save
Jenny. Perhaps she was already dead. And now she was burdened with the guilt of
losing Peter and David—if only she hadn’t agreed to their plan—


Something
moved inside the mist. Kara froze. A shadow of a creature scurried across the
passage and disappeared under a wave of fog. What the—? Kara searched
the ground with her boot. Nothing. Just rolling mist. She took a step forward.
Rattling sounds echoed behind her. Kara whirled around, her weapon brandished
in her hands. The white haze poured out behind her for hundreds of feet and was
lost in shadow. What was going on? Surely Lilith wanted her to go mad. Then
she’d be an easy kill.


“I
know you’re here, Lilith. Show yourself, you coward!” Kara rushed forward in
the darkness. She regretted calling Lilith a coward. Kara knew that Lilith had
dangerous powers, and she only had a soul blade with her. She doubted if she
could do any real damage to the demon girl. A storm of anger rushed through
her. How was she ever going to get out of this mess? She knew there had to be a
way out. And she was determined to find it. If David and Peter weren’t in here,
then they were somewhere on the outside, still fighting the city’s metal
creatures. She had to get to them. They needed her help.


Something
moved in her peripheral vision. A tiny misshapen leg the size of her finger
disappeared into the fog. Kara edged closer for a better look. A shape scurried
near her feet. Kara yelled out in surprise. ...and then another. Soon, hundreds
of tiny creatures surrounded her. With their crab-like bodies, they wiggled
around in the mist but never ventured too far from it. It was as though they
were connected somehow. Their white bodies were camouflaged in the fog. It was
no wonder Kara hadn’t seen them before. 


A
sudden tug pulled on her pants. One of the creatures crawled up her leg. She
pulled it off immediately. She inspected it closely. She cringed. It had six
legs, and at opposite ends atop its carapace-like body were two small twisted
humanoid heads. Their black beady eyes watched Kara, and the pointy teeth in
their large mouths snapped at her. Suddenly the demon twisted out of Kara’s
grip and braced itself on her leg. Kara screamed as it bit into her angel
flesh. She sliced the demon in half with one strike, and it fell to the ground
in a puddle of black liquid.


The
deep gash on her calf poured out brilliant light and illuminated her hand. For
such a small creature it had done real damage. She had nothing to cover up the
wound. She’d be really easy to spot now, glowing like a flashlight.


Wails
erupted around her. The crab-like demons formed a line in front of her. Their
small claws scrapped the floor. There were hundreds of them. She knew she
couldn’t fight so many. Only one had caused serious damage. She glanced over
her shoulder. More scurried in and around the mist. There was only one thing
she could do. Run.


Kara
bolted. The demons launched themselves at her. She slashed her soul blade in
the air and sliced through their hard bodies. Pain exploded on the back of her
neck. She pulled a creature off of her and threw it against the wall. More
jumped out of the mist and came for her. Kara feverishly fought her way
forward. She ignored the pain on her back and continued on. Claws pricked her
legs and back. Their teeth punctured her flesh. The pain was excruciating. She
slammed her back against the wall. She heard the pops as their shells burst.
Cool liquid poured down her back. She pushed herself off the wall and kept
running. She heard the crunches of the little creatures under her boots. The
demons kept coming, and Kara kept whacking them down with her blade. 


A
shadow appeared and a creature suddenly fastened itself on Kara’s face and
scratched at her eye with tiny claws. She screamed. The demon’s mouths bit at
her cheeks and forehead savagely. She tried to pull it off, but the creature
held on, eating away at her face. She took her blade and slid it under the
demon, careful not to injure her own eye. With a flick of her wrist, she cut
the demon in half. It slipped from her face.


Liquid
sprayed her face as she fought through the horde of flying demon crabs. She
wished she had a blowtorch to fry the little monsters. There wasn’t much she
could do with only a blade. She was running blindly in the dark, following a
mist that teemed with demons. She tried to call upon her elemental power. There
was a flutter of an answer deep inside her. Her power awakened for a moment,
and then nothing. It was dull, as though it had never existed.


There
had to be a way out. Kara continued to slash away at them as she ran. Then the
mist subsided and evaporated. As though they were frightened, the crab demons
disappeared with the fog. 


Kara
sighed in relief. She couldn’t believe her luck. She reached up and touched
large gashes on her forehead and on her cheeks. The wounds burned at her touch.
Those nasty little buggers had done a number on her face. Still, she wasn’t too
gravely injured. She was sure she had enough strength to find the way out—to
get back to her friends.


Green
light flashed up ahead. A tiny green sphere hovered in the air. It flickered
and then grew brighter. She averted her eyes until they became acclimatized to
the light. She felt pulled towards the light, like a longing for comfort. She
walked towards it curiously. The green light shimmered and grew brighter until
Kara stared at an enormous green sphere.


The
giant sphere hovered above a massive chamber that seemed to grow in size as
though it were breathing. Kara approached it cautiously. She looked carefully
around. There were no signs of Lilith or Jenny anywhere, or even of demons—just
a giant green sphere. Loud humming sounds reverberated around the chamber. The
ground vibrated beneath her boots. The burning smell increased and charred
Kara’s nose. The brilliant green sun grew in size for a moment, and then it
shrank again. It repeated the motion as though it was breathing. 


The
humming intensified. Bolts of green electricity flashed out of the sun. It was
like a giant electric plasma ball. The electricity licked the walls and ground.
The current flailed like arms trying to grab something. A bolt shot out of the
sun and scraped the ground at Kara’s feet. She took a step back. 


The
electric current cracked and boomed. Kara shivered. The hair on her head stood
on end. The current streamed inside her. Her teeth chattered, and she clenched
her jaw. Her clothes swayed and ruffled in an invisible wind. Kara stood before
the green sun. She wrinkled her brow. What the heck is that thing?


“Welcome,
Kara.” 


Kara
stumbled backwards. The voice reverberated across the chamber like a whale
song. It echoed through Kara. The voice came from the sun. It was the same
voice she’d been hearing all along.


“We’ve
been waiting for you.”
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Kara stared at the sphere in
disbelief. Had she just imagined a talking green sun? No, it couldn’t be. Was
this one of Lilith’s games? Like father like daughter, she realized. Asmodeus
loved to torment the souls of others. She raised her fist in the air angrily.


“Lilith!
Show yourself! What have you done with Jenny? I don’t have time for your games.
Show yourself!” Kara stood her ground and waited. She wasn’t in the mood for
any amusements. “You wanted me to come here, and so here I am. Your fight is
with me. Let my friend go, Lilith!”


“Lilith?”
said the booming voice. Kara flinched and took a step back. “We are not Lilith.
But Lilith exists in us.”


Kara
lifted her head slowly towards the brilliant green sun. Her eyes burned, but
she kept staring at it anyway. 


“Uh—and
what exactly are you? I’ve never heard of a giant demon ball. Is Lilith your
mistress? Do you know where she is or how to get out of here?”


The
humming increased. The ground vibrated and sent ripples through Kara’s feet.
The sun shimmered and grew brighter. 


“We
are the heart of the netherworld. We are a collective consciousness. We are in
everyone and everything. We have existed since the beginning of time. We live,
and yet we are dead.”


“That’s
just great,” Kara mumbled to herself. She gave the sun a curious frown. “Well,
you obviously know Lilith…can you tell me where she is? How about an angel
girl? Do you know where they took my friend? Where is my friend Jenny?” 


Something
inside told her the sun was truthful. She wasn’t entirely sure the entity would
answer her, but it was worth the try. 


A
low rumble erupted from the sun. “The demon Lilith lives in us. She belongs
here…as do you.”


What? While Kara puzzled over what she just heard, a
strange yearning welled up inside her. She blinked into the sun’s rays.
Overwhelmed by a feeling of longing, she stepped towards the green sun without
thinking. When she realized what she had done, she shook the feeling off and
stepped back, terrified that she was losing control. She gripped her blade
tightly in her hand. She gathered her wits and courage.


“So…since
we’re exchanging information, do you know if Asmodeus had more than one daughter?
Did he have more offspring apart from Lilith…and me?”


The
entity was silent for a moment, and Kara thought it might never speak again.


“The
creature Asmodeus had only two offspring—two female entities of great power.
Lilith was one…and you, Kara, are the other.”


Relieved,
Kara let herself relax a little. At least that was good news. One Lilith meant
only one threat for the time being, until a new threat revealed itself. Kara
could now concentrate all her efforts on Jenny. But first, she had to get out
of there.


“Please…where’s
Jenny? My friend was brought here by force. She’s very sick. Do you know where
she is? I need to find her.”


The
sun shimmered but did not answer. 


Kara
tried hard not to show how eager she was to escape. “Where am I exactly? Please,
can you tell me how to get out of here? I’ve been to the netherworld once
before, but I’ve never been here…in this place…it feels...” 


Kara
fought a sudden internal force that pulled her towards the sun again. It called
out to her. Part of her wanted to walk up to it, to touch it, while the other
part screamed for her to run. She took a step forward. 


Kara
trembled. Something wasn’t right. She began to feel even more anxious. She
stared at the sun. She could feel an emptiness in her core, where her power
belonged.


The
sun hummed and blazed brightly. 


“You
are in the realm of supernatural beings, where layers of existence travel along
an axis between the worlds—where the dead and the undead meet in darkness. This
is where you belong. You know it is true—you can feel it—you belong with us.”


Kara
trembled. Her soul blade slipped from her hand and hit the floor. Sickness
washed through her. She ached to be close to the sun, but at the same time she
knew it would be harmful to her. The pull towards the sun intensified. It took
all of her strength to remain where she was.


“W...what
are you doing to me?” She had never experienced such out of control power. It
overwhelmed her. “Stop it!” 


A
throbbing pain exploded in her head. The more she resisted, the worse it got.
She concentrated on Jenny and tried to numb the pain. She had to get out of
here before it was too late.


The
sun cracked and shimmered. “You cannot resist us, Kara Nightingale. You belong
with us. The more you resist, the more it will hurt.”


“I’m
not one of you. And I think it’s pretty freaky you know who I am. Well, maybe
not as freaky as talking to a sphere.” 


Kara’s
head burned, but at least she knew why now. She ignored the pain. “I don’t
belong here…I belong with my friends. Let me go!”


A
boom thundered throughout the room. A wave of heat hit Kara, and she stumbled.
She regained her balance and fought to escape the sun’s pull, but its power was
too strong. She was trapped. She started to panic as she felt herself being
sucked closer and closer.


“You
are a creature of the netherworld—an organism of immense dark power. You are
one of us, Kara. We can feel the darkness inside you. We have been waiting for
you. We knew this day would come. It is inevitable. You can feel it too. You
know we speak the truth. The power that flows through your soul comes from
us…and belongs to us. Come Kara, come and join us.”


Kara’s
right foot slipped. Her body dragged forward two steps and halted. She fought
to resist the pull. Her body tingled with sharp pricks of pain. With a groan
she pulled at her restraints. “Yeah, well, I don’t think so. I’m not one of
you. I don’t have darkness. I don’t belong here. I belong in Horizon with the
rest of the angels. I’ll be leaving now—”


Current
lashed out of the green sun. A tendril of green electricity wrapped itself
tightly around Kara. It coiled around her legs and pinned her arms against her
sides. She struggled to move, but she could only move her head. Her body was
lifted in the air. She averted her eyes as the tendril pulled her ever closer
to the sun. She hovered before the great green sphere. Her skin burned. Lethal
heat seeped into her wounds. Kara cried out as she felt her angel flesh
boiling. The green current snaked over her body, slicing and burning every inch
of her. She wrestled desperately against her restraints, but to no avail. The
more she kicked and fought, the tighter the tendril squeezed. After a moment,
she let her body go limp. 


“Do
not fight us, Kara. The more you resist, the more we will hurt you. Let yourself
go—join us. The darkness exists in you just as it existed in your father. You
cannot deny what you are. You are part of us, and soon we will be reunited. It
is the only way. You belong with us. You can never leave.”


Weakness
washed through Kara. She was in a dream-like stupor, unable to concentrate. Her
eyelids fluttered. “No…I…don’t…belong…here—my friends…” Although the heat from
the sun still burned her the tendril released a little. Her head bobbed.
“Have…to…help them.”


Cracks
and thunder rumbled around the chamber. Kara’s head fell backwards. Her eyes
rolled into the back of her head. Her consciousness wavered. Was this a
dream? Where was she? Mom?


“Soon
you will not remember your friends or your family. Your memories will fade
away, and you will forget them. You will forget your mortal and angel life, and
become one with us. You cannot hide from what you are, Kara. The darkness lives
within you. Embrace the darkness and let go. Here is where you belong.”


In
the dull fog of the half-sleep, Kara struggled to think. Her head snapped back
up. She strained to open her eyes. Her lids fluttered, but didn’t open.
“N...no. My friends. Must…get out. You…can’t…keep me.”


The
heat intensified. “You cannot go. You will never leave. Your power and
consciousness will join ours. Soon you will understand and be glad. You will
come to understand the full meaning of your existence.”


With
the last of her strength Kara managed to ask. “My friends….David?” Her head
fell on her chest. The tendril twitched. Coldness seeped through her like an
icy shower. She flinched as the cold spread inside her body all the way to her
finger tips. It reached her neck, and then her head. She shivered violently and
then was stiff.


 “Ah,
yes, David. David. David. David.” The voice repeated loudly like a broken
record. “You will not need him anymore. All you need is us. To be with us. You
will see.”


David’s
smiling face appeared in her mind’s eye. His sparkling blue eyes—his perfect
lips. They had become inseparable since she started work at the bookstore.
Their affections for each other had grown. Kara clung desperately to her
feelings towards him. A surge of warmth rippled inside her core, and the
coldness tapered for a moment. But then David’s face rippled and disappeared.
The coldness subdued the heat, and Kara struggled with her memories. They
lifted away and vanished. Her mind became clouded. Parts of her mortal life
mixed with her angel life, until only fragments remained. She couldn’t make
sense of her memories anymore. David slipped away from her completely.


“No!”
Kara fought against it. She held onto a partial image of David. She wouldn’t
let this thing take her memories. “Stop! I won’t let you do this!”


“Do
not resist, Kara. Soon you will not care anymore. David will not exist for you.
Your friends will not exist—only the dark power. You will be happier, trust us.
You are a creature of darkness—your power and consciousness will join ours.”


“I…don’t
want to…I won’t...” 


With
David’s image in her mind, Kara concentrated. This thing wanted to kill her
memories. Her strength was going. The blackness was trying to suck her back in.
“I won’t…let you…do this to me.”


“But
you must. You will see. It is already happening. You cannot stop us.”


Kara
concentrated on her elemental power. It was her only way out. She focused on
her hatred. Anger boiled inside her. A flicker of power answered. It grew. Kara
fed it everything she had. The heat of her elemental power diminished the cold.
Some of Kara’s memories came back—images of her mother, David, even Jenny and
Peter, flooded into her head. She let her power sweep through her. In her
desperation to cling to her life, she focused all her strength on her anger. It
spread like a wildfire.


“Kara…what
are you doing. Stop this. You belong to us. You cannot leave us.”


Kara
ignored the voice. She felt the sun’s anger trying to push out her elemental
power. But she resisted. Her wild elemental energy surged with white hot power.
It poured into her like a life source.


“Kara,
no, stop! You cannot do this! No!”


A
smile twitched on Kara’s lips. “Yes I can.”


With
a sudden burst of energy, Kara’s body flared with a golden blast of light like
an exploding star. The ground shook and the chamber was illuminated with hues
of gold. Kara felt the pressure release around her chest, and she fell to the
ground. The green tendrils withered and disintegrated.


“No!
You cannot escape!”


Another
tendril of green sparks lashed out from the sun, but Kara jumped out of the way
and the tendril swept the ground near her boots. Another two whipped out and
attacked. Kara rolled and jumped out of their reach. 


She
threw out her palm. Nothing happened. Tiny sparks of gold snaked around in her
hand and went out. Her elemental power wasn’t strong enough. She had used up
all her power resisting—she couldn’t strike at the thing with it. She could
feel her power was draining away. 


“Kara
you belong with us! With us!” 


The
green entity shimmered. It grew. Its body rippled and grew until it was five
times its original size. Kara backed away. Soon it would fill the entire
chamber and squish her. 


“You
belong with us! With us!” The green sun expanded some more. It swelled
like a giant water balloon about to burst. The chamber shook. Dust and stones
fell on Kara’s head. It was her cue to get out.


She
turned and bolted. She ran the way she had come. She heard the entity wail once
more, and then her boot steps echoed in the silence. The remnants of her
elemental power were just enough to keep her running. 


She
dashed down the dark passageway. Mist poured around her feet, but she ran
faster. The fog rippled and rose. She pressed on. She could see shadows of the
crab demons scurrying around. Any minute now a horde of them would attack. She
counted the seconds in her head and prayed she could squish them with her boots.



With
all the strength she could muster, Kara pushed her legs as fast as they would
go. The thought of seeing David again fueled her with more energy. She cursed
the green sun for trying to take him away from her. In the gathering blackness
she had felt a connection to the darkness the sun had spoken of, but she
refused to dwell on it now. She ran for her life.


A
wave of crab demons jumped on her. Their teeth perforated into her flesh, and
Kara did her best to pull them off her without stopping. She had followed the
mist to get to the sun, so she would follow it out. That was her plan.


Between
kicking and hitting the crab demons, Kara lost track of time. 


She
shivered at the thought of being trapped inside that green entity forever—


Another
volley of crabs attacked. Kara cried out as she plucked them from her face and
chest. Their razor-sharp teeth cut through her angel skin. She wished she had a
moonstone or firestone with her, so that she could blow them all into a crab
cocktail. But she had no such luck. She had to keep on running. With a renewed
sense of determination, she ran wildly through the mist. The eerie darkness
still surrounded her, but she started to smile at the sound of the bones and
shells breaking from the weight of her boots. 


The
sound of crushed shells tapered off. The mist lifted. She ran down a passageway
and into a gloomy lobby. Black windows lined the opposite end. Without
hesitating, Kara ran to the first window and kicked it. Glass shattered at her
feet and Kara hesitated for a second. An arm reached out through the opening.
She recognized David’s brown leather jacket immediately. She locked her hand
into his and was hauled through the window to safety. 
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“Kara! What happened to
you? We thought we’d lost you.”


David
embraced Kara tightly. She let herself fall into his arms. She fought the sob
that threatened to burst and shivered in his embrace.


“The
door opened…and you disappeared. We tried to kick it down, but it wouldn’t
budge. And then it vanished. Just like that, there was no more door.”


Kara
pushed herself away from David gently. She lifted her eyes to his. “I was in—”
She examined his face. “David! Oh my god, your eyes! What happened to your
eyes? They’re all black—and your face! Your skin!”


David
turned away, his shoulders slouched. “I know. I look hideous. Don’t look at me.
Peter’s affected too. Whatever it is—we both have it.”


Peter
sauntered towards them. His skin had lost its natural pink pigment and was a
chalky white color. His face was drawn, with dark circles under his eyes. All
the whites in his eyes had disappeared, and only impenetrable black sockets
remained. He looked much worse than David. He looked like a walking corpse that
would collapse at any moment. He forced a smile.


Kara
grabbed David by the elbow and steered him around to face her. He didn’t meet
her eyes. She took his face into her hands and studied it for a moment, never
letting go. She shuddered. 


“I’m
freaking out here. Your eyes are completely black, David. And your skin is
clammy and white. What happened? Who did this to you?” 


Kara
inspected herself. “Are my eyes black? How’s my skin? Do I look like you?”


David
shook his head solemnly. “No. You look pretty awful yourself. But nothing like
us.”


“Thanks.
So my eyes are not black?”


“No.
They’re their normal brown.” David pulled away from Kara. He stood quiet for a
moment. “No one did this to us…it just happened. I guess whatever this thing
is—it’s only affecting Peter and me. And it’s getting worse by the minute.”


Kara
watched David carefully. He was slouching, as if he had trouble standing. He
kept avoiding her gaze. Whatever this thing was, it was attacking them like a
disease. They looked feverish and sweaty. But something nagged her. “I’m afraid
to say this…but you look like—you look like—”


“Higher
demons.” David cut her off. “We know.”


Kara
grabbed David’s arm and pulled him towards her. “But how is that possible? It
makes no sense. You can’t just become higher demons. You’re angels. This is
crazy. This sort of thing just can’t happen.”


“I
don’t think it’s crazy.” Peter lowered himself to the ground and held his head
with one hand. “It makes perfect sense. Angels can’t roam the demon world, only
demons…or those with demon essence like you, Kara. I think since we…since we
took some of your essence…we were able to survive here. But now it’s
claiming us.”


“Claiming
you?” Kara repeated frustrated. “No. No, that can’t be. It must be something
else. Something we haven’t seen yet. Angels don’t just transform into demons.
It’s not possible. There has to be another explanation. I mean…if what you say
is true, then I should already be a higher demon. And I’m not. I have the
essence in me. Why haven’t I changed?”


Peter
shrugged and pursed his lips. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re different somehow.
You’ve always been different, Kara. Maybe you’re just not affected the way we
are—because your essence is true. We mixed ours with yours…and I’m guessing it
wasn’t enough. I think the netherworld sensed it, and it’s changing us.”


David
raked his hair with his fingers. “I think Peter’s right. This place...” he
gestured with his hands, “is turning us into freakin’ demons. Demons! Kara! I
hate freaking demons! And now I’m becoming one. It’s the freakin’ twilight
zone.” 


Kara
paced on the spot. Her eyes narrowed. “No. You’re not turning into demons. I
refuse to believe that. There’s got to be a way to stop the transition. Maybe
we can reverse the process somehow.” Panic threatened to close her throat.


“We
can’t.” David’s voice rose. “We’re turning into higher demons, whether you like
it or not. It’s the truth. And it’s happening. We can’t stop it. It’s too late
for us.”


Kara
ignored the comment and turned her palm up. She examined the cut across her
hand. It was nearly invisible. Her brow creased in thought. “Then let’s get
more out of me. Maybe with a little more, it could reverse what’s been done.” 


She
lifted her hand to them.


“No.”
David took her hand and squeezed it gently. “It was one thing to extract your
essence in the mortal world, but who knows what would happen here. You saw what
happened. It might kill us all.” His black eyes searched hers. “And I know
taking it made you weaker. We’re not going to do that again. We can’t all be
useless—we owe that to Jenny.” 


Kara
knew David was right. If they took more of her essence, she wouldn’t stand a
fighting chance against Lilith. She couldn’t let her win. Jenny’s soul depended
on her.


With
a dismissive shrug Kara looked away from David. His black eyes brought back
memories of higher demons. 


She
looked around. “Wait a minute? That’s strange? Why aren’t the buildings moving
anymore?”


Peter
shook his head. A frown creased his forehead. “We don’t know. They just
suddenly stopped. I think it has to do with what’s happening to us. I believe
this world treated us like parasites, and it wanted to exterminate us. But
now…since we’ve changed—it stopped.”


A
chill rippled through Kara. Peter’s words made sense. She knew she had to get
her friends out of here soon. “Well, at least it’s happening at a slow pace. We
should be able to get to Jenny soon and get out. Before this sickness gets the
best of you.”


“Actually,
it’s been happening really fast.” David stared at his hands. After a moment he
looked up and pointed. “As soon as you disappeared into that building, I
noticed Peter’s eyes change. And then he told me mine had changed, too. It all
happened in a few minutes.”


Kara
walked over to David and put a hand on his shoulder. “Yeah, but that was at
least an hour ago, and we won’t be down here for much longer—What? Why are you
looking at me like that?”


“Kara,
you think you’ve been gone for only an hour?” David and Peter shared a nervous
look.


Kara
shifted uncomfortably. She looked at them both and shook her head slowly. “Just
about. Okay, maybe a little more or less. Why? What’s the matter?”


“You’ve
only been gone about five minutes.”


Kara’s
mouth fell open. “What? No way. I’ve been out there kicking crab demons and
fighting against a giant green sun that wanted to suck out my brain for at
least an hour. I’m sure of it.”


David
arched an eyebrow in wonder. “Demon crabs? A giant green sun? Sounds delicious.
What happened in there?”


Kara
sighed and recounted the events. When she was finished, she crossed her arms
over her chest. “So you see, it’s been more than five minutes.”


“Well,
not to us, Kara.” Peter pushed himself back on his feet. He teetered for a
moment and then steadied himself. “Maybe wherever you were, time had no
meaning. But right here, where we stand, it does. You’ve been gone for only
five minutes.”


David
gave Kara a tight smile. “So, you see. Peter and I don’t have much time. If
we’ve changed this much in five minutes—in an hour, we’ll be cooked and ready
to serve. For real.”


David’s
face was drained of color. Kara noticed strands of white hair against his
temples. She remembered his dying face before he disintegrated in her arms back
in Horizon. She couldn’t go through that excruciating experience again. She
wouldn’t let David die a second time.


“Then let’s get you two out of
here. I’ll come back for Jenny later—”


“No.”
David cut her off. “We came here for Jenny. I’m not going anywhere without
her.”


“Me,
too.” Peter put on a brave front, but Kara could see the terror spreading
across his pallid face. “We just can’t leave her here to die. And I know she’d
do the same for us.”


Kara
shrugged. She knew she couldn’t talk David into leaving, and Peter was just
following David. There was still a chance they could retrieve Jenny and get out
before things got any worse for them. It was a slight chance, but right now what
other choice did she have? 


“Then
I suggest we get a move on. Jenny is probably in worse shape than the two of
you. She’s been here a lot longer than us. If we hurry, she might still have a
fighting chance—”


Music
interrupted her. A symphony of harmonious tunes echoed from a distance. It felt
strangely out of place, and yet Kara welcomed it. “Do you guys hear that? The
music…can you hear it?” Her spirits lifted with every note.


“I
hear it,” said Peter. “It sounds classical. Dark classical, I think.”


“Yeah.
I hear it too.” David pointed behind them. “It’s coming from over there. I
think we should check it out.”


Kara
remembered the same type of music coming from the casino. She remembered its
bright lights and card-playing demons. “I think it’s coming from the casino. If
Lilith’s anything like her father, she’s there with Jenny. And she’s expecting
us.”


“Then
let’s go say hello to the ice queen.” David drew a soul blade from his jacket.
“Here—I think you’ll need this. It’s my last spare.” He handed it to Kara who
took it gladly.


Once
they were ready, the three of them marched through the quiet street, a little
slower than before. The silence felt eerie compared with the screeching of the
wails of the metal city. The city that had wanted to devour them a few minutes
ago, now lay as silent and unchanging as the dead. They walked through the
ominous city in silence. The tread of their feet joined with the sound of the
distant music. Red eyes glowed in the dark. Shapes moved in the shadows. The
wind brought hoarse whispers in languages that Kara couldn’t understand. But
nothing attacked them. They passed stone edifices and tall glass buildings that
soared into the darkness above. Kara saw silhouettes of creatures through the
darkened windows, but still nothing came at them.


In
the midst of everything, Kara realized that her pace had slowed dramatically.
The others couldn’t keep up with her, and so she had reduced her pace to match
theirs. Her nerves twitched inside her. 


She
stole a look over at David. His brows were knit tightly together. His lips
moved in an unnatural way, almost as though he were chanting. His face was
sunken; dark circles tinted his black eyes, and most of his hair had gone
white. She forced herself to look away.


The
music intensified. It was gothic, with loud violins and thunderous trumpets.
She could hear whispers of laughter. The opaque darkness dwindled, and Kara
could see light over the buildings like the breaking of dawn. The structures
were less dense and smaller in size the further they went. Red lights flickered
above the buildings for a moment and then moved out of sight. Curious, Kara
walked faster. Again red lights spread out in a semicircle as they flickered
into view above the city. They went up and down in a circular motion and disappeared
behind a building. Finally, Kara passed the last stone edifice and turned a
corner.


She
stood before a large park the size of a baseball field. A fifty-foot high
wrought iron fence with metal spikes on top surrounded the park, and a cloud of
mist hovered over the ground. Kara was reminded of her nasty little experience
with the crab demons. 


But
this mist was different. Black withered trees swayed grotesquely in the wind;
their broken limbs cracked and split apart. A choking stench of decaying flesh
and blood rose around them. Green lightning shot from dark clouds above and
illuminated the scene in an eerie glow. Brilliantly lit carousels rotated
smoothly, their lonely steeds galloping in an endless race. Different rides
were situated throughout the park, but one stood out amongst the others. In the
distance, a giant Ferris wheel turned gradually in a clockwise motion. Red and
orange lights flickered in rhythm with the wheel as it turned. Empty metal
seats swayed to and fro. 


Then
Kara saw her—a young woman was tied to one of the seats with a metal chain. Her
short purple hair gleamed in the soft light. Her head hung down. Even from the
distance Kara could see her sickly white skin. She appeared to be unconscious. 


“Jenny,”
whispered Kara, horrified.


Great
iron doors mounted on granite columns blocked the entrance. Intricate carvings
ran down the length of the doors with two creepy sculpted faces on each side.
Kara could see a metal lock fastened between the doors. A neon sign above the
doors glowed with red and green light—it read; Welcome to Lilith’s
Extravaganza.


David
stood next to Kara. “This is really going to suck.”
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Kara walked over to the gate.
Shadows moved beyond them. She knew this was a trap. Once they passed through
something horrible was sure to await them. She wrapped her fingers around the
cool metal poles and pulled. The doors rattled but didn’t open. “Well, at least
I gave it a try. Do you think you guys have enough strength to climb up the
gate?”


Peter
glanced up and shrugged. “I don’t think I can. I’m having a hard time walking
as it is.”


“There’s
got to be another way in.” Kara let go of the gate and walked over to the side.
Thick iron poles reached up into the darkened sky. She leaned over. “Maybe we
should go around and look for another way in. There’s got to be an opening
somewhere.”


“I
don’t think we’ll have enough time.” Peter leaned against the gate for support.
His pallid face stood out against the black of the iron poles. It pained Kara
to see him so weak. It would be her fault if she lost Peter and David to the
netherworld. 


“Does
anybody know how to pick a lock?” asked David. He wiggled his index finger into
the keyhole. “Ah!” David jumped back in alarm. He cradled his finger.


Kara
ran to him, her soul blade ready. “What is it? What happened?”


David
lifted his index finger. Light shone though where his nail and the top part of
his finger used to be. “That stupid lock bit me. It bit me! It took a chunk of
my finger. Look—”


“It
bit you?” Kara inspected the lock. She couldn’t see any teeth or anything that
could have taken off a piece of David’s finger, just a regular metal keyhole.


“I’m
telling you, that thing bit me!” David kicked the gate angrily. 


Once
David had finished his tantrum, Kara slipped her blade into the keyhole slowly.
She heard a soft click, and the keyhole slammed shut suddenly. “What the—?” 


She
tugged at her blade. It was jammed. She lifted her leg and pressed it on the
gate. She gave a sharp pull with two hands. Nothing. She put her back into it,
gave a final tug, and the blade slipped out. Kara stumbled back and nearly
fell. When she had steadied herself, she leaned forward and peered through the
key hole—


“Payment,
please,” said a voice.


Kara
jumped back in surprise. She pointed her blade towards the doors. Where had the
voice come from?


“Yeah,
you need to pay up,” agreed another voice.


Kara
waved her blade around menacingly. “Who said that? Where are you? Show
yourself!” she looked through the iron bars but saw no one. She glanced back at
David and Peter who both gave her a shrug.


“I
did,” said the same voice.


“So
did I,” expressed the other voice.


Kara
followed the source of the voices. She was positive it came from the gates. She
inspected the front doors. Two iron gargoyles faced her in the middle of each
door. The metal seemed to crease suddenly. She examined the faces more closely.
They blinked and then grinned. 


Kara
staggered back. It was impossible.


“I
think the girl thinks you’re handsome, Right,” said one of the faces. Its
enormous bulging eyes rolled and observed Kara.


The
other iron face wrinkled in a grin. Its small beady eyes blinked earnestly. “I
do believe you speak the truth, Left. I am more handsome than you. I’ve always
known it.” Its large nose bobbed and it smiled. 


“You’ve
got to be kidding me?” laughed David. “Frigging talking doors!”


The
face on the left wrinkled its long hawk nose. “We are not doors—we’re
guardsmen. And what are three angels doing here? By the looks of you, I doubt
whether you’ll be angels for very long. You look awful.” It smiled wickedly and
revealed sharp black teeth.


Kara
scowled and stepped forward. The eyes from the faces watched her every move.
Their sculpted faces gleamed under the green neon light. They seemed harmless
enough, but Kara couldn’t take a chance. She pointed her blade at their faces.
“My friends and I really need to get to the other side. Someone is waiting for
us there. May we pass? Please?”


“In
order to pass, you need to make payment. No payment, no pass,” said the face on
her right. Its large pointy ears twitched nervously from the side of its head.


“Yeah,
no payment, no pass,” voiced the face on her left.


The
faces gave Kara the creeps, but she had no other alternative then to try and
negotiate with them in order to get through. There was no way Peter could climb
over the gate, and David was getting weaker by the minute.


“So
what kind of payment are we talking about? I don’t have any money.” It
was the first thing that popped into her head. Maybe they would take buttons as
payment, like the drivers from the sky-cars.


The
face on her right compressed into a frown. “Money? What’s that? No, you need to
provide us with a mortal soul. Without a proper soul for payment—you cannot
pass.”


Kara’s
mouth dropped horrified. She composed herself after a moment. “I don’t have a
mortal soul. Even if I did, I would never give it to you.”


 “Hmmm.
Well, that does pose a problem for you, doesn’t it? How do you propose to pass
then? By the looks of you, I thought you’d be smarter than that.” The face
turned to its right. “Left, it appears we have a simpleton in our midst.”


“Indeed.
I think I might break into a song,” said Left, and he puckered his lips in an
ugly ‘o’ shape. 


Kara
heard a plop and turned to see David sprawled on the ground. She ran to him as
he tried to get up.


“I’m
all right,” David tried to yank his arm free from Kara’s grip. His hair was
nearly completely white. He shivered. Pain stabbed in Kara’s chest. This was so
wrong. She should never have agreed to take them.


“You’re
obviously not all right. This is all my fault. I’m so sorry. I’m taking you
back—”


“No!”
David grabbed a metal post and pulled himself back on his feet. “I’m coming.
It’s too late to go back anyway. We have to go on. We have no other choice.”


Kara
glanced over her shoulder to Peter. He sat on the ground, his head against his
chest. It had only been a few minutes since they had arrived at the gate, and
Peter and David were deteriorating rapidly. How long did they have until their
transformation into higher demons was complete? Could she still bring them back
with her? Would they even be the same people once transformed?


Kara’s
temper flared. She stormed to the doors. She wanted to pluck out the gargoyle’s
eyeballs with her blade. “Look. I don’t have time to stand here and argue with
you. I don’t have a mortal soul. We need to get through—now! I know Lilith is
expecting us. You should really let us in. You don’t want her to get angry, do
you?” 


“Mistress
Lilith? Hmmm. That does pose a bigger problem,” said Right, and he lowered his
thick brows. “The one with the temper does have a point. We don’t want the
mistress to be upset with us. What should we do, Left? Should we let them in?”


Left’s
ears shot up straight. His black beady eyes analyzed Kara for a moment. “I
don’t know. Should we? You remember what happened the last time she got angry
with us—the boiling magma river ring any bells?”


Right
wrinkled his black face. “Well, the mistress did say she was expecting a
girl…but not a girl and two boys.”


“Yeah,
just a girl.”


“The
boys are in an awful mess,” scrutinized Right. “I doubt they’ll pose a threat
to our mistress in their present state.”


“I
agree,” said Left. “An awful mess, indeed. The one with the glasses can’t even
stand up. He’ll get eaten alive.”


“Yes,
eaten alive.” 


Kara
lifted her head. “Listen—Left, Right. I am the girl. You have to let me
and my friends pass immediately...before your mistress finds out you’re not
letting us through. I’m sure you don’t want to visit the hot boiling
magma again. She won’t be happy to know you’re not letting her guests through.”


Left
pondered for a moment. He pursed his iron lips together. “Okay, you may pass.”


“You
may pass!” echoed Right.


With
a deafening creak the doors swung open. Kara helped Peter to his feet and wobbled
through the front entrance. David limped closely behind. Kara heard the doors
lock behind them, and the horrid voices of the guardsmen rising in song. A
gothic symphony rose around them, as though in welcome. They passed a carousel
gleaming in jewels and light. Black steeds with yellow sharp teeth rose and
fell slowly on golden poles. Instead of hooves, their claws scrapped the metal
platform. Their heads turned. With glowing red eyes, they watched Kara and the
others pass. Kara suppressed a shiver as they made their way past the sinister
black horses. She had a feeling they weren’t really attached to anything.


With
the giant Ferris wheel still in Kara’s view, they carefully made their way
through a maze of eerie rides and kiosks made of human bones. A horde of female
demons with yellow and blue skin stepped out of a tent. They belly danced their
way around the group, flaunting silk scarves at Peter and David who did their
best to ignore them. The demons wailed in laughter, their forked tongues licking
their lips as they skipped around.


A
great tent came into view. Long red and yellow stripes of thick cloth spilled
to the floor. The door to the tent flapped open. The female demons squealed and
ran away. Kara took a step back involuntarily.


Demons
crawled out of the tent. Their emaciated white faces leered at them. Their
unnaturally large gaping maws revealed rows of rotten teeth. Their yellow
bulging eyes were rimmed thickly in lines of black, and their bulbous red noses
drooped above messy red colored lips. Their jutting limbs twitched grotesquely
as the demon horde formed a circle around the group. Some wore black top hats;
others were bald. A strange guttural language danced on their blackened
tongues. Kara fought the urge to run and remained where she stood.


A
demon in a decaying red and black jester outfit with fat black boots broke from
the group and approached them. A mess of red paint covered his sunken cheeks
and thin stretched mouth. A large machete hung at his side. 


“This
is my lucky day.” David limped forward to meet the demon. “I’ve always hated
clowns. And now it’s payback time for all those stupid birthday parties.”


The
demon lunged.


David
threw his blade. It perforated the demon’s forehead with a wet sound. The
creature swayed on the spot and then went down. “They just never knew when to
shut up. I hate all that singing and creepy laughing.” David reached down and
pulled his blade from the clown’s forehead. He wiped it clean on his jeans.


Kara
pushed Peter behind her. “Stay back and down. Don’t try anything heroic. Do you
have a weapon with you?” 


Peter
sat to the ground and rummaged through his backpack. He drew a moonstone and
held it with both hands. “This should do the trick—I hope.”


“Good.
Stay put.” Kara stood protectively before Peter. A surge of fury washed through
her. It tingled in her fingertips, and she squeezed her blade against her palm.
Peter was in no shape to put up a fight. He shouldn’t even be here. Kara
directed her anger towards the ugly horde of clowns.


With
a roar, all the demon clowns launched their attack. The demon with a black top
hat and long red coat ran towards her. Two black blades waited in his skeleton
hands. Black vapors coiled around his hand and up his arms like fur. He swung
the blades over his head skillfully. With an angry roar, he leaped into the
air, and aimed his blades to Kara’s throat.


She
ducked and kicked the clown on his side. The demon faltered for a moment. He
snickered, and black liquid sprayed out of his rotten mouth. He drew his blades
over his head and launched another attack. Kara raised her arm and blocked his
onslaught. Her knees buckled under his weight. As she fought the demon, she
could hear David grunting and the loud clang of metal clashing against metal.
Despite his illness, he was still hanging on.


Through
the space under the creature’s arm she saw another pair of dirty boots, and
another leering demon raced towards her. With a renewed sense of power, she
pushed the first creature away and sliced his throat. Its death howl shook the
air, and just as its body slumped to the ground, the other demon swung a giant
axe into Kara. She went sprawling to the ground; the axe had slashed her
abdomen. Kara cried out, and the poisoned metal seeped into her body. 


She
wrapped her hands around the metal handle and pulled it out. 


Something
pulled her hair. With the axe still in her hand, she lifted it above her head
and slammed it down behind her. She heard a thump and turned to see the demon
crumble to the ground.


A
blast exploded around them. A giant cloud of white mist hovered for a moment
and then dispersed. Shattered clown limbs and body parts lay scattered around
them. Peter sat with black liquid smeared on his face. He looked up at Kara
with a determined expression and smiled. 


A
wail shook her. David lay on the ground across from them. Three clown demons
stabbed him repeatedly with their blades. Kara rushed over. She sliced the
first demon easily. The other came at her savagely, and she kicked him hard in
the knee and then punched his laughing face. She blocked the third demon’s
attack with her blade. The creature laughed. It only angered Kara more. With
her blade raised before her, she struck him in the eye. She pulled out her
blade as the demon fell.


She
knelt beside David and brushed his white hair from his face. His eyes were
closed. He lay in a crumpled mess of broken limbs and shredded clothes. Black
liquid soiled the ground where he lay. Light shone from many wounds. Kara
tensed. He was in a bad shape.


“I
look terrible, don’t I?” croaked David as he opened his eyes. “I can tell by
the look on your face.”


“Shhh.
Don’t talk. Keep your strength.” Kara whirled around. 


The
last of the clown demons scattered. Kara watched them limp away towards the
back of the tent and disappear behind a large ride with dilapidated seats. 


Without
another word to David, she grabbed him under the shoulders and dragged him
towards Peter.


“I
love a strong woman,” said David romantically.


Kara
ignored him. “Peter, can you walk?”


With
great effort Peter managed to stand. “I—I think so. Whatever this disease is,
the less strain I put on myself the slower it seems to work.” He hauled his
backpack up on his shoulder.


“If
that’s the case, then I’m a goner.” David’s head bobbed to the side. “I can
hardly feel my legs.”


“Don’t
say that. You’re going to be fine.” Kara scanned the area. She pointed to an
empty ticket booth with a large portrait of a smiling Lilith painted on the
front. “Over there—you’ll be safe there until I get back.”


David
coughed up a laugh. “Seriously? With the misses smiling at us like that?”


“Yes—seriously.
They won’t look for you there.” Kara hauled David and dragged him across to the
booth. She laid him gently on the ground in a seated position. He turned his
head and blew a kiss to the image of Lilith. Peter laughed and slid down beside
him.


David’s
smile evaporated. “Kara, I’m sorry,” began David. “I’ve let you down.”


Kara
shook her head to herself. “There’s nothing to be sorry for, David. I should be
apologizing to you both. I should have never let you come. This was a huge
mistake.”


“It
wasn’t your decision,” said David. “Peter and I wanted to come. There’s nothing
you could have done to stop us from coming with you. And I’m glad we did.”


Kara
sighed. She looked at Peter’s backpack. “Got anymore moonstones in there?”


Peter
nodded. “Yup.” He pulled out another moonstone. “I’ve got another five.” David
whistled and patted Peter on the back, impressed at his stock.


“Good.
If more demons show up, do exactly like before. Blast them. I’ll be back in no
time at all. Don’t let them see you. Just try not to make any noise. ” 


She
looked over at David’s shrunken face. His skin was chalky white. He wasn’t
going to last very long. The demons had nearly killed him. She hoped Peter
would be brave enough to keep them alive long enough for her to return to get
them. She prayed silently that he would.


Kara stood up and checked herself.
“Okay. I’m off—”


“Wait!
I need my good luck kiss.” David puckered up his lips. “If I’m to die a nasty
demon, at least let me die a happy one.”


Rolling
her eyes, Kara kneeled down beside him. She cradled his face gently in her
hands. “You’re not going to die. Don’t be stupid. I won’t let you. I promise.
I’m coming back for you guys…and we’re going home. Promise.” Kara leaned
forward and pressed her lips against David’s. She shuddered at the coolness of
his skin but was glad at his soft touch nevertheless. 


“I
can’t believe you’re kissing at a time like this,” laughed Peter, his voice
almost a squeal. “Just hurry up and get back in one piece. This place is
creeping me out. I know I’m going to have nightmares about clowns for the rest
of my days.”


“I
will. Promise.” Kara felt as if the whole weight of the netherworld had fallen
on her. She hated leaving them like this, but she had no other choice.


“Be
careful,” said David.


With
one last look at David and Peter, Kara jumped to her feet and bolted in the
other direction. She passed the yellow and red striped tent cautiously and
gripped her blade firmly in her hand. She listened for the sounds of heavy
boots. Nothing. No more demons emerged from the tent. Relieved, she wiggled her
way through disintegrating rides where skinless imps fought over their seating
arrangements. Their red glowing eyes turned as she passed, and then they
continued to fight. Their feral grunts were drowned by the blaring symphony.


Kara
could see Jenny’s limp body sway with the momentum of the giant wheel up ahead.
She was nearly there. She followed the music. It was leading her closer to the
Ferris wheel. 


A
sudden whisper came from behind her. Kara turned to see a wall of rotten clowns
wobbling behind her. She quickened her pace. She heard the tread of their heavy
boots picking up speed. If they were all behind her, that meant David and Peter
were safe for now, unless another foe awaited them in the shadows. She pushed
the thought out of her mind. 


The
glowing Ferris wheel peeked over a rotten white tent. Kara could see Jenny’s
face clearly now. Her eyes were closed. Her skin was the same chalky white as
David and Peter’s, but Kara couldn’t see any real wounds on her friend.


She
raced around the tent and came out into a clearing. A large raised platform
stood at the foot of the giant wheel. Lights hung from wires that crisscrossed
above the platform. And at the opposite end a group of fat scabrous demons
howled and played shiny black instruments with sinuous arms and legs. Their
alien voices echoed their haunting performance.


A
beautiful young woman in a white pantsuit with a tall white hat pranced around
on the stage. Her long white hair rippled behind her unnaturally, like a cape
made of mist. Her delicate features creased and broke into a sinister smile
when she spotted Kara. Her large black eyes shone with excitement. She skipped
and twirled dramatically around the stage.


“Well,
well, well. My little sister, Kara, has finally decided to come and play with
us,” Lilith laughed softly to the four higher demons standing behind her. Their
identical white faces sneered at Kara.


A
giant man sat in a wooden red chair next to Lilith. The chair was carved with
snakes on the armrest and horned beasts for legs. The backrest was carved in
the shape of an eye that seemed to watch Kara. A long silky grey robe draped
over the man’s strong shoulders. His handsome face was wrinkled in a deep frown.
Light reflected off his bald head. He watched Kara with dark eyes.


“Zadkiel,”
hissed Kara.











Chapter
17


Jack-in-the-box


 


 


 


“You two know each other?”
questioned Lilith.


She
stopped twirling and was still. She watched Kara and Zadkiel for a moment, and
then she lifted her arms dramatically in the air and laughed. “How delightful!
This is going to be even better than I had imagined. To think that I’ve
reunited two old pals from the legion.” Zadkiel kept his eyes on Kara. He never
blinked.


Lilith
gawked at her. “Oh my god, what happened to you? You look terrible,” she
giggled. “Did you have a hard time getting here? Did you meet some of my
friends along the way?”


Kara
ignored her. She studied the area quickly. She felt the presence of something
behind her. She turned around. A group of clown demons scrambled up behind her.
She stepped away as they formed a circle around her. They whispered and leered
at her as they poked at her with their weapons. One jumped forward brandishing
a spiked club. He beat the ground near Kara’s feet. She didn’t move.


Lilith
lifted her hand. The clown demon bowed his head and backed away. She smiled at
Kara. “I knew you would come. I knew you couldn’t resist the urge to help your pathetic
little friend—what was her name again? Julie? Ginger? Janet?”


“Jenny,”
hissed Kara. She hoped her face matched the wrath she felt. 


Lilith
laughed softly. She twirled a lock of her hair between her fingers. “Ah,
yes—poor little pathetic, Jenny—it’s all over for her now.” 


She
looked up behind her and smiled at the lifeless figure tied to the Ferris
wheel. “I hate her hair. Isn’t it awful? I don’t agree with young women who cut
their hair short. They look like boys. Why would you want to look like a boy? I
think all women should have long beautiful hair like mine.” 


Lilith
tossed her hair back with a flick of her wrist. She flashed Kara a pretty
smile. “Well, if her soul’s still alive, then it’s holding on by a thread. I
gave her some of my essence to try and keep her alive for as long as I could. I
wanted you to see her suffer. But alas, she is weak, and probably already dead
now. So I guess you came all this way for nothing. Ha!” Lilith laughed
excitedly. The higher demons cheered with her.


Kara
resisted the urge to run up and smack the smile off Lilith’s face. She looked
up and searched Jenny’s face. There was no movement. Her body was stiff, like a
corpse. Guilt and anger rose in her chest.


“You
know,” Lilith continued conversationally, “…you guardian angels are so
overrated, don’t you think? One would think that with your grand reputation
you’d be smart. But you’re not very clever, are you, Kara. This is so obviously
a trap. Hello? Didn’t you know this was a trap? Are you that ugly and stupid
for real? You just waltz right in, without questions, like a good little
soldier. And you call yourself Asmodeus’s daughter? I think not.” She waved her
arms theatrically and giggled.


Kara
eyed Lilith but didn’t reply. She knew she wanted to get a rise out of her. She
glared at Lilith, her lips pressed together in a tight line.


Lilith
raised an eyebrow. Her smile was empty. “One would think that the infamous
Kara Nightingale would have more brains. Kara this…Kara that…it’s all over the
netherworld, you know. It’s clear to me that I inherited our father’s
intellect and not you. I would never have been so stupid as to risk my
precious soul for another. What is that about? Your weakness, my dear sister,
is your love for your friends.”


“I’d
rather give up my life to help a friend, than be a self-centered psychopath who
needs an audience to help her feel important.” Kara’s voice rose, but she
strained to stay calm. She needed her wits about her.


Lilith’s
lips twitched into an ugly smile. Her black eyes darkened into a scowl. “I am
important. And powerful. I’m the greatest thing that ever was in the
netherworld, if you cared to know.” 


She
glared at Kara. “You’re just a pebble in my shoe. Don’t think that because we
are sisters I will spare your insignificant life. You mean nothing to me. It
will give me great pleasure to see you suffer, as I have suffered.”


“I
wouldn’t expect any less.” Kara watched Zadkiel. He hadn’t said a word yet, and
that made Kara nervous. He could only be contemplating some scheme. He tapped
his thumb against the armrest of his chair. His deep scowl was the only
indication of his hatred for Kara. He was worse than a traitor. He was the scum
beneath her boots.


Lilith
adjusted her hat and raised her chin in the air. “I was my father’s
favorite, you know. He told me all the time. He worshiped me.” She turned and
pointed a red manicured finger in Kara’s direction. “You were just a bad
experiment gone wrong. He never cared for you as he cared for me. You meant
nothing to him. Nothing. He hardly ever talked about you. And when he did, it
was because you annoyed him. You see, he was never truly your father. He was my
father, not yours. He wanted you dead.”


Kara
shook her head and smiled. She tapped her blade against her thigh. “Wow. You’ve
got some serious daddy issues.” 


Kara
wasn’t sure where this was going. She saw the hatred flare up in Lilith’s face.
It was an ugly sight.


Lilith
glared at Kara. “I’m going to enjoy watching you die, sister.” Her lips
trembled with white-hot rage.


Kara
met her glare. “We’ll just have to see about that, won’t we…sister?”


Lilith
raised her arms in the air. “Let’s see if the rumors are true. Let’s see just
how powerful you really are, sister dear. Let the games begin!” She snapped her
fingers.


A
tornado of dust appeared at the center of the platform. Kara’s hair and clothes
rippled in a sudden gust of wind. Green electricity snaked around the funnel.
There was a sudden crack. The dust disappeared. A great box with intricate
designs stood before Kara. It was red, with green question marks painted on all
four sides. It looked like a giant toy box. A crank turned slowly on one of the
sides. 


Kara
wasn’t fooled by the colorful box. She took a step back. With a flash, the top
of the box exploded. An enormous jester sprang out. Clad in a decaying red and
green outfit, the demon grinned. It opened its mouth and wailed. Its forked
tongue licked its rotten teeth. It studied Kara with bulging yellow eyes. She
gripped her soul blade and watched the giant jack-in-the-box.


The
demon laughed so loudly that Kara cried out with the pain in her ears. 


The
jester lunged at Kara. 


Its
massive maw missed Kara’s feet by an inch as she jumped out of the way. Its
head crashed onto the platform and shattered the wooden planks. The leering
demon recoiled back into its box. It laughed again from inside. Kara tried to
block the sound with her hands. 


The
crank spun—at first slowly, then faster. The jester sprang out of the box
again. His snake like tongue wrapped around Kara’s right leg. He lifted her
into the air. She was upside down, and she watched in horror as its enormous
maw opened beneath her. Hot pungent breath sprayed her face. The smell alone
was enough to render anyone unconscious. Kara struggled in the demon’s grip.
She refused to be eaten by a giant clown. It lowered her to its mouth—


With
a quick slash of her blade, Kara sliced the creature’s tongue. Black liquid
sprayed her hand. It released her, and she fell onto the ground. The jester
recoiled. The creature howled. It watched her angrily with yellow eyes. 


In
a flash, the jester’s head came crashing into Kara again. She flew into the
air. Pain exploded in her arm, as its giant teeth enclosed her arm all the way
to her armpit. Her blade slipped from her hand. She was tossed savagely to the
ground.


The
jester snaked in front of her and hurled her blade into the shadows. She heard
a faint cling and knew her weapon was gone. She looked up into its grinning
face. She could hear Lilith crying out in delight, applauding feverishly
somewhere behind the creature. 


She
jumped to her feet and tried to outrun the creature. The jester blocked her
way. She could never outrun this thing. 


Kara
looked at Jenny’s face. Her guilt immobilized her for a moment. The jester
laughed in victory—it sensed Kara was giving up. The sound tore at her like a
thousand lashes. A crack sounded, in a blur its black tongue lashed out and
wrapped itself around Kara. Her arms were pinned to her sides, and black liquid
from the demon’s hot breath seeped into her skin like poison. A wave of
dizziness came over her. She tried to focus, but her mind wavered. The jester
was draining her.


Lilith’s
sinister laugher echoed around Kara. She was enjoying herself. 


She
could see David and Peter’s broken faces in her mind’s eye. Then the world
around her disappeared.


Lilith
laughed harder, but Kara only just heard her.


A
hot ripple deep inside her started to emerge. Kara called for it. Her elemental
energy came slowly alive. It poured through her freely, renewing her strength.
She let herself drown in it, until it consumed her in a haze of gold.


Lilith
laughed and applauded.


The
jester opened its rotten maw—


Kara’s
body exploded in a golden blast. It lifted and hovered in the air. Warmth
spread through her from her head to her toes. When her boots hit the floor
again, the jester was consumed in gold. Golden current snaked around his giant
body. The creature wailed as it struck its head repeatedly against the ground.
With a final wail, the jester exploded in a shower of golden dust and
disappeared into a gust of wind.


Lilith’s
face was contorted with rage. “Kill her! Kill her you pathetic clowns!” she
ordered.


The
platform shook. The demon clowns launched themselves at Kara. She raised her
hands, and rays of golden light blasted from her palms. The wall of clowns rose
in a cloud of golden radiance. Their bodies sizzled and cracked. And then they
dissolved into nothing.


The
platform was silent. Zadkiel scowled. His fists looked like mallets at his
sides. His knees shook.


Kara
saw hatred flash across Lilith’s face, and a trace of something else—jealousy.
She clearly envied Kara’s power. 


Lilith
licked her lips. She watched Kara’s every move. “Well. I must say I’m
impressed, dearest sister.” Her voice trembled. She strolled around the
platform and back. After a time, she regained a bit of her bounce. “That golden
thing you just did…was a neat trick. But it was just a trick. And your
trick won’t save you here. Your pathetic little angel soul won’t last for very
much longer. Sooner or later, that power of yours will diminish, and your soul
will rot.”


Kara’s
anger returned. “Give me Jenny, and I’ll leave here quietly, with no harm done.
I just want my friend.”


Lilith
burst out laughing. It took a moment for her to compose herself. “Oh dear. But
you can’t have your iddy biddy friend. Her pathetic soul belongs to me. Forget
it. You’ll never have her. But, oh, did she scream and cry out to you
for help when I burned her—the lungs on that girl—you’d think she’d be an opera
singer.” Lilith laughed and was pleased by the anger in Kara’s eyes.


Kara
gave Lilith a withering glare. “You are your father’s daughter—through and
through—a psychopath in every way.”


Lilith’s
face brightened. “I take that as a compliment.” She picked at her nails. “I’m
getting bored with all this talking. Aren’t you bored, Zadkiel?” 


She
turned to the archangel for an answer, but he ignored her. He watched Kara.
Lilith shrugged. “Well, I’m bored. Let’s have more fun, shall we? Let’s
see how well she’ll do with my next game.” 


“I
have one more surprise for you, little sister.” Lilith glanced behind her.
“Come!”


A
higher demon emerged from the shadows and walked onto the platform. Unlike his
brethren, he wore a brown leather jacket and scruffy blue jeans. His pallid
face broke into a smile as he fixed his black eyes on Kara. He sauntered
towards her casually. The tread of his boots cut through the eerie silence. 


Kara
tensed as she watched him approach. 


What is this? Why is he wearing David’s clothes? “What have you done to
David!” Kara raised her arms menacingly towards Lilith and the archangel. She watched
the higher demon carefully.


Lilith
giggled. She twirled a long lock of hair between her fingers. “Don’t you
recognize him? I thought the two of you were in love.”


Kara
teetered in a cold sweat. Her knees buckled. She lowered her hands. 


“David?”
she asked incredulously. 


She
heard Lilith’s next words as though she were in a dream. “The netherworld has
claimed him. David’s one of us now. He’s lost to you…forever.”


 











Chapter 18


David the Demon 


 


 


 


“No!” Kara staggered back.
“No! You’re lying! This…this thing isn’t David!”


But
Kara knew it was true—she could still recognize pieces of David. She cringed at
the horror of what she had done. She thought she had had more time before the
transformation completed itself. It was too late now.


The
demon David smiled mockingly. Kara noticed a greenish tint to his former pearly
whites. “I’m afraid the David you knew is gone. His spirit is dead.” 


Kara
winced. It was David’s voice that came out of the demon’s mouth, but with a
strange harmonica echo now. Her skin crawled, and she suppressed a shiver.


A
cry escaped from Kara’s lips. “David…I’m so sorry,” she whispered, and she
backed away. “I never meant for this to happen.” 


Her
legs gave way, and she fell. She felt repulsion at herself and at him—what had
she done to him? The creature David advanced slowly. Kara trembled. She felt
nauseated. She had created a monster. She could never forgive herself. 


With
a hungry grin the demon sauntered towards her. He walked just like David. 


“But
I must say, I do prefer this body.” He lowered his head and inspected himself.
He stretched his arms and made fists with his hands. “I feel…more powerful. I
feel a connection to a power I’ve never felt before. I feel stronger. I feel I
can do anything I want—and kill whoever I want.”


Kara
struggled to her feet. Her arms fell loosely at her sides. The soul blade shook
in her hand. Her fingers trembled. “David…how—? Where’s Peter?”


The
demon ignored her. “I have to thank you, Kara, for allowing this to happen.”
David’s black eyes gleamed as his wicked smile returned. “If it weren’t for
your essence, I could never have crossed into the netherworld and experienced
this kind of ultimate power. You made it all possible. I thank you for this.
And that’s why I’m going to take my time killing you.”


Kara’s
lips trembled, and it took all her strength to keep from falling over again.
She could feel her elemental power tingling inside her, and she strained to
control it. 


“David…I—I’m
so sorry. Please…let’s get out of here.” She lifted her hand. “Come with me.
I’ll make it better. I promise. Raphael can help you get back to your old self.
Let’s get Jenny and get out—”


David
laughed. “Get out? And why would I want to leave? I was meant to be here. I
always knew I was meant for greatness. And now I’ve found it—my true purpose.
Angels are powerless lonely subservient creatures—never allowed to do
anything—it’s pitiable.” 


His
black eyes locked on Kara. He arched an eyebrow. “I have no idea what David saw
in you. You’re not even that good looking. You’re a frail little angel who’s
going to die. I’m going to kill you now.”


Kara
was paralyzed. She watched in horror as the demon David drew a death blade from
his jacket, brought it to his mouth, and licked the blade with a black tongue.
He twisted the blade in his hand and sliced the side of his cheek. Black liquid
rolled down the side of his face. He laughed wickedly and tossed the blade back
and forth in his hands, taunting her. His impenetrable black eyes never left
her. 


Kara
staggered back. She felt herself spiraling deeper than before. She heard Lilith
cry out in glee and watched her clap excitedly. A hint of a self-satisfied
smile appeared on Zadkiel’s lips, and he lounged back in his chair. He was
enjoying watching Kara suffer. He was waiting for her to crumble. Why did
Zadkiel hate her so much? She had never done anything to deserve his
hatred. She heard David’s sinister laugh and wished she could be sick. 


She
spoke to him again, “I never wanted this to happen. I would never have let you
come with me if I’d known what would happen to you. After everything we’ve been
through…you don’t deserve this. David, I’m so sorry.”


The
demon David snickered. “Don’t be. David’s dead. He can’t hear you anymore.
You’re wasting your time apologizing to a dead guy. Besides, you won’t feel so
sorry after I kill you. Consider this our breakup—”


David
suddenly hurled his blade at her. Kara heard a faint swish, and pain exploded
in her chest. Stunned, she looked down. The handle of his death blade stood out
from her abdomen. She stumbled back, wrapped her fingers around it, and yanked
the blade out. David laughed a cacophony of guttural chortles and wails. She
heard a whipping sound and screamed as the poison of another death blade burned
into her chest like acid.


“What’s
the matter, sister dear,” laughed Lilith from across the platform. “Don’t want
to hurt your boyfriend, eh? Ah…come on now. I wanted to see a little action
between you two. And I thought you’d put on a fight. Guess I was wrong. I
thought you were made of stronger stuff. Clearly, you’re not. Come on, little
sister. Show us what you’re made of.”


Kara
ignored Lilith and pulled out the second blade out. Her elemental power bubbled
just below the surface. Stone faced, she tried to stay calm by remembering the
first time she had seen David’s beautiful face—so proud and playful. She
remembered the electricity of their first kiss. She wanted him back. She
wouldn’t let herself hurt him.


Kara
sheathed her soul blade. The demon smiled. She needed to figure out a way to
get the demon out of David. She needed to stall.


“I
won’t fight you. Not like this. I won’t hurt my friend.” Kara gave the demon a
cold look.


The
demon lowered his head and looked at Kara from beneath his brows. “Tut. Tut.
Tut. How very honorable of you. Must be love—to sacrifice one’s self for
another. But you’ll have to fight me if you want to live. But if you don’t,
it’ll still be a pleasure to kill you—and a real pleasure to devour your soul.”


“Fight,
David! Fight your way out,” urged Kara. “I know you’re in there. Fight it.
Fight the darkness…I know you can. Come back. Fight it.”


Another
black blade materialized in his hands. “I told you. David is dead—thanks to
you. What part of dead don’t you understand? Mort. Muerto. Morto.
Mortuus.”


Kara
scowled. “David is not dead. I don’t believe you took over his soul completely.
I can feel it. I know he’s in there. And I’m going to get him back.” She held
the demon’s gaze. She could feel her angel flesh starting to tingle with
warmth.


His
pallid face gleamed with an eerie glow. He tossed the death blade in the air
and caught it easily. “You’re making this way too easy for me. I was
really looking forward to a real challenge. Not some sad case of the crying
girlfriend who’s afraid to fight back. Killing you won’t be nearly as fun as I
had anticipated. But I will kill you, nevertheless. And then the rest of your
miserable friends.” David hurled his weapon, and the black blade glimmered in
the ghostly light as it flew dangerously fast towards Kara’s face—


She
lifted her arms.


A
beam of golden light blasted from her palms. It hit the dagger in midair. The
blade burst into golden fire, and with a crack it disintegrated and vanished.


Wild
power flared inside Kara. It boiled dangerously within her, desperate to break
free again. It wanted to be released, to strike back at the threat. She
surveyed the platform before her in hues of gold. As she struggled to control
herself she called to David again, “David…don’t do this. I don’t want to hurt
you. Please stop. Fight it! I know you’re in there. Fight it!”


“Oh!
This is so exciting!” Lilith clapped enthusiastically. She pranced around the
platform, beaming at the tragic performance. “I can’t wait to see if you have
the stomach to kill your boyfriend. Tell me, dear sister…what will it be? Your
life…or his?” Her laughter burned into Kara’s ears.


The
demon David cavorted wildly around Kara. He opened his hands and two more death
blades appeared as though by magic. Black vapors coiled around his wrists. 


“I
must say, I’m really enjoying our time together, sweetheart. You’re finally
putting up a fight. But killing you is the right thing to do. You see—you don’t
belong here. You should never have existed in the first place—and I will see to
it that you are erased.”


The
two death blades catapulted towards Kara.


Kara
thrust out her palms and the blades exploded in a cloud of golden dust. Her
temper boiled. Her elemental power throbbed in her head, screaming for revenge.


“David.
I’m begging you. Please stop. This is crazy. Please—don’t make me hurt you. I
don’t think I can control it any more. Please, don’t do this.” 


She
knew that the demon was a parasite and that David was its host.


Kara
backed away and kept her eyes focused on him, trying to stall for time. 


A
laugh shook her out of her reverie, and Kara cried out. She fell to her knees
as her thigh and neck burned with the poison of his two blades. She heard David
approach, but didn’t look up. Instead, she curled her fingers around the first
blade and pulled it out of her neck. The smell of burnt flesh filled her nose.
She yanked the other blade from her thigh. She could feel the poison spreading
like a sickness inside her.


Kara
looked up. The sole of a combat boot smashed her face. Her head jerked
backwards and she fell over backwards. She felt another blow to her abdomen,
and she rolled over on her stomach. Something pulled her head up by her hair,
and a black blade glowed in the soft light in front of her.


“And
I thought you had some fight in you. See…that’s the difference between demons
and angels. You angels are weak. And I just hate how you think you’re superior
to us. You think you’re righteous and good, keeping the mortals on their
leashes.” 


The
demon David leaned closer to Kara’s face. “But let me tell you something. One
day we’ll be rid of you for good. Goodbye, sweetheart—”


Kara
backhanded David’s face and he yelled out, but before he could react, she
jumped to her feet and side-kicked him in the gut. He staggered backwards. He
recovered quickly and threw another death blade. But just as the dagger left
his hand, it was swallowed up in a ball of golden fire and vanished.


“I’m
not your sweetheart, demon,” Kara snarled.


Hunched
over, David leered and circled around Kara. He looked more like a beast than a
young angel. His face was streaked with black ooze from his wound. “Maybe
not—but now you’re going to die, whether you like it or not.”


Concentrating
feverishly, Kara tried to calculate his next move. “I’m not giving up on you,
David. I know you’re in there somewhere. Fight it.”


“I’m
going to kill you, you angel.” 


In
the blink of an eye, David rushed forward and kicked Kara hard on the knee. She
heard something snap and went down. He drew back a fist and punched her in the
face. Kara swung around and kicked him hard in the chest. David went sprawling
on the ground. 


Kara
pushed herself to her knees and got a boot to her chin. Her head jerked back,
and she dropped like a stone. David was on top of her instantly, with his blade
to her neck.


“Told
you I was going to kill you. Die angel.” 


He
moved to cut her throat, but Kara’s hands were on him. She loosed a little
surge of power and golden rays hit David. He was propelled backwards in the air
with monstrous force. Golden electricity wrapped around his body like golden
rope, and he hovered in the air for a moment before he crashed onto the
platform. 


Kara
shook as she watched him convulsing and heard him wail. She closed her eyes and
waited for his shrieks to stop. 


The
wailing stopped, and she opened her eyes. 


The
golden current crackled and sparked over his body. His limbs were hideously
broken.


“I’m
sorry, David,” she whispered. 


 With
a final pop, the golden energy disappeared.


The
higher demon moved no more. 


 


 











Chapter 19


The Great Escape


 


 


 


Kara rushed over and knelt by
David’s body. She ignored Lilith’s sick laughter and triumphant dance. The
world around her vanished—only she and David remained.


Kara
leaned forward and grabbed fistfuls of David’s t-shirt and shook him. “David!
David, wake up! Wake up!” She searched his stone-cold face for any traces of
life. Vapors coiled above his scorched body, and she smelled his burnt flesh. 


Her
head fell forward and she let go of his shirt. What have I done? She had
wanted to knock him out, not kill him. Gently, she laid her head on his chest
and she sobbed. 


“K—Kara?”


Kara
flinched. David’s eyelids fluttered open. The blue of his eyes startled her.
“Kara. I—I’m sorry,” he croaked, “I’ve been a major dumbass.”


Pokerfaced,
Kara leaned over him and covered his face with hers. “Hush. Don’t talk—pretend
you’re dead. If they think you’re dead, they’ll forget about you.” 


She
brushed her lips against his cold cheek. “I’ll be back for you later. Lie still
and don’t move. Whatever happens, just don’t move.” 


She
kissed his forehead and jumped to her feet, hiding her relief with a
frightening scowl.


“You
killed him!” she roared and stormed across the platform. “You did this! You
made me do this to him!” Golden current snaked around her fingers.


Lilith
beamed and flicked a long strand of white hair behind her shoulder. She pulled
on her jacket to straighten it. “No, dear sister. You did this to him. It’s not
my fault you brought him here. Did you honestly think he would survive in this
world? Are you that incredibly stupid? Yes. I guess you are. Let me remind you
that the netherworld is a realm of demons—not angels. Angels cannot survive
here. It was only a matter of time until your precious David turned. I must say
that I’m delighted with the outcome—although I had nothing to do with it. You
killed your boyfriend, not me.”


Kara
sauntered towards Lilith. Her power danced, sizzled and popped around her like
tiny golden fireworks. “No—you and your world did this to him. You’re going to
pay for this, sister.”


Without
turning her head, Kara glanced up at Jenny chained to the Ferris wheel. There
was no chance of getting to Jenny without fighting Lilith and Zadkiel. She
wasn’t sure she had the strength to fight them all, but she had no choice. 


“Kill
her and be done with it!” ordered Zadkiel. 


He
slammed his fist on the armrest and shot to his feet. His dark grey robes
billowed around him, and he scowled with hatred at Kara. “What is this madness?
Kill the abomination once and for all! Do it now!”


The
demon clowns murmured and grunted. Their death blades and machetes hung in their
white skeleton hands. They clanged their blades against their legs in
anticipation and began to march towards Kara.


Lilith
lifted her hand in command. “Get back! I give the orders here.” 


The
army of clowns halted, their bulbous yellow eyes watching their mistress.
“...and I still want to play with her. She has yet to suffer as I have
suffered. She needs to pay for what she has done. I have a few surprises for
her yet—”


“You
foolish girl! This isn’t a game!” roared Zadkiel and shook his fists at her. He
turned his scowl over to Kara and pointed. “You must kill her now. She is too
dangerous. She will kill us all! Her soul must die. Kill her, you fools!
I command you to finish her.”


Lilith’s
face darkened. She lowered her body like a wild cat ready to pounce. “You are
on dangerous ground, angel. Do not forget where you are. You are in my
realm. Do not insult me again by trying to command my army, or you will
regret it.”


“Ha!
Is that a threat? You cannot harm me, you stupid girl. Your father couldn’t—and
neither can you.” Zadkiel’s handsome face was twisted in an ugly scowl as he
glared at Lilith. He towered over her like a grown man over a babe. 


Kara
suspected that he was much stronger than Lilith. The archangel lifted his arm
and pointed to the demons. “Kill her! I command you! Enough of these games—kill
the abomination!” The clowns leered and turned on Kara again.


“Stay
where you are!” bellowed Lilith. Her hair floated in the air as though she were
under water. The demons hesitated, not knowing which master to follow. “How dare
you oppose my orders? I am the mistress of the netherworld—daughter of
the great demon lord, Asmodeus.” She sneered proudly, “Who are you to give me a
command? You are nothing! You are pathetic—an angel who came here to hide—even
your own kind want nothing to do with you.” 


Zadkiel
laughed in a sickly manner. “The great demon lord? Asmodeus was no great demon
lord. I was the mastermind. Who do you suppose got him all the
information he needed to invade Horizon? How do you think he got through the
veil? Did you think him clever enough to fool the Council? For over a century,
your fool of a father did everything I told him to do. I was his master. I have
always been his master.”


Kara
watched the spectacle unfold. It all made sense to her now. But she couldn’t
just stand and wait till their argument was over. She needed to get to Jenny.
This was the distraction she needed.


Lilith
backed away, horrified. She pointed a shaking finger at Zadkiel. “No! You lie!
My father was the most powerful archangel there ever was. He told me so. That’s
why you banished him here—because you were afraid of him—afraid of his great
power! He gave you the demon elixir so you could hide in the netherworld.
Without his help, your miserable angel soul would die.”


“My
father bred the elemental demon child. He created the Mirror of Souls to open a
gateway between the worlds! He brought down Horizon in a day! And where were
you when all this was happening? Hiding like the miserable coward you are.”


Zadkiel
inspected the folds in his robes casually. A small laugh escaped his lips. “The
demon elemental was a mistake—a mistake that can easily be corrected. Your
father was merely a pawn. I played him—right up to his death at the hands of
your own sister. And you, too, have done exactly everything I asked, haven’t
you?” 


Zadkiel
laughed softly. “I wanted Asmodeus dead. And now if you don’t want to suffer
the same fate, you will do as I say—and kill the abomination.” With a crack,
black tendrils danced dangerously from his fingers.


Lilith’s
face twisted grotesquely. She glared at Zadkiel for a moment, and then she
smiled strangely. “I am not afraid of you, angel. You’re going to die for what
you have done.” 


Lilith
raised her arms. Gusts of wind slapped at her clothes, and her hair rose above
her head and spread out like a great white star behind her. Green sparks jumped
off her skin, and Kara thought she might burst into a ball of green flames.
Wild green energy danced around her.


Zadkiel
laughed maniacally. Black electricity flickered on his fingers. 


“You
think you scare me with that? I’ve had enough of you—” He threw his hands out.
Black lightning blasted Lilith backwards with an ear-splitting crack. She
crashed in a cloud of wood splinters and dust. 


A
tall white hat rolled to Kara’s feet. The clowns were transfixed as they
watched their mistress. Kara kicked the hat with her boot. She resisted the
urge to run to Jenny. Not yet, she told herself. 


“Stupid
girl. Did you really think you could beat me?” Zadkiel lifted his robes as he
crossed the platform towards Lilith. Her hair covered her body like a white
blanket. He leaned over her with a self-satisfied smile. “You’re just as stupid
as your father. Fools. I am the true ruler of the netherworld. If I have to
finish you off to prove it, then I will. It will be easy. This realm is mine to
take—”


Green
lightning blasted into Zadkiel’s chest. He staggered and nearly lost his
footing. Lilith came at him savagely. Her white hair flowed around her like a
mist. Her once beautiful face was twisted in malice. Her white skin was ablaze
with green fire. Lilith was part of the green energy of the netherworld. 


Kara
watched and waited.


Kara
could see that Zadkiel was unnerved by Lilith’s power. He composed himself
quickly. 


A
wicked smile twitched on his lips. “You’re nothing. Just like your father. And
I’m going to finish you!” A blast of black energy shot from his hands. The
current was instantly met with a bolt of green lightning. The black and green
currents intertwined like a flaming braid, dancing between the two combatants.
Sparks scorched the wooden platform. Tiny fires ignited around Kara. She jumped
as liquid green fire sputtered at her feet. Lilith and Zadkiel were at war.


Lightning
lit the air about them. A blinding bolt struck the platform. The ground shook
with the impact and sent a shower of wood splinters skyward. The clown demons
stood amazed as the war exploded around them.


Kara
started to run. She bolted past the fight and crossed the platform to her left.
The giant Ferris wheel loomed over her like a skyscraper. She leapt over a
small metal gate and threw herself onto the metal wheel. Cold metal stung her
hands as she pulled herself up. She climbed the great metal lattice without
looking down. All her attention was on the crumpled body thirty feet away. 


Within
seconds, Kara reached Jenny. A thick metal chain secured her to a chair. Her
skin had the same pasty white look that both Peter and David had shared.
Streaks of white tinted her purple hair. Jenny frowned in pain, and her eyes
were closed.


Kara
balanced herself between two iron poles. Her fingers tingled with golden
warmth. The chain vibrated. Golden tendrils wrapped themselves along the chain,
and it broke apart with a crack. Kara caught Jenny and held her in her arms. She
shook her gently.


“Jenny?
It’s Kara.”


Jenny’s
lids opened and she looked at Kara with black eyes. It took a moment before she
spoke. “Kara…Lilith…she wants to kill you. It’s a trap.”


“I
know. Don’t worry about her. I’m going to get you out of here. We’re going
home.”


Jenny
nodded and closed her eyes. Kara ignored the pain in her chest, pulled her
friend over her shoulder, and began her climb back down.


Lightning
thundered and cracked. The giant wheel shook. Kara jumped to the ground and
whirled around. Green and black lighting lit the air around them. A blinding
bolt struck the ground at Kara’s feet. She jumped back and heard a chuckle.
Four higher demons watched her from a few feet away. Their sickly sunken faces
leered, and death blades twitched anxiously in their hands.


“Where
do you think you’re going, little angel?” said one of them. “Our mistress has
promised us a feast of your soul—you’re not going anywhere.”


Kara
shrugged. “Figured you’d say something like that. But no one is eating my soul
today. I can promise you that.”


The
demons brandished their weapons and charged savagely. 


Kara
stood her ground. A beam of golden light hit the first two demons. Their bodies
lifted in the air and spun as though they had been caught in an invisible
whirlwind. With a loud crack their jagged bodies exploded into a brilliant
cloud of golden dust. The rest of the demons charged with renewed vigor and
hatred. A death blade came straight for Kara. She sidestepped, and felt the
whoosh of the air lift the bangs from her forehead. Her anger flared, and she
unleashed her elemental power. 


A
golden wall rose in the air and enveloped the demons. When the golden light
diminished, the demons crumbled and disintegrated. 


Black
and green lightning still lit up the sky at the other end of the platform.
Lilith hovered above the ground. Her long hair floated behind her as she
blasted green energy from her fingers. Zadkiel blocked her fire with a blast of
black electricity.


Kara
heard Jenny moan. Her head lolled against Kara’s back. She needed to get her
out of here. She looked across the platform. David’s body lay exactly where she
had left it. She secured Jenny on her shoulders and dashed across the platform
to David. She knelt down carefully. His eyes were closed, and his white skin
was speckled with moisture.


“David?
David, can you hear me?”


David’s
eyes opened immediately. He focused on Kara and smiled. “Do you think I could
get a decent beer in this joint?”


In
spite of the urgency of their situation, Kara smiled back. “You’re such a
moron. Can you walk?” She scanned his body carefully and prayed her elemental
power hadn’t damaged him too much.


David
pushed himself to a sitting position. He leaned over and inspected Jenny. “Is
Jenny still with us…or is she one of them?”


“She’s
still Jenny as far as I can tell. But she’s hurt, and if we don’t get her out
of here soon…I’m afraid she’s going to be transformed.”


David
hauled himself to his feet. He straightened himself and brushed the dirt from
his jacket and jeans. “Being a demon sucks—majorly sucks. I had some seriously
creepy thoughts. It was like being stuck in a nightmare—and you could never
wake up.”


“Sounds
terrible. You can tell me all about it later. We need to get Peter and get out
of this horrible place. I don’t think I can stand it anymore.”


Another
boom thundered around them. Across the other side of the platform two giant
fireballs of energy battled each other as Lilith and Zadkiel attacked each
other with deadly lightning bolts.


David
pointed across the platform. “Hey, your sister’s fighting lord moron over
there. I was wondering what that noise was.”


“She’s
not my sister. Let’s get out of here.”


Kara
steered David by the elbow and ran back the way they had come. They ran around
the rotted white tent and then between the disintegrating rides where skinless
imps with red eyes still fought over seating arrangements and watched them
pass, but did nothing. 


David
struggled alongside her. Kara stole a look behind her—no clowns followed them.
Lilith’s green fireball had grown twice its size. Her green tentacles lashed
out and penetrated Zadkiel’s black energy. She heard a scream, and then averted
her eyes from a blast of brilliant light. 


Only
a green fireball remained. It flickered and dissipated. Lilith threw back her
head and howled in laughter. The hairs on Kara’s body sprang up. She turned
away from the terrifying scene and bolted. She never looked back.


Peter
sat where she had left him, with his back to the ticket booth. His jacket hung
over the booth, and he sat in his t-shirt. He broke into a wide grin when he
saw them. His expression softened at the sight of Jenny, but his eyes widened
at the sight of David.


“David!
What happened to you? You took off so suddenly.”


David
shrugged and shook his head. “I’m sorry man, I don’t remember. Apparently, I
changed into a demon. Yup. The last thing I remember was talking to you about
the awesome cars the sensitives drove—then just darkness—then Kara’s face
looking down on me.”


Peter’s
jaw dropped, and he struggled to find his voice. “...am I going to change into
a demon, too?”


“Not
if we get out of here, soon,” said Kara. 


Peter
frowned when he saw Jenny. “Is she all right? She looks really bad.”


Kara
steadied Jenny on her shoulder. “I know. But she’ll be fine once we get out of
here.” 


David
grabbed Peter’s jacket. “Were you hot or something?”


Peter
shrugged and looked away embarrassed. “Lilith’s picture was freaking me out. It
was creepy. So I put my jacket over her picture so that her black eyes would
stop watching me.”


With
a hearty laugh, David pulled Peter to his feet. He slapped him on the back.
“How you feeling? Any dark thoughts swimming in that head of yours?” He
inspected Peter.


“No.
I’m still fine.” Peter put on a brave face. Kara saw his fingers tremble before
he shoved them in his pocket. He had grown paler, and almost all his hair was
white. He couldn’t have more than a few minutes left before he morphed into a
higher demon. Time was of the essence.


Kara
scanned the area. “We’ll have to figure out a way back to the elevator. We’ll
have to make a run for it across the city. And then pray we find the elevator
in time. We need to move fast. Jenny’s doesn’t have much longer. Peter, you
think you can run?” 


Peter
nodded. Kara wasn’t sure he was going to make it, but they didn’t have a
choice. If she had to, she would carry Peter as well. 


“Come
on!” Kara turned and sprinted towards the park entrance.


Luckily,
the front gates opened with a combination of singing and screeching metal. She
was sure she heard a voice say, “thank you, come again.” as she ran past the
two iron doors.


They
made it past the first buildings. Peter fell quite a few times, and David
hauled him back to his feet every time. The city was a maze—every building
looked the same—but somehow Kara knew exactly where to go. It was as though a
map had suddenly opened up inside her head. She was confident she knew the way
back.


“Come
on. I think it’s this way,” Kara shouted. She pointed past a clearing between
two enormous black buildings. She couldn’t explain how she knew where to go.


She
heard laugher. 


Lilith.



Kara
ignored it and pressed on faster. Peter stumbled suddenly and fell, and as
David tried to help him up, he collapsed as well.


“Kara…where
are you?” A voice echoed around the buildings. “Come here…I have something to
show you…”


Kara
ignored the voice and pulled Peter and David back on their feet. “Guys, come
on! If we stay here, we all die. Push yourselves harder. Let’s go. Hurry!”


She
let her elemental power surge through her for renewed strength. With Jenny
balanced on her shoulder, she grabbed Peter and David by their arms and pulled
them along with her. Jenny bounced on her back, and Kara prayed she wouldn’t
fall off. They didn’t have time to stop.


A
grey sky loomed up ahead. They had nearly reached the end of the city.


“Kara?
Where are you going?” she heard the voice whisper. “I still want to play!” 


The
voice drifted in her ears, so close that Kara expected Lilith to jump down from
one of the buildings.


After
the city had blurred past her, Kara ran through the grey desert. David and
Peter’s feet dragged as she struggled forward. Strong winds pushed against her,
but she ploughed on.


“KARA!
THIS IS NOT OVER!” Lilith’s voice rose over the wailing winds.


A
red rectangular box appeared ahead. Kara blinked the dust out of her eyes. It
stood like a lonely star in a pitch-black night. She shot towards it at full
speed.


Then,
with a gasp, Kara, Jenny, Peter, and David collapsed inside the elevator.


 











Chapter 20


The Debrief


 


 


 


Rays of yellow light spilled through
the glass dome, and illuminated the dust motes like sparkling jewels. Majestic
stone buildings floated above in a perfect blue sky. The air was hot and musty.



Kara
stood before the Council. She clasped her hands behind her back and waited
patiently. While the silence unnerved her, the glaring eyes from the Council
members were torture. She had just finished recalling the events of her mission
for them, and now she waited for their counsel. Their faces were bleak. They
huddled together in deep conversation. Every now and then, a face would turn
from the group and watch her, before turning back. 


She
wished David were with her. At least he could make her laugh and find a joke in
all the excruciating seriousness. But he was still at the Healing-Xpress with
the others. Kara had been thrilled to hear that Jenny was going to be all
right. It had been a close call, but the archangel Raphael had successfully
healed her, and her friend would be back on her feet shortly. Kara was even
more pleased to hear that Peter and especially David had suffered no permanent
damage either. 


Kara
had told the truth, and now she didn’t dare look at Raphael. In a matter of
minutes, she would be summoned back to the High Council. Raphael’s deadly stare
had unnerved her during the debriefing. She thought the archangel might rip her
to pieces.


She
was in a world of her own when she heard someone clear their throat. Her eyes
met the Council, and she flinched.


The
archangel Jeremiel’s face was grim. “And that is how Lilith destroyed the
archangel Zadkiel—so easily?”


“Yes,”
answered Kara, trying to keep her voice level. Even if she had spoken many
times before the High Council, her insides were still tight. 


“It’s
as I said. She had some energy field around her…there was a loud boom, and when
I looked back, Zadkiel was annihilated. There was nothing left of him.” She
studied the Council. Their faces had grown darker, and Kara noted real concern
in their eyes. They were frightened—frightened of Lilith.


Jeremiel
lowered his brows in thought and considered for a moment. “I’ve never heard of
a demon killing an archangel so easily. From what I understood—they were not
strong enough. Asmodeus must have discovered something to enable this Lilith to
do so. Not only is she the daughter of a powerful archangel, and a demon shape
shifter—she is also a demon who can kill archangels. This information, I’m
afraid, is very grave indeed.”


The
council erupted into an argument about the welfare of Horizon. Kara shifted her
weight and lowered her eyes. She waited until the voices tapered off. And when
she looked up at the Council, the archangel Jeremiel was staring at her. 


“I
hear your friends are recovering nicely with the help of the archangel
Raphael.” Jeremiel lifted his brows. “They seem to have misunderstood
their instructions.”


Kara
pursed her lips. She gave a small nod. “Uh…yes…they should be back on their
feet in no time.”


The
archangel gave her a reproachful look. “The breaking of sacred laws seems to be
a pattern with you, Miss Nightingale. You knew the dangers pertaining to your
mission…and you still let them come with you. That was very foolish of you. You
are lucky their souls still live. I don’t even want to know how you managed to
get them across. But with the success of your mission, the Council has agreed to
let your friends off the hook, as you say, for this time only.”


Kara
gave the archangel a tight smile. There was nothing she could say to that. 


Jeremiel
rubbed his chin. “Kara Nightingale. You are positive this…this green entity
spoke the truth with regard to your late father, Asmodeus—that you and this
Lilith are the only two offspring?”


Kara
glanced at the ground momentarily. She had decided not to reveal every
conversation she had had with the green sun, especially when it had said that
she had darkness in her, and that she belonged in the netherworld. She thought
the Council wouldn’t understand and would probably consider her a threat once
again. They feared what they didn’t understand. She was already a freak amongst
the angels—she didn’t want to wait in Tartarus while they figured out what to
do with her. Kara rubbed her temples.


“Yes.
I’m sure.” Kara said finally. “The green entity had no reason to lie.” Kara
wanted to say, because it was about to suck my brains out, so that I would
become one of them. “It didn’t plan on my escape.” She knew it had told her
the truth.


Jeremiel
arched an eyebrow questioningly. “But how can you put so much faith in this
wicked entity—rest assured it is evil—it could have been lying to you.”


Kara
shook her head gently. “It wasn’t. I could feel it. I’m good at telling if
people are lying.”


“This
thing isn’t a person, Kara,” said the archangel Muriel. Her long wavy brown
hair sparkled in the light. She folded her hands on the table and regarded Kara
with a concerned expression. “It’s a creature of the worst possible evil.”


“So
you know what it is? You know what the green sun is?”


Muriel
shared a long side-glance with Jeremiel. “Yes. It is the creature Morthdu, the
mother of all darkness, the keeper of the netherworld.”


Kara
fought the panic that threatened to reveal itself—the creature had said that
she belonged with it, with them—that she had the darkness in her. 


“Perhaps
this creature wanted you to think it was telling the truth,” said Jeremiel. “It
knew you would come back and tell us what we wanted to hear.”


Kara
watched the Council. “I’m positive it was telling the truth. Lilith and I are
the only ones. And believe me, Lilith is going to be a handful. From what I saw
and told you—she’s going to be back soon, and with a serious vengeance. She’s
pretty angry with me.”


The
Council pondered silently. They leaned forward and bent their heads together in
mumbled conversations again. After a moment, the archangel Jeremiel leaned
forward and clasped his hands together on the table. 


“Did
the creature tell you anything else you think we should know? Is there anything
else essential that you’re not telling us?”


Kara
shook her head like a stubborn child. Her head was spinning. “No. I’ve told you
everything.”


Jeremiel
watched her carefully. Kara was sure he knew she was lying, but he didn’t
question her anymore.


“Kara
Nightingale, you have done well. The Council thanks you for your services. You
are to return to level five. The archangel Ariel awaits your return. You will
be informed if we seek another audience with you. That is all for today. This
meeting is adjourned. You may go.”


She
had a strange feeling she would be back in front of the Council very soon.
After mumbling her thanks awkwardly, she ran across the chamber, smiled, and
bolted out of the large iron doors. 


 


 











Chapter 21


A Gift for a Friend


 


 


 


The sun was a yellow disk in the
blue afternoon sky. A warm breeze carried the smell of freshly cut grass and
summer blooms. The street was alive with the sounds of people scurrying in and
out of shops and the screeching of tires on asphalt. 


Kara
smiled at three little boys who had their faces squished up against the glass
window from a comic book store. Their mothers peeled them away angrily,
shouting about oily finger marks on the glass.


“Poor
kids,” said Jenny. “I put forehead and finger marks all over the windows on my
block, and that was probably why the owners chased me out all the time. I used
to think it was because they didn’t like my hair.”


Kara
smelled fresh coffee. “I love your hair. It makes you look like a cool fairy.”


“Thanks,”
Jenny giggled. She sighed loudly. “I’m so happy Peter and David didn’t get in
trouble for their experiment with you. I wish I could have been there—it
sounded so cool.”


“Well,
I’m never doing that again. It kinda hurt them—and me. But I’m really happy
we’re not in too much trouble. To be honest, I wasn’t sure we’d get away with
it. We were crazy to do it, you know, but we didn’t really have any
alternative. I think the Council is freaked out about the whole Lilith thing.”


Jenny
stared at the ground, her face withdrawn. “I hope we don’t bump into that
bleached psycho anytime soon.”


Kara
clenched her jaw and didn’t answer. The truth was, she felt as though Lilith
could pop by for a visit anytime. What’s worse, with her talent for shape
shifting, Lilith could disguise herself as anyone. She doubted that her
half-sister would use the little girl disguise again. 


Kara
stared at the faces she passed on the street. Lilith could be any one of them. 


Kara
frowned. There was no way of telling. She knew that the demon princess still
wasn’t finished with her. 


“So…what’s
the assignment?” asked Jenny a little more cheerfully. “You haven’t told me
anything since we jumped. I saw you whispering to David and Peter before we
left. What was that about? I saw how they looked at me. What’s going on, Kara?
And why are we back in Boston?”


Kara
smiled. “You’ll see. We’re almost there. It’s just—”


A
long black leather coat appeared and then disappeared in the crowd. 


Kara
froze. Her hand grazed the handle of her soul blade inside her jacket. She
strained to see down the street through the mass of mortals. The coat was gone.
Had she imagined it?


Jenny
stepped beside Kara and searched her face. “Kara? What is it? Did you see something?”


Kara
shook her head gently. “I…I thought I saw something. I’m sure it’s nothing.
Don’t worry. It isn’t part of the assignment.” 


“Can
you at least tell me where we’re going?”


Kara
pointed straight ahead. “There. We’re going in there.” 


Jenny
frowned and put her hands on her hips. “In the coffee shop? There’s a Rift in
there? Come on Kara. What’s really going on?”


“Can’t
tell you—official CDD business—top secret. Come.” 


Kara
laughed and ushered Jenny forward. She stopped in front of a red brick shop
with a large wooden sign that read, One Stop Café. She wrapped her
fingers around the cold iron door handle and pulled.


The
aroma of fresh coffee hovered like a pungent mist and rows of freshly baked
pastries and breads were displayed on the counters of the little store. A
variety of round tables and chairs occupied a small space in the center. Kara
studied the people sitting at the tables. Her eyes fell on a handsome young man
with dark hair and grey eyes.


Jenny
followed her gaze. She gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. “Kara…what
is this? What is really going on?” 


She
turned and looked at her friend, confused.


Kara
didn’t answer and only gave her friend a huge smile. 


“Wait
a minute…I don’t understand.” Jenny leaned closer. “How did you find him? How
did you even know? I never told anyone.” 


Kara
smiled confidently. “I have my sources.” Kara laughed softly again. “Go on—talk
to him. He won’t recognize you, but you’ll seem familiar to him. Go and be with
him. You have three hours—you can be anyone you want.” 


Jenny
squeezed Kara in a bear hug. “I don’t know what to say to thank you.” Jenny
squeezed her tighter. “You’re the best, Kara. I owe you one.” 


Jenny
released Kara and scampered through the tables and chairs to stand next to the
boy with dark hair. He looked up at her and smiled. Kara noted how white his
teeth were. He was even more handsome when he smiled. She watched as Jenny and
he conversed for a moment, and then he pulled the chair next to him and invited
Jenny to sit.


Jenny
settled in the chair. She turned and waved back to Kara, a huge smile plastered
on her face. 


A
lump choked Kara’s throat. This meant the world to her—to see her friend so
happy. Jenny deserved the world. She was an amazing girl. If Kara had to lie
and sneak out of CDD for a few hours for a friend—it was worth it just to see
that smile. In fact, she’d do it again in a minute.


The
mortal world was safe for the time being, and Kara was really looking forward
to going back home and spending more quality time with David. They still had a
movie to catch—


Woof, woof!


A
white and tan bulldog stood at her feet. Its big serious brown eyes stared up
at her under thick folds of skin. Buckets of drool ran down the sides of his
droopy jowls. A red and white polka dot collar was wrapped around his thick
neck. 


“Thor!”
Kara knelt down and patted the dog on the head. She looked over her shoulder to
see if anyone was paying attention. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “What
are you doing here? How did you find me?”


Thor
licked his lips. “I smelled you out.”


“Thanks.”
Kara glared at the dog. “It’s nice to see you, too. You don’t smell like
flowers either, you know.” She wasn’t sure if she was happy to see the little
fellow anymore.


“Never
said I did. And you’re welcome.” Thor sat down with a plop. His scrawny little
legs protruded from under his giant belly. “Listen—I’m not here to mingle over
a latte—you need to come with me. There’s been an attack.”


Kara
leaned closer. “What kind of attack?” By the amounts of drool flying out of the
dog’s maw, it sounded serious.


“There’s
been an attack on the sensitives—a massacre—they’re almost all dead. Only a few
have survived.”


“What!”
Kara’s voice rose before she could control it. She saw Jenny whirl around, but
she dismissed her with a wave of her hand and a fake smile. She lowered her
voice. “How can this have happened? Who did it?” 


A
deep growl formed in Thor’s throat. “The seirs.”
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Chapter
1


Bloodbath


 


 


 


A warm breeze brushed her face as
Kara rushed through the throng of mortals who crowded the elaborate maze of
streets. She tried her best to follow the English bulldog that ran at her side,
staying close to the buildings and out of the thickest of the commotion. The
smells ran from foul to fragrant. There was a faint mist of exhaust fumes with
a hint of blossoms. She slid past men in suits arguing loudly on their cell
phones, women balancing large shopping bags while they tried to hang on to their
children, and teens huddled together as they laughed excitedly about something
on their smart phones. Kara ignored the beautiful lush park and the sweet aroma
of the summer blooms. She didn’t even glance at the Golden Retriever puppies in
the window of the pet shop.


She
didn’t have time to stop. 


 “How
far is it till we get there?” whispered Kara as she sidled around a large woman
sucking a soda drink through a straw. “The mortals are giving me looks.”


Thor
dove under the legs of an elderly man with a walking stick and kept his eyes on
the street. “Not far. Just after the next block.”


Kara
accidentally rammed her shoulder into a man. He glowered at her. “I’m so sorry,
excuse me. I didn’t see you there. I said I was sorry.” She twisted
around him and ran to catch up to Thor. 


“Are
you going to tell me what’s going on?” she blurted out loudly to the dog. She
disregarded the confused looks that the passing mortals gave her. It seemed
only fair to her that she should know what was going on. 


Thor
halted and turned. His gray tongue hung out the side of his jaw and grazed the
sidewalk in a sloppy mess. “You’ll see when we get there. Then you’ll
understand. I just can’t talk about it right now—especially here.” His big
brown eyes looked about uneasily. He lifted his snout and sniffed the air. With
a bounce in his step, he turned and scurried down the street.


Pressure
weighed on Kara’s chest, and she pressed on. She had been on an unauthorized
excursion to a Boston coffee shop with Jenny when Thor had suddenly appeared.
There had been an attack on the Sensitives. If Thor had known where she was,
that meant that the legion also knew.


Leaving
Jenny to her own devices, Kara had followed Thor out of the shop. 


She
wasn’t sorry she had lied about a possible rift to the Counter Demon Division.
In fact, she would do it again to see that smile on Jenny’s face when she
hooked her up with that handsome teen. Jenny had nearly died in the
netherworld, and she deserved a break and a little fun. Perhaps guardian angels
were good at hiding their emotions, but it didn’t mean they didn’t have
feelings. Kara wanted to do something meaningful for her friend, even if she
undoubtedly knew she was breaking some sacred law. She was aware her actions
would probably cost her a demotion in the legion or worse—a trip to Tartarus,
the angel prison, her favorite of all places. But it seemed that the recent
attacks on the Sensitives had saved her the trip.


And
right now, it appeared Tartarus was the least of her problems.


Kara’s
knees buckled at the thought of those evil Seirs slaughtering the Sensitives in
a merciless attack. A chill rolled up her back as she remembered the wicked
grins painted on the hideous faces of the Seirs. The horrifying tattooed eyes
on the back of their heads seemed to follow her wherever she went. Their long
black leather coats and death blades haunted her. Although they had once been
Sensitives, gifted with the ability to see the supernatural, the Seirs had
turned evil and had sworn an allegiance to the netherworld. Now they had become
enemies that the guardian angels couldn’t fight or kill. Like all guardian
angels, Kara had sworn an oath to protect all mortals, and although the Seirs
were the most sinister of all, they were still mortals and were not to be
touched. The Seirs were off limits.


Kara
glowered and clenched her jaw, resolving that somehow she would find a way to
stop them. Someone had to, and she might as well be that someone.


She
remembered the kind faces and the confident gleam in the eyes of the Sensitives
who had saved her and her friends from the Seirs in the warehouse a week ago.
They had been so elegant in their suits and fedora hats, like the gangsters
from the old movies she loved to watch with her grandmother. But if the
Sensitives had been so skilled with their gleaming swords and so well trained
in the martial arts, how had the Seirs defeated them in these recent attacks?
Was Lilith behind these assaults?


Somehow,
Kara had the nasty feeling that she was.


The
Seirs followed Lilith’s commands like obedient dogs. They had been promised
power and immortality, and in return they did Lilith’s bidding. When Kara had
rescued Jenny from their clutches, Lilith had promised that she would avenge
her father’s death. It appeared as though Lilith’s revenge had already begun.


Kara’s
last visit to the netherworld had left her feeling troubled. She hadn’t shared
the conversations she’d had with Morthdu, the keeper of the netherworld, with
anyone—not even with David. It was bad enough to be marked, to be a demon
spawn. She couldn’t blame the legion for being suspicious of her—they must have
known that they had traitors among them. Kara knew not only that she was
Asmodeus’s daughter, but that she also shared a link with Morthdu. It would be
a mistake to tell anybody about that.


The
green entity had said, The darkness lives within you...


Kara
shivered at the thought. She knew that she was part of the netherworld and had
an unmistakable connection to another conscious level. What the green sun had
told her was all true—Kara had the darkness inside her.


But
how did it get there?


Since
her trip to the netherworld she had been obsessed with what Morthdu had told
her. She replayed the conversations in her head over and over again. Had she
missed something? Had she misheard Morthdu? Kara repeatedly tried to deny it,
but in the end she knew she had a darkness in her—she felt it. But she
desperately wanted to share it with someone, that way they could tell her it
wasn’t true. It ate at her, like a cancer, like cold hands wrapped around her
neck choking the angel life out of her. 


And
yet she couldn’t shake off her thrill for that power and for more...


Kara
shuddered. Was that the darkness? 


What’s
worse, the more she used her elemental powers, the more she felt drawn to the
netherworld. She tried to deny it, but the sensation was intoxicating. Part of
her wanted to explore these feelings—and the other part was absolutely
terrified at what this meant. 


She
wasn’t like her late father or her half-sister Lilith. She was one of the good
guys. 


The
brick buildings around them cast long shadows, and Kara hurried to catch up to
Thor. He tore around the next corner at the end of the block. A wall of
brownstone buildings loomed before them. Thor dashed across the street. Kara
ignored the loud comments of having her dog off leash by a middle-aged couple
and galloped behind him. He hurtled up a set of concrete stairs that led to a
large black wooden door. Kara was amazed at the agility of the bulldog’s grubby
little legs. 


The
stone building was a warm brown color, and Kara imagined that the brick was
made of chocolate. How she missed the taste of chocolate melting on her tongue!
Her mortal days already seemed so far away. 


Vibrant
flower boxes with a variety of purple pansies and blood-red geraniums hung
below the tall windows of the neighboring buildings, but the flowers hanging
from the windows of the chocolate-brown building were dead. A single candle
burned in one of the lower windows.


Thor
scrambled onto the side metal railing and pressed a paw on the dagger shaped
brass doorbell. After a few seconds, there was a buzzing sound, a click,
and the door unlocked. Thor jumped down onto the veranda and pushed open the
door with his flat face.


Kara
closed the door behind her. The floorboards creaked as she stepped out of the
foyer and followed Thor down a hall. Intricate moldings decorated the walls
like icing on a fancy cake. It was like a grand hotel, but on a smaller scale.
The sound of Kara’s boots was stifled by lush Persian carpets that ran the length
of the hall. The dim lighting from a large chandelier cast a sullen light, and
Kara could hear mumbling voices. The air smelled of disinfectant and blood.


Thor
disappeared through a doorway at the end of the hall. Kara stepped behind him
across the threshold.


David,
Peter, and some Sensitives were already inside. In front of them, the bodies of
men and women lay tangled over one another with their limbs twisted hideously.
Gaping wounds slashed across their necks, and their empty hands clutched at
their throats in a last attempt to keep the blood from pouring out.


The
grisly scene horrified her and yet compelled her to investigate closer. It was
like a crime scene from one of the television police shows she loved to watch
with her mother. Blood covered the walls as though buckets of red paint had
been thrown against them. Kara searched but could find no weapons.


A
young woman with swollen red eyes had begun to wash the blood from the floors.
She wiped her wet nose with her sleeve and swabbed a pink cloth on the
floorboards. Her long blonde hair fell over her face. She pushed it back and
mumbled incomprehensively as she worked vigorously at the dark maroon stains
which were seeping into the floorboards.


David
and Peter stood by the far wall next to a large bay window. The soft light cast
shadows under their eyes. Peter looked as though he was about to be sick. She
shared a look with David before she forced her feelings for him out of her
mind. This wasn’t the time or place to be affectionate.


“Where’s
Jenny?” asked David in a low voice. He brushed up against Kara. “I thought she
was with you.”


Kara
averted her eyes. “She’s still at the coffee shop. I told her we’d meet up with
her later. I didn’t tell her about this. Thor didn’t give me much anyway.”


David
raked his blond disheveled hair with his fingers and sighed. “Not what you
expected, huh? Those Seirs are pretty messed up. You have to be seriously
psychotic to do this to other mortals. They need to be taught a lesson.” David
cracked his knuckles. “I wish the legion could let us revoke our oaths for a
few minutes—just enough to kill a few of them.” 


“I
wish we could have done something.” With his hands in his pockets, Peter
teetered back and forth on the balls of his feet. “I feel so useless.”


Kara
squeezed his shoulder gently. “So do I, Peter. I wish we could have helped in
some way. These poor people didn’t deserve to die like this.” Kara sighed
loudly. “It’s horrible.”


The
Sensitives huddled together in the center of the room with their heads bent in
conversation. Their faces were hidden beneath their black hats. 


Thor
crossed the room and sniffed the bodies gingerly. Taking time with each one, he
moved with purpose, like a police dog sniffing out drugs from luggage at the
airport. 


A
Sensitive with gleaming dark eyes watched the dog from under his black fedora.
An angry-looking scar marred the left side of his face. He spotted Kara, and
after a moment he walked towards her. The tread of his heavy boots cut through
the eerie silence. He tipped his hat in a greeting. “Kara. I’m glad you’re
here.” 


Kara
gave a slight nod and kept her eyes on the scene. “Santo, what happened here?”
She kept her voice low, afraid of disrespecting the dead. 


Santo
let out a heavy sigh. “A bloodbath.”    


“But...”
Kara met Santo’s dark eyes. “But I don’t see any weapons. It’s almost as though
they were executed.”


Santo’s
finger stroked the scar on the side of his face. “They were executed—by
a group of murderous cowards. I should have been here. I would have ripped out
their hearts with my bare hands.” Santo gripped the hilt of his sword until his
knuckles turned white.


“And
you’re sure the Seirs did this?” said Kara, in more of a statement than a
question. The lifeless eyes of the dead watched her, as if accusing her of the
massacre—that somehow this was her fault, that she should have protected them.
She suppressed a shiver and looked away.


“Yes,
it’s how they kill. It’s their signature, one slash across the throat.
Cowards,” hissed Santo, and his expression darkened. “They weren’t prepared.
They never had a fighting chance.” A large vein pulsed on his forehead below
the rim of his hat. “I’m going to kill every last one of them. I swear it.”


“Here!
Here!” said David, and he squared his shoulders. “Their days are numbered. You
can quote me on that.”


Kara
blinked to clear the fumes of disinfectant from her eyes. The whole situation
was worse than she had anticipated. “What will you do with the bodies?”


Santo
shifted his weight and stared at the floor. “We’ll bury them together in our
sacred burial site outside the city. We’ll have a ceremony...and then we’ll
bury our dead.”


The
other Sensitives were intrigued as Thor pressed his paw on the body of a woman
and waited. After a moment, he waddled up to her head and sat beside her. His
lips moved and strings of drool dripped onto the woman’s face. Kara cocked her
head to the side to try and get a better view of what he was doing. Why was he
so interested in a dead mortal? 


“Santo,
what about their souls? Were the souls saved?”


Santo
was silent for a while. “We got confirmation that their souls are dead. The
Seirs slaughtered them and then destroyed their souls.”


Kara
had witnessed the brilliant tiny crystals detaching themselves from the bodies
of dead mortals many times. Most of the time she or another angel was there to
take the glowing white ball back to safety. Unless the soul was saved, the
mortal spirit would die. 


The
legion had lost thousands of angels in the battle against Asmodeus and his
demons. Now there weren’t enough guardians to look after all the mortals. The
situation was beyond horrendous.


“And
you think the Seirs killed their souls too?” asked Kara. “But that doesn’t make
any sense. They’re mortals. Why would the Seirs be interested in their souls?” 


Santo
closed his eyes and rubbed his temples with his thumb. “Seirs use mortal souls
as payment—it’s part of the deal they’ve made with the netherworld. They help
the demons to stay in our world by giving them souls. It’s all part of their
plan to become demons themselves one day.”


Kara
dug her fingers into her leg. This had Lilith’s signature all over it. Somehow,
she knew her half-sister was involved, and she had to be stopped.


The
young woman sobbed as she scrubbed the floor. 


Kara
looked away and shifted her weight uncomfortably. “I don’t see any children
among the dead. Were there any children?” She bit her lip and prayed that the
Seirs hadn’t hurt the children.


Santo
clenched his jaw and stared at the bodies. His voice quivered when he spoke.
“We think they took the children.”


“What!
Why would they take the children?” Kara leaned forward and searched Santo’s
face. A musty smell filled her nostrils.


Santo
turned to face her and scratched his stubble. His mouth was pressed into a hard
line. “We don’t know—it’s never happened before. I’ve never heard of Seirs
taking children...Sensitive children even less. The elders are dumbfounded. We
don’t understand what’s happening.”


Kara
and David shared an uneasy glance. 


She
turned her attention back to Santo. “You said they took them, so that means
they’re still alive, right? Then there’s still hope that we’ll find them. If
they’re alive—we’ll find them. The legion will help you—I’m sure of it. We will
find the children.” 


Kara
pressed a hand on Santo’s arm. When he didn’t say anything, she continued.
“We’re going to find the children, I promise. The Seirs couldn’t have gotten
far. My team and I will search the city. We’ll get them back.”


“It’s
not just in this city.” Santo’s thick brows lowered into a scowl. “We have
reports of killings and kidnappings all over the globe. All the children are
missing. They’ve taken them and vanished. We don’t know how they did it, or how
they were able to kill so many and get away. They must have gotten outside
help.”


Kara
had an idea of where this help had come from. Stone-faced, she kept her
guilt at bay. She didn’t want Santo and the others to get a sense of what she
was thinking. If she was right, and Lilith was behind this, it meant that Kara
was partly to blame because Lilith was out for revenge. She knew how to get
under Kara’s skin.


As
Kara tore her eyes away from the dead bodies, she made a promise to herself.
She would find the missing children and bring them back. They were innocent.
Who knew what horrible things the Seirs were doing to them at this very moment?
One thing was for certain, she had to find the children before the Seirs killed
them.


“Kara.”
Thor’s big eyes gleamed with urgency. “Quickly, she doesn’t have much longer.”


Kara
followed the dog over to the body he had paid so much attention to earlier.
David and Peter followed quickly behind. Strands of black hair were stuck to
the woman’s sweaty forehead, and her chest rose and fell with effort. Her face
was streaked with blood, and the deep gash on her throat gurgled quietly. Her
eyelids fluttered open, and she stared up at the ceiling, unfocused. She
blinked slowly and then saw Kara.


“A—are...you...Kara?”
she croaked, each word making her wince.


“She’s
still alive! We need to get her to a hospital . . .” 


Kara’s
words caught in her throat. Thor’s expression was solemn. He shook his head
slowly and lowered his eyes.


Kara
frowned. She leaned forward and took the woman’s hand in hers. Her touch was
icy and Kara squeezed her palm gently. “Yes, I’m Kara. What...what can I do to
help you?”


The
woman’s mouth moved. Her bottom lip trembled, and she wheezed and closed her
eyes. She opened her eyes after a moment and spoke. “I...have...a...message.”


Kara
looked up and met Santo’s questioning look. The other Sensitives gathered
around them.


“What’s
the message? Who gave you this message?” Kara searched the woman’s face. 


The
woman’s eyes glazed over as she coughed up blood. Kara cringed at the sound as
the woman tried to suck air into her lungs. She wasn’t sure she would be able
to give the message.


“She’s
in pain...please, can’t we do anything? She needs a doctor.” Kara felt a slight
squeeze on her hand. The woman stared at her and then opened her eyes wide and
spoke with renewed vigor.


“To
my dearest sister, Kara,” said the woman in a new voice—smooth and mocking.
“Because of you, I’ve decided to take the mortal world as my own and kill all
of these disgusting humans you care so much about. My army of Seirs will
annihilate the angels and exterminate the Sensitives who resist us. All free
people will be killed or enslaved—and I will bend you to my will, too.


“You
know that I’m doing all of this because of you. You will be to
blame for the destruction of the mortal world, sister dear. Ta-ta!”


A
soft breath escaped the woman’s mouth. Her eyes rolled in the back of her head,
and her body went limp. 


 











Chapter
2


Dirleton
Castle, Scotland


 


 


 


Kara jumped off the elevator and
made her way through rows of desks with holographic screens that wavered with
images and maps of cities from around the globe. David and Peter followed
closely behind. Angels turned their heads as Kara made her way through level
five, the Counter Demon Division. Voices whispered her name. She had thought
that the gossiping would have stopped by now. When she fixed them with a stare
in return, they immediately looked the other way. Her annoyance flared inside.


She
crossed the room and walked up to the great table. Jenny gave her a tight smile
and looked over to the archangel, Ariel, who sat patiently at the head of the
table. Ariel’s toffee-colored eyes watched them. Poker-faced, Ariel raised her
hands and motioned at the empty chairs across from her.


“Guardians.
How good of you to join us. Please sit down.” 


“Don’t
mind if I do, your highness.” David threw himself in the chair next to Kara and
laced his fingers behind his head. “Ah...this is better. So...what are we
talking about?”


Kara
ignored the deadly look in Ariel’s eyes and grabbed the empty seat next to her.
Peter took the seat on Kara’s right and hung his head. Kara folded her hands on
her lap and waited.


Ariel
leaned forward and interlaced her fingers on the table. Her scowl made the
hairs on Kara’s neck stand up. 


“Kara,
tell me, how did your investigation of the rift in Boston go? Was it
successful? Were you able to determine the nature of the threat?”


Kara
met Jenny’s wide eyes and squeezed her hands together. 


Ariel
raised her brows. “Right. We can discuss that later. Thor has given me a
detailed account regarding the killings in Boston. And unfortunately, we all
know Boston wasn’t the only target. It turns out that major cities across the
globe have been attacked—Sensitives killed, and the children taken.” 


Ariel
measured the guardians across the table attentively before she continued. “But
among those attacks, I’ve gotten news that not all Sensitive headquarters were
overthrown. There are still a few thousand that weren’t affected—thank the
souls. Those who were stationed out of their cities while the attacks took
place are safe. Our scouts have informed us that only the centers with children
were attacked. They are mostly schools and refuges for the newly found
Sensitives. The least prepared and least well equipped to fight back...”


“Those
white-faced imps.” David stood and shook his fist dramatically in the air. “I
knew we should have smashed their faces in when we had the chance.” With a smug
expression on his face, he glanced around the table at the other angels. But
after a lethal look from Ariel, he sat back down quietly.


“Kara,
Thor told me that a dying woman gave you a message?” Ariel looked at Kara
curiously. “What was this message she told you?”


Kara
stared at the table and recounted the message. She told Ariel that she felt
guilty for the recent attacks—that Lilith had it in for her and was going to do
everything in her power to make Kara pay for killing their father. She said
that this was just a taste of Lilith’s wrath. The disapproving look in Ariel’s
eye indicated that she had already guessed the message. Once she was done, she
dropped her head, gripped fistfuls of her jeans, and waited.


“The
High Council will need to be informed about this,” Kara heard Ariel say. 


“Well,
I had a feeling Lilith wouldn’t give up so easily,” she continued. “Her anger
towards you seems to have worsened immensely. She’s taunting us. She believes
she is more powerful than the legion. Her arrogance will be her downfall, mark
my words. She will suffer the same fate as her late father. She cannot enslave
the mortal world—it’s not possible. Demons are not powerful enough. But while
her plans are delusional at best, they are still extremely dangerous. We cannot
allow her to harm any more mortals on her quest to avenge her father. We must
protect the Sensitives at all costs. They’re our only allies against the Seirs.
We cannot fight back without them. Angels will die.”


Kara
met Ariel’s gaze. “Isn’t there a way we could fight them?” When Ariel didn’t
answer she continued, “I mean...is there a special weapon we could use against
them or something? Maybe there’s something we can use that we just haven’t
discovered yet. There’s gotta be a way to fight back.” 


Ariel
pressed her lips in a hard line. “I’m afraid not. As angels, we have sworn an
oath to protect all mortals, no matter how evil they turn out to be.”


“Well,
that just sucks,” blurted David. “So we just stand there and let these freaks
kill us? Is that it? We can’t even defend ourselves?”


“It’s
more complicated than that, David.” Ariel brushed a black curl from her eyes.
“Angels cannot harm any mortals. No matter how vile or evil they are. You just
can’t. It’s forbidden.”


“What
would happen if I did?” asked David, “Let’s say I killed one of those tards
during my attempt to defend myself. What then? Would I disappear into a puff of
smoke?”


Ariel
folded her hands calmly on the table. She cocked her head to the side. “Your
soul would die immediately. You would cease to exist.”


David
rolled his eyes. “Well, that stinks.” He leaned back into his seat with a scowl
on his face. “Who’s the moron who thought of that rule anyway?”


“The
Chief.” Ariel’s face darkened. The light dimmed in the chamber as though a dark
cloud had suddenly cast a gloomy shadow over them.


David
blanched, averted his eyes, and picked at his fingernails.


Kara
kicked David from under the table. “What David means to say is, why would such
a law exist? What if the entire human race went bad? We won’t be able to do
anything about it.”


Ariel’s
face relaxed a little. “It’s not that simple. There are things you are not
aware of, and that you are not allowed to know as guardian angels. I’m sorry,
but I don’t have the liberty to discuss the matter any further. All I can tell
you, for now, is that angels cannot harm mortals. If you do—you will suffer the
true death.”


“That’s
just stupid,” whispered David so that only Kara could hear.


Kara
shared a sidelong glance with David and then leaned forward. “Archangel Ariel,
how are we supposed to fight the army of Seirs that Lilith is building?”


Ariel’s
expression was serious. “Hopefully, we won’t have to fight them. The Sensitives
will help us, but we must concentrate on Lilith. We need to figure out what her
plans are, and we need to get the children back before it’s too late. Our
teams’ first priority is to find the children. I want no harm to come to them.
Once the children are safe, then we destroy the creature Lilith.”


“Sign
me up! When do we start?” David’s brazen smile returned and he rubbed his hands
together.


Ariel
ignored him. “Our scouts have determined three possible locations for the
children’s whereabouts.” Ariel held up her fingers. “Scotland, China, and
Australia. A team will be assigned to each of these locations. Field teams will
be the same as before.” 


The
archangel pushed back her chair and stood up, her hair bouncing on her head
like springs. “Angels, let’s bring back the children. And may the souls protect
you!”


 


The
cool winds of Scotland smelled of soil and pine trees. Kara let her hands fall
to her sides. Tall grasses grazed her fingers as she made her way through a
vast country field. Shapes were cast in hues of blues and blacks and the night
was loud with the sounds of crickets and other nocturnal animals on the hunt.
The moon was a brilliant white sphere in the black starlit sky, and shadows
crept in every corner.


A
twig snapped.


Kara
gripped the hilt of her blade and searched the area where the sound had come
from, but she found nothing. Large Scots pine trees loomed over Kara and her
team like giants from another world. She had never seen such tall pine trees
before. Once her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, she was surprised at how
well she could see with only the moon’s soft light to guide her.


Rolling
hills of rich agricultural lands spread out for miles all around and
disappeared into the edges of the night. Eerie shadows moved along the rippling
fields like fish in a stream. A winding road came into view. It snaked around
the roots of trees in the forest and led into a small valley with a mass of
flickering orange lights in the distance.


Kara
and the others crept down the valley in silence, the tread of their boots
muffled by the grasses, as if they were walking on a lush carpet. Only the
constant rustle of leaves broke the stillness around them. 


The darkness lives within you...


With
a surge of rage, Kara kicked away at the tangle of tall grasses. She stamped
through the weeds and underbrush. She gritted her teeth and sighed inwardly.
Her darkness was like a door waiting to be unlocked. She would fight it. She
wouldn’t become a danger to her friends. She would control her power, and she
would resist the call of the netherworld. 


Kara
closed her eyes for half a second and wished her fears would go away...


“What’s
going on with you?” asked David, waking her from her reverie. “You haven’t said
anything since we got here. I can tell something’s bothering you. What is it?”


Kara
gazed at the rolling hills. “Nothing, don’t worry about it. I’ve just got a lot
on my mind.”


“You
want to talk about it?”


Yes, Kara wanted to say, but instead she shook her head.
“No, it’s fine really. But thanks.”


 “You’ve
been different ever since we got back from the netherworld,” David pressed, but
he kept his voice low. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed. You’ve been...distant.
Kara...what’s going on? Tell me, what is it?”


What
could she say? Kara pressed her lips together. The pain of his harsh words when
he had realized she had been marked came back to her, like being hit by a bus
all over again. She couldn’t lose David now. As it was, she could barely keep
it together, so she needed him with her. Her friends kept her from losing it;
they were the glue to her sanity.


“I’m
just angry with Lilith,” she said after a while. It was partly true, so she
figured she wasn’t really lying. “She’s hurting innocent people because of me.
I never thought she’d go this far. It’s not easy to swallow.”


David
nodded and pitched a pebble into the rolling fields before them. “I know, it
sucks. She’s a real basket case, your sister.”


“Half-sister.”


David
laughed. “Okay, half-sister. She’s got it in for you, you know. She’s
really pissed you killed your father.”


“He
was never my father...not like a real dad, anyway.” Kara kept her eyes
on the countryside. “I never had a dad growing up. But I can’t complain. My
mother did an amazing job on her own.”


“I
know she did.” David smiled playfully.


Kara
dragged her legs through the tall grasses. She desperately wanted to tell David
what the creature Morthdu had said. The words danced on her lips. Her eyes met
David’s, but the words died in her throat. As she looked away guiltily, an
overwhelming feeling of tiredness washed over her. They had only just started
their mission, and she felt drained. 


“You’re
sure there’s nothing else you want to tell me?” David leaned closer. His blue
eyes shone with concern.


Kara
forced a smile. “No, I promise. It’s just a lot to process right now.” 


“If
you say so,” said David in an unconvincing tone. He watched her for a while,
slowed his pace and then joined the others behind her.


Kara
had to use all her willpower to bury her dark thoughts. She clenched her jaw
and fought down her disruptive anger towards her half-sister. She tried to
focus on their mission to save the children, but her rage clouded her mind. It
swelled inside her, ready to burst at any given moment. It had been the same
ever since the dying woman gave her Lilith’s message. Her half-sister had
inconceivably managed to put her in an uncomfortable situation, once again.


Ariel
had said that it was impossible for a demon to rule the mortals, but Kara
wasn’t so sure. She had seen Lilith’s power with her own eyes. She had
witnessed her easily kill the archangel traitor, Zadkiel. She knew beyond a
shadow of a doubt that her half-sister had unlimited, unknown powers. Kara
didn’t underestimate Lilith.


Kara
kicked the grass with her boots. Her dark temper matched the blackness around
them, and she was thankful the others couldn’t see her face.


Within
a few minutes she discovered a dirt road.


“Do
you know where we’re going?” asked Jenny. She smacked her forehead. She pinched
her fingers together and flicked something into the darkness. “Got ya, you
little bugger.”


Kara
laughed softly. “We should reach the village at the end of this road. Dirleton
Castle should be straight through, at the other end of the village.”


Pebbles
crunched under the weight of Jenny’s boots. “You think the children are in the
castle? You know it could be a dead end. God, I hope she didn’t hurt them.”


Kara
shook her head. “I don’t know. Lilith is full of surprises. If the children are
there, we’ll get them out safely. I won’t let her touch a hair on their heads.
I’ve lost my patience with her.”


David
whistled loudly. “My money’s on you, Kara.” He gave her a wide smile.


“Geez,
thanks.” Kara laughed softly.


“The
last time I placed bets with some fellow GAs back at the legion on how many
higher demons we’d score, the archangels nearly threw my handsome angel self in
Tartarus.” David stroked his face. “My beautiful rose complexion can’t handle
such a rough environment.”


“Oh,
please, spare us,” said Jenny.


David
straightened himself and swept his gaze across the fields. “Scotland, land of
the brave.” He turned and pointed at Jenny. “Yer oot yer face!”


“What?”
Jenny touched her face. “What’s wrong with my face? There’s something on my
face?”


David
leered at Jenny proudly. “As daft as a yett on a windy day.”


Jenny
rolled her eyes. “You’re a spaz.” She cursed out loud and smacked her cheek
hard. “Am I the only one getting eaten alive by bugs? I thought they were
attracted to blood? Why are they all over me?”


David
and Peter shared a look and laughed uncontrollably.


“Whatever...morons.
You’re supposed to be guardian angels—not children.” Jenny stormed ahead
of them crossly.


Shadows
of buildings formed up ahead. Warm orange lights flickered from lampposts with
curled tops, and Kara thought of lanterns being carried by invisible giant
hands. The scraping of their boots on the pavement reverberated around them as
Kara and the others followed the dark paved road that led to the old-world
village.


Quaint
stone homes lined the street on either side. Soft light spilled through small
windows at the front of houses with red doors and lush gardens. The smell of
wood-burning stoves and summer blooms caused Kara to remember the nights she
spent at her grandma’s cottage with her mom, burning marshmallows with a stick
over a camp fire.


 As
they got closer, golden light leaked from the homes. A few doors stood ajar.
Televisions blared into the night and cars sat in lonely driveways. Kara
thought it strange to have the doors open at night, especially with all the
bugs. It would be a blood-fest for them. The sound of their boots clanking the
pavement echoed around them. The village was as still as a grave. An eerie
feeling crept into the back of Kara’s mind. The stillness was unsettling. 


“Is
it me...or do you guys get a weird feeling like everyone left in a hurry?” 


David
peered through an open doorway. “Hello? Tourists here...Can you spare a pint of
lager for a poor tourist?”


Kara
inspected the town more closely. “There’s nobody here to give you a beer,
David. It looks deserted to me.” 


The
sound of an engine running reached her ears. She walked over to an old Volvo
wagon parked in a nearby driveway. She pulled open the front door and killed
the engine. 


“Why
would anyone leave a car running in the middle of the night, with the keys
inside?” She shut the door.


“This
place gives me the creeps. It doesn’t feel normal.” Peter adjusted his glasses
as he measured the rows of abandoned homes. “Where did they all go?”


“It’s
as if they all vanished into thin air,” said Jenny, as she inspected the
street.


“Uh...guys...where’s
David?” Kara whirled around on the spot. “He was here a minute ago. David!”


After
a moment, David sauntered out of one of the houses with a beer can in his hand.
He gulped it down and chucked the can away. “Ah...nothing like the taste of a
cold beer on a night like this.”


“We
don’t taste anything, we’re angels—remember?” said Kara a little annoyed.


David
shrugged and grinned. “I forgot.” Peter laughed and seemed to relax a little.
She knew David was only trying to help him calm his nerves, and she was
thankful it was working, even though he was acting like a fool.


Kara
brushed the bangs from her forehead and sighed. “I don’t know what happened
here, but we don’t have time to investigate right now. We have to find the
castle.”


The
four of them hurried past the houses. Further down the street, a clearing in
the trees appeared. Dirleton Castle stood proudly on a rocky outcrop and looked
down upon the village. It was a giant medieval fortress made of stone. Dark and
gloomy, its massive towers cast shadows in the brilliant moonlight. Amongst
mature trees and vast manicured gardens Kara could see a bridge under a large
archway that led up to the main entrance to the castle.


 Peter
gazed at the castle with a critical eye. “It looks like a pile of stones. You
think there might be ghosts in there? I’ve always wondered if they actually
existed. Imagine all the stories they could tell us; it would be really
interesting.”


“Don’t
be stupid, ghosts don’t exist,” said Jenny while she checked her hair for bugs.


“I’m
not so sure about that.” Kara studied her friends’ faces. “We’re supernatural
and we exist. Then who’s to say ghosts aren’t real? Maybe they are.”


“I
bet they are real,” said David excitedly. “Maybe there are some ghost
knights riding around the courtyard on ghost horses!” David galloped widely on
an imaginary steed, neighing loudly as he circled around Peter.


Kara
shook her head and chuckled softly. “Come on guys, let’s try to be serious.
Let’s get to the bridge.” 


A
tall iron post with a black and white sign stood before them. David walked up
to the sign. “Dirleton Castle, open to visitors. Well, there you go, an
invitation to the party. Let’s go, it’s this way.”


With
David in the lead, the others followed quickly behind. They ran up a twisting
pathway in the direction of the main entrance. Once up a small rise, they
scurried up to the bridge. Kara curled her fingers around the iron railing. Its
icy metal stung her angel flesh. Hundreds of years ago, a giant drawbridge
would have protected the gatehouse, but now it was only a simple visitor’s
bridge. The tall archway loomed over her like a giant black mouth, waiting to
suck her in.


“Ew...what’s
that horrible smell?” Jenny screwed up her face and pinched her nose. “Smells
like rotten meat and barf.”


“I
can hear voices...like screams or something.” Peter glanced behind his shoulder
nervously. “I have a bad feeling about this.”


Kara
drew a soul blade. “Those aren’t the noises of ghosts. I don’t know what’s
waiting for us in there, but be prepared. And remember—we can’t kill any of the
Seirs. Just try to get out of their way, and look for the children.”


“Easier
said than done.” David brandished two soul blades. He twisted them with his
wrists and a wicked smile materialized on his lips. “I just wish I could mess
them up a bit. You know... a little payback for angel-napping us.”


“I
know, but you can’t. Don’t do anything stupid, David, this isn’t the time.”


“I’ll
try.”


“Ready?”
Kara studied the gleams in her friends’ eyes. They each took a turn and nodded.
“All right. Let’s go.”


Kara
ran up the rise on the bridge. Her rage increased with each stride; it surged
through her like a tidal wave. Her elemental power danced on the edges of her
fingers. She had learned to control it better. It wasn’t wild anymore but
soothing and tame. She wasn’t sure how she did it, but now she could keep it
boiling inside her and ready. Lilith was going to pay for taking the children,
and for ruining her angel life.


Straining
her M-5 suit, Kara bolted up the rest of the bridge and charged through the
gateway and into the courtyard.


Soft
light glowed from torches that lined the walls. Hundreds of men and women
fought each other in the large open courtyard. Their bloodied hands reflected
hideously in the moonlight. They cut and tore at each other’s flesh. Broken
bodies lay on the ground, drenched in pools of blood. Moans and guttural grunts
reverberated throughout the courtyard. The mortals all turned as one and faced
the angels. Madness gleamed in their eyes. Kara heard Jenny gasp behind her and
Peter shrieked. Sunken faces twisted in unrecognizable masks of anger. Blood
rolled off their arms and legs as they paced around in a feral distemper. The
stink of blood rose in Kara’s nose. 


David
stood by Kara. “Now this sight is a little disturbing. I feel like I’m stuck in
a b-rated zombie movie. It’s as if the entire village has gone mad—and they
forgot to bathe.”


Kara
nodded absentmindedly. Her mouth was sewn shut. The grip on her dagger
loosened. She stared at the horror before them without blinking.


A
man with a mask of blood broke from the mob and stepped forward. He pointed a
dirty finger at Kara and the others. “Kill! Kill them! Kill them all!”


David
cursed loudly.


Kara
stepped backwards.


With
a thunderous roar, hundreds of bloody mortals stumbled towards them. 


 


 











Chapter
3


An
angry mob of mortals


 


 


 


“Run!”


The
angels split up. Kara rocketed down the eastside of the courtyard as the others
disappeared from view to the west. She hurtled over debris and large boulders
as she ran deeper into the castle. Fragments of the north and west curtain walls outlined
what remained of the large square. Shadows veiled the deep corners of the courtyard, and
Kara blinked through the impenetrable darkness. She raised her hand in front of
her face and kept running into the thick blackness—not looking back—trying not
to imagine the horror that followed closely behind her. She lowered her head
and ran harder.


Something
caught on her boot. Kara stumbled and fell hard.


A
grunt sounded behind her.


Kara
whirled around. A filthy man in a torn and bloody white shirt shuffled towards
her. His eyes glistened with the ruthless look of a killer. He flailed his arms
in front of him as though he were sleepwalking. Dark blood oozed from a large
gash across his chest.


The
man lunged.


The
bitter odor of his sour breath stung her nostrils before she rolled out of the
way. As she pushed herself up, excruciating pain exploded in her calf, and she
went down again. The man clung to her leg with his teeth, as though her calf
was a piece of corn. He pulled back his head with incredible force and tore off
a piece of her mortal suit.


Kara
cried out in pain as the man’s teeth pierced her mortal flesh again. She kicked
out madly and hit the side of a crumbling wall with her boots. A shower of
pebbles and dust fell down onto them. She kept kicking. The wall quivered, and
a large rock fell onto the man’s head with a sickening crack. He went down like
a dead tree.


She
froze. She had just killed a mortal. Frozen in fear of what was going to happen
to her, she waited. Wails echoed into the night, and Kara waited.


The
man lay on his side. His chest rose and fell almost imperceptibly—he was still
alive. Swiftly, she patted herself down and peered through the darkness for any
irregularities. Everything seemed in its place. She was still standing; she
hadn’t vanished into oblivion.


Without
a second thought, Kara ran back towards the main entrance. She felt renewed
strength from her M-5 suit and soared over deranged mortals as though jumping
over hurdles in a hundred-meter race. Angry shouts of kill and destroy
followed her as she ran on. Cold fingers groped at her, but Kara pressed on
harder.


She
searched for her friends frantically. The veil of darkness lifted slightly as
she passed the large arched entryway. Jenny and Peter stood on a partial wall.
A throng of enraged mortals threw themselves repeatedly at the wall below them.
Foaming from their mouths, they wailed angry unintelligible gibberish. They
smashed at the stone border with their fists, and rocks and dust poured down on
them in sheets of grey. The wall cracked. An entire edge of stone slipped and
crumbled down toward them. Jenny screamed as she jumped out of the way. Peter
took her hand in his, and they retreated further into the corner, their eyes
wide with fear. 


David
appeared suddenly behind the mortals. 


“Hang
on, people. I’ll distract the zombies,” he called out. With a sinister look in
his eye, he jumped in the air and waved his arms like a mad man. “Hey, hot guy
over here!” 


The
mob turned slowly towards his voice, and he pointed to himself. “That’s right,
these good looks are killer. You wanna piece of me?” David smacked his behind.
“Yeah? Then come and get me!” 


Heads
twitched and limbs flailed in a jagged line dance. With a cacophony of rasping
moans they focused their maddened eyes on David.


And
then they lunged.


“Crap.
They’re smarter than I thought.” David laughed hysterically as he turned and
sprinted away from Jenny and Peter, but towards Kara. The bloody murderous
throng followed closely behind him.


“What
are you doing?” Kara’s eyes widened as David approached her. “You’re bringing
them straight to me!” 


David
ran past her. “Sorry!” He galloped ahead into the shadows of the courtyard. “It
was the only thing I could think of to get them off Jenny and Peter,” he yelled
back.


With
a frustrated sigh, Kara turned and ran to catch up. She stole a look behind
her. The seething mass of mortals still thundered towards them. Their mad wails
gave her goose bumps. It was like a nightmare in which a horde of zombies
chased her through the streets of her hometown. But this was no nightmare. 


How
could the entire village have gone completely mad? Who had done this to these
poor people? How was it even possible? 


A
name burned on the inside of her forehead.


Lilith.


“What’s
your master plan, genius?” Kara followed David around the edges of the massive
courtyard. Roars filled the air behind them. 


“Me?”
David yelled as he ran. “I don’t have one; I thought you did. You’re the one
with the brains, not me.”


“That’s
just great! So what did you think? That we’d just run around the castle forever
and hope they’d fall over—dead of exhaustion?”


“Hey!
That’s a good plan. That way we don’t have to hurt them.” David’s white teeth
gleamed in the moonlight. “I knew you’d think of something, babe. Let’s go with
that.”


“That’s
not a plan, and don’t call me that.” Kara gritted her teeth as she ran. “We
need to think of something better.”


David
easily soared over a large boulder. “Well, let me know when it comes along.
I’ll be right here...running.”


Halfway
across the courtyard, Kara’s temper started to flare. “I can’t think of
anything while I’m running around like an idiot. We have to stop somewhere.”


“Okay,
hang on.” David looked around desperately and then pointed. “There. We’ll climb
up to Peter and Jenny.” Jenny and Peter waved frantically at them from above
the broken wall.


Kara
nodded. It wasn’t the best plan, but she needed to stop running in order to
think. She stole another look behind her. The demented mortals shuffled onward
like gruesome marionettes. 


David
swung up against the wall and climbed it easily, as though he was a champion
rock climber. He reached the top and pressed his hands on his hips, looking
around proudly as Jenny and Peter rushed to greet him.


Kara
drew herself up over the edge. A hand wiggled in front of her eyes. David
beamed down at her. “Take my hand, milady. Rescuing you is my life’s purpose.”


Grudgingly,
Kara wrapped her hand in David’s, and he pulled her up onto the ledge in a
tight embrace. Their eyes were locked. David’s eyes danced mischievously, and
his lips curled dangerously close to hers. She felt herself leaning in . . .


Then
she heard clapping.


“Bravo!
Bravo! What a performance! Encore! Encore!”


Kara
released David and they both turned towards the edge. 


Lilith
stood amongst the angry mob. She was dressed in a tight red leather suit, and
her long white hair rippled behind her like a cape made of mist. Her black eyes
and pallid skin shone against the moonlight.


“Will
you look at that? Four little angels afraid of a few mortals? Quite pathetic,
really.” 


The
mortals wailed and backed away like a frightened pack of wild animals as Lilith
walked causally amongst them.


“What
did you do to them?” hissed Kara.


Lilith
pressed a hand on her chest and raised her brows innocently. “Me? I didn’t do
anything. Now, why would my own sister accuse me so quickly without any
proof? A little harsh, don’t you think? What is it the mortals say—innocent
until proven guilty?”


“Cut
the crap, Lilith. I know you did this. It has your signature all over it.”


Lilith
flattened the front of her jacket. She watched the crazed men and women with
delight.


“Well—if
you must know—I did! Don’t you think they’re better off this way? They seem
much happier, don’t you think? Mortals are a weak species, and so
overrated. All their mindless expectations, desires, and hopes are gone.” She
snapped her fingers. “And now they’re brainless beasts, just as they should be.
Soon they’ll be a never-ending supply of food for my pets.” 


She
pulled her sleeve up her arm and uncoiled her fingers. A triangular object sat
in her palm. Its blue light sparkled against her white face, and she held the
object up towards the mortals. Her lips moved, but Kara couldn’t hear what she
was saying. The light inside the pyramid intensified, and her hand disappeared
in the blue glow.


Suddenly,
the ground trembled with the force of an earthquake.


The
air cracked around them as though hundreds of fireworks had just gone off. Wind
slapped at Kara’s face, and she blinked through clouds of dust. She jumped back
as stones broke apart from under her feet, tumbled down the side of the wall,
and crashed on the ground below. Cries rose above the wailing winds. A powerful
gust pushed Kara off balance, and she strained to regain her footing.


The
winds died and silence spread throughout the courtyard like the calm before a
storm.


Then
hysterical laughter erupted all around and cut through the eerie silence, as
though a live audience from a television show had just been instructed to laugh
at that exact moment. Men and women fell to their knees and rolled on the
ground. With their arms wrapped around themselves, they began to choke on their
fits of laughter. Pain and fear masked their faces as they convulsed in their
hysteria. White foam dribbled from their mouths, and then they were still.
After a moment, their bodies sparkled like crystals. Glowing spheres formed and
rose, hovering over the bodies.


Lilith
walked among them, gathering and ingesting the souls as though they were
cupcakes. Her eyes burned with white-hot power. As she stood, her hair rose up
around her, spilling out as if it were blown by an invisible breeze. Lilith
licked her fingertips and smiled at Kara. 


Kara
opened her mouth, but no words came out. She felt sick with guilt, and she wasn’t
sure she could watch any more. “Stop it! You’re killing them!” 


Jenny
moved beside Kara. “You psychotic monster, you better stop this—or you’ll
regret it, I promise.”


Lilith
smiled. She stepped over a few bodies, careful not to soil her red boots. “What?
Are you going to stop me? Janet, isn’t it? You really should consider a
make-over. You look like a boy with that dreadful purple hair.” She waved a red
manicured finger at her playfully. “Don’t forget that we have unfinished
business, you and I; I haven’t forgotten.” Jenny looked nervously over to Kara.


The
air on Lilith’s left began to glisten like a heat wave. A strange groan erupted
and then a loud suction noise, as though a pipe had finished draining. The air
wavered and grew in diameter until it was a giant black hole, large enough to
fit an elephant. 


Kara
glared at Lilith. “So how did you do it? How did you change them like that?” 


“Wouldn’t
you like to know? I’m sure it’s killing you inside, little sister.” Lilith
giggled and raked her fingers through her hair. With her chin in the air, she
pressed her hands on her hips and surveyed the remaining mortals. A
self-satisfied grin materialized on her face. “Hmm...they can’t do much damage
to you if they’re laughing like this.” 


Lilith
raised her hand and voiced some words. Thunder reverberated throughout the
courtyard. The winds lifted. The ground shook, and then silence fell.


One
by one the mortals pushed themselves back on their feet. They kicked the dead
out of their way angrily. They slashed with their fingers at each other’s
faces, gouging at their eyes, wild for blood and death. 


Feral
wails erupted in the night air. Kara averted her eyes; she had preferred them
laughing.


Lilith
smiled wickedly. “Ah...this is much better. I will leave you now. I wish
I could stay and play, but I really must be going. So many things to do and so
little time. But I leave you in very capable killing hands. How ironic.
Killed by the very thing you protect.” She met Kara’s glare. “If they don’t get
you, then my pets will. It’s time to say goodbye to your pathetic angel
souls—ta-ta...” She turned on her heels laughing hysterically and stepped into
the rift. With a crack, the rift and Lilith vanished.


“God,
I hate that bleached freak,” spat Jenny.


David
leaned closer. “Even with a tan, I’d still hate her.”


“Look,
we’ve got company,” said Peter.       


A
group of Seirs strolled through the main entrance. Their white faces stood out
from the gloom. The sound of their heavy boots reverberated in the square like
the beating of drums. Their long black leather coats swished at their heels as
they made their way across the courtyard.


“We
meet again, little angels,” called out one of the Seirs in a raspy voice that
Kara recognized as that of their leader Ranab. “I’ve been very displeased since
our last meeting, slipping away from us like that. I’m afraid this time
your Sensitive friends are not here to save you. It’s time to say bye-bye to
your angel souls.”


Ranab
led the group. His bulky muscles rippled beneath his black clothes. A wicked gleam
glowered from his dark eyes, and a large vein throbbed on his thick neck. He
turned his head, and Kara winced as the ever-watchful eyes tattooed at the back
of his bald head stared up at her. 


“I
was wondering when we’d see the hellhounds.” David cracked his knuckles. “We
can’t kill them—but no one said I couldn’t bash their faces a little.”


Kara
pulled David around to face her. “Don’t. I think it’s best that we don’t touch
any of them, even if it’s unintentional. All mortals are off limits, you know that.”


David
clenched his jaw and scowled. “I just wished I could...just once.”


“Uh...guys...look.”
Peter pointed down towards the horde of wild mortals.


Some
of the frenzied men and women stopped attacking one another and turned slowly
towards the newcomers. Their glazed eyes focused angrily on the Seirs. With
sudden fierceness, they lunged at them. 


The
Seirs formed a circle around the mad mortals. Their blades shimmered in the
soft light, and the sound of metal hacking flesh rang in the courtyard. The smell
of blood reached Kara’s nose. Deadly cries filled the night air. The mortals
crumbled to the ground. As the glowing spheres of their souls rose and hovered
above their bodies like giant fireflies, Kara stepped forward, “Quick. We have
to get the souls.” 


But
David caught her arm and pulled her close. He cocked his head down towards the
bodies. “It’s too late. Look.”


A
Seir drew a black net from his jacket. With a sweep of his arms, he trapped the
souls like fish caught in a fishermen’s net. He hauled the net over his
shoulder. The trapped souls clung together and bounced against his back. Kara
shivered in rage.


“Won’t
you come down and play with us, little angels?” Ranab strolled casually towards
the wall. His face broke into a large grin and exposed a mouthful of rotten
teeth. He picked at them with a death blade. “You can’t stay up there forever.
Your bodies won’t last all night, but we will.”


“He’s
right you know,” said Peter in a low voice. “We only have another hour or so
before we start deteriorating. And then we’ll be really helpless.”


Kara
turned and faced the others. “Right. We need to figure out how to get out of
here without getting killed. Did anyone see another way out besides the main
entrance?”


“I
did.” Peter leaned forward and lowered his voice. “On the west side...it’s
boarded up for renovations. We might be able to get through, but it’ll take
some effort.”


“So
I guess the only way out is through the main entrance.” Kara studied her
friends’ anxious faces. “It’s not the best option, but right now it’s all we’ve
got.”


“We’re
trapped. Lilith tricked us—she knew we’d come here—and now we’re stuck.” Jenny
shifted nervously and fumbled with her fingers.


Kara
squeezed her shoulder gently. “Not necessarily. We just need to make it through
the gateway. There’s no way that the mortals or the Seirs can catch up to us
once we’re out. We’re too fast for them.”


“That’s
right, amigos.” David flashed his pearly whites and jogged on the spot as
though preparing for a marathon. “We’ve got super speed like The Flash, and
all they’ve got is gingivitis and a serious case of dumbass.”


 Kara
suppressed a laugh. “So all we need is a diversion.”


Barking
resonated throughout the courtyard and interrupted her. 


An
enormous grey dog dashed through the main entrance. His dark coat shone in the
moonlight. Muscles rippled along his powerful body as he galloped elegantly
like a horse and halted in the middle of the courtyard. Buckets of drool
dripped from his large pointed teeth as a thunderous growl erupted from his
throat. The Seirs took a step back.


“That’s
our diversion!” David beamed and threw himself down the wall. Jenny and Peter
exchanged a look and followed quickly behind. 


Something
moved in Kara’s peripheral vision. Another small dog waddled into the entrance.
Thor. Kara hoped that no harm would come to her sarcastic little friend, and
she watched helplessly as he threw himself into the bloody battle. 


In
a flash, she hauled herself easily over the edge. As soon as her feet hit the
ground, Kara bolted towards the gatehouse. Her M-5 suit’s energy flowed through
her as the rush of oncoming battle erased everything else.


She
ducked as a death blade’s black vapors stung her eyeballs as it flew past her.
A wispy breeze brushed over her head and lifted her hair. The smell of musk
filled her nose momentarily, and then someone swore.


Kara
ran on. 


She
leapt over bodies and avoided the thrashing arms and blades that came at her
from every direction. Over the loud angry roars of mortals, she heard David
laugh and curse a selection of profanities at the Seirs. They followed him
feverishly around the courtyard, like a pack of dogs chasing a rabbit. He was
having too much fun for his own good.


Kara
sidestepped around two charging Seirs and increased her speed. Cool wind
brushed against her face. Flailing arms grazed her, and she was super-charged
for the last few feet. The gatehouse came into view. Almost there . . .


Pain
exploded in her back. She cried out and fell face first into the hard ground.
As she spit the dirt from her mouth, a large black boot slammed the ground
right in front of her face. Kara raised her head.


Ranab
sneered wickedly and stomped her fingers with his boot. “Told you, you wouldn’t
get away from me this time, angel.”


 











Chapter
4


Lock,
Stock and Barrel


 


 


 


Kara gritted her teeth and held back
a scream. She desperately tried to pull her fingers free, but Ranab was too
heavy. She was paralyzed. The blade’s poison dripped down into her back and
burned like liquid fire. She could feel her elemental power rising to the
surface.


“Get
off. I don’t want to hurt you, Seir,” said Kara.


Ranab
threw back his head and laughed. “Hurt me? You can’t hurt me, little
angel. Don’t you remember? It’s against your sacred laws. No angel can harm a
mortal. You can’t even touch men like me that slaughter angel souls for fun. A
little stupid, don’t you think?” 


His
bald head gleamed in the moonlight, and the gloom of the castle’s interior
walls shadowed his face. His sickly white skin and long black coat reminded
Kara of Nosferatu, the vampire from the 1922 horror film. But instead of
craving blood, he was after her soul.


The
sound of battle reverberated against Kara’s chest. She listened for signs of
her friends. Nothing—only inhuman grunts. Had the Seirs captured her friends as
well? Her body tensed as she fought to control her anger. Lilith was probably
having a good laugh right about now. This wasn’t how things were supposed to
work out.


“There’s
a loophole in the law,” lied Kara. “I can kill you, and I will if you
don’t let me go.”


“Ha!
You think I’m stupid, little angel? I know your laws better than you. I know
you can’t harm a hair on my head.”


“You
don’t have any hair.”


Ranab
kneeled down and ground his boots on Kara’s fingers. His sour breath stung her
nose like toxic waste. With a flick of his wrist, he pointed a death blade in
her face. “I’ve been looking for you—Kara Nightingale. You see, you’ve got
something I need.”


“Lucky
me,” growled Kara and did her best to avoid his hot breath which was closer to
toxic waste than mere dog breath. 


“There’s
a bounty on your soul.” Ranab smiled at the confused expression on Kara’s face.
“Ah—so you didn’t know, did you? Your soul is worth more than a thousand
miserable angel souls. It’s the key to the gates of the netherworld. Still no
idea what I’m talking about, huh? Well, it doesn’t matter. Truth is, the
brethren have been looking for you all over the globe. And here you fall into
my hands in a pretty package. Must be my lucky day.”


“Luck
had nothing to do with it.” Kara glowered and wished she could slap the smile
off his face. “You’re just as psychotic as your mistress. I’m warning you...you
better let me go.”


Ranab
lowered his brows. “Or what? You’ll tickle me to death? You’re not going
anywhere. It’s the end of the road for you, angel. It’s over; you’re done. But
my life is just beginning. Your soul will get me far beyond the third plane.” 


He
grinned widely, revealing rows of stained brown teeth like rotten corn. The tip
of his blade grazed against her cheek, burning her mortal flesh. She blinked
the vapors from her eyes. “A Seir needs one thousand angel souls to pass
through the third plane and into the gates of the netherworld. I’ve been
waiting thirty-seven years for this chance. My mistress has promised me
unimaginable power. I will be immortal once I give her your soul. I will
join my brethren in the netherworld—and we will feast on the souls of mortals
forever.”


Rage
rippled in Kara’s breast. Once again she was a pawn in Lilith’s game. How
better to get rid of her than to have an army of Seirs chasing her for the very
thing they desire above all else—access to the netherworld. Kara knew she would
be hunted wherever she went. Lilith was up to something, and she needed Kara
out of her way. 


The
exhilarating warmth of her elemental power soared through her like a shot of
adrenaline, and she strained to control it. 


Shaking
from the poison in her body, Kara met Ranab’s glare. “You’re sick, all of you.
You’d kill your own innocent people for power and for the chance to become a
demon—it’s disgusting, and totally crazy.”


Ranab’s
dark brows wrinkled into a scowl. He moved closer to Kara. “They’re not
innocent. They’ve destroyed this world, plagued it with their own greed.” He
looked over to the crowd of fighting mortals.


Kara
pulled her right hand free from under his boot.


“They
don’t deserve to live,” he continued. “Look around you, angel.” 


Ranab
lifted his arms. Wails and frantic cries filled the night air. “They’re weak,
pathetic— they’re a virus that we need to exterminate—and we will destroy them
all.” 


Kara
gripped a hand full of dirt with her free hand. “What did you do with the
children?” She winced as the death blade dug deeper into her back. 


Ranab
bent closer and smiled at her discomfort. The smell of rot oozed from the pores
of his skin. “That is no concern of yours.” He leaned back on his heels.
“Besides, you’ll be dead in a few seconds, little angel—your soul will buy my
immortality. There is no one here to save you. Your soul is mine.”


“You’re
crazy.” Kara spat out the last of the dirt in her mouth, glad to add to the
effect. It hit Ranab in the face. “The last I checked, my soul belonged to
me—not some deranged mortal who likes to play dress up. You’re worse than the
demons. You had a choice, and you picked the wrong side.”


Ranab
laughed and wiped the dirt from his face with his hand. “I like you, you’re
feisty. At least you should be thankful because your death means something.
This will be a glorious day for my brethren—the precious Kara Nightingale’s
soul is the key to my glory. And of course, we can’t forget the other three
angel souls. All in a day’s work; it’s quite a catch.” His dark eyes glistened
eagerly.


Kara
set her jaw. Anger flared inside her. She wasn’t about to let this clown do her
in. Golden sparks illuminated her skin, and a rush of warm energy washed
through her body. She would have to be careful. She knew just a small amount of
her elemental power would kill the Seir. She had to do something. 


Kara
tried to pull her left hand free from under Ranab’s boot, but it wouldn’t move.



“Kara!”
Kara heard David shout. Boots trampled nearby. She heard him yell again and
then the sound of fists hitting flesh. She had to help her friends. 


She
squirmed against the hard ground, but it was like trying to move through
cement. The poison blade dug deeper into her back. Soon it would devour her
completely, and she would die. Kara trembled in rage. She struggled to stay
focused and calm.


She
was ready.


Ranab
loomed over her and smiled. She scowled back. He grabbed a fistful of Kara’s
hair and pulled. Her head snapped back forcefully. Cool metal grazed her neck
and his hot breath soiled her face.


“Say
goodnight, little angel . . .”


“Not
yet.”


Kara
threw a handful of earth in Ranab’s eyes.


He
yelled and stumbled back. Kara struggled to her feet. The death blade hung in
her back, tearing her flesh. With tremendous effort, she reached back and
pulled it out. She smelled burnt flesh. The hilt of the blade burned her
fingers, and she tossed it away. But the poison gushed into her body like sick
blood, hungry for her soul. Her M-5 suit was weakening. It wouldn’t last very
long.


“I’ll
make you suffer for this.” Ranab rubbed his red eyes with the back of his hand.
“You’re dead!” With a giant leap, he lunged his death blade towards her.


With
lightning speed Kara ducked, swiveled, and side kicked Ranab in the shins. He
staggered and fell to his knees. Cursing, he glowered at Kara.


Kara
smiled. “Looks like I’m not dead after all.” Without a second to waste, she
bolted towards the gatehouse. She pushed her M-5 with all it had left, feeling
the energy drain with every step.


She
could see Peter and Jenny behind the exterior gatehouse wall. Their petrified
faces were fixed on the horrid battle. Jenny caught Kara’s eye and motioned
with her hand impatiently.


David
was nowhere in sight.


Terrifying
wails and the smell of death filled the air around her like a nightmare on the
repeat button. The cold stone floor and darkness of Tartarus were a five-star
hotel compared to this. Lilith was like the black plague, striking the innocent
as she went. It was time to put a stop to it.


A
sting shot through her arm.


Kara
staggered and turned. A glint of silver flashed off the blade of a knife. With
her reflexes in overdrive, she blocked another strike, inches from her eyes, kicked
her attacker in the gut and jumped back.


Her
assailant was a short blond girl, about Kara’s age. But her eyes were glazed
with madness, and she snarled at Kara like a wild dog. Her once beautiful face
was contorted with hate. Her dirty fingers were curled back like claws, and
blood dripped from her nose. Her white shirt was torn and stained with dirt and
blood, and her pants were unrecognizable under the layers of grime. With a wild
grunt, she charged at Kara with a kitchen knife.


Kara
dodged the attack and knocked the girl down with a blow to her shoulder. The
girl fell and rolled onto the ground. She looked up at Kara. Her wet hair stuck
to her face and made her look even wilder. A mixture of sorrow and anger welled
inside Kara. She was supposed to protect mortals. This girl had probably been
studying or talking on the phone with her girlfriends when Lilith had enchanted
her. Kara saw herself in this girl. 


The
girl screamed like a banshee in a wild tantrum and threw herself at Kara again,
slashing the night air with her nails and knife.


Kara
jumped back. “Please, stop. Don’t do this.” 


She
studied the girl’s face for a glimpse of sanity, but there was nothing there
but the wild eyes of madness. Had Lilith turned her into a zombie?


The
girl swung the knife at Kara’s throat. Kara caught the girl’s hand easily,
grabbed the knife, and pinned her arms at her side. The girl howled and
thrashed against Kara’s grip. Heads turned in their direction. Men and women
grunted angrily as they detached themselves from the killing mob and stumbled
forward. Foaming from their mouths, they charged again. 


The
young girl snapped her teeth together like a piranha, inches from Kara’s face.
Kara jerked her head back just in time. “Seriously? I don’t have time for
this.” 


The
mob approached. The girl kicked and screamed violently in Kara’s grip. 


In
the corner of her eye, Kara caught a glimpse of black coats. Two enormous Seirs
charged at her like two great black bulls and blocked her way to the gatehouse.
Her situation was worsening by the second.


The
mass of mortals was upon her. Their dull maddened eyes shone with hatred, teeth
bared and ready.


Swish. A death blade flew in the air . . .


Kara
averted the blade and flung the snapping girl toward the Seirs.


Instantly
the mob followed the girl and turned on the Seirs. The Seirs lashed out at the
wild mortals. Howls echoed throughout the courtyard. Kara’s hairs stood on end
at the sound of fists hitting flesh. The Seirs hacked at the crowd with their
blades like made butchers. But the crowd kept coming. The blond girl tackled
one of the Seirs, and they both went down. The Seirs disappeared under the
flood of mortals.


“Kara,
quickly, let’s go!” Jenny’s purple hair stood out in the gloomy darkness of the
courtyard, and almost made Kara smile. “We’re going to bring the gate down and
lock them in. Everyone’s safe outside. You’re the only one left. Come on!”


Jenny
turned on her heels and ran back towards the gatehouse. Kara ran closely
behind. The frantic screams and dull thud of fists hitting flesh tapered off
behind them. The gateway loomed up ahead, and Kara could see shadows moving
beyond the gate. They were almost there.


Then
something bright illuminated the darkness for a moment and went out.


Kara
halted.


Jenny
stopped short and turned around. “Kara, what are you doing? We have to go.
We’ll all get killed if we stay any longer. This is crazy!” She pulled at
Kara’s arm.


Kara
gently peeled her friend’s fingers from her arm. “There’s something I have to
do first—bring the gate down if I’m not back in sixty seconds.”


“Kara!
No!”


Kara
turned and ran back towards the angry mob. 


As
she rushed back ignoring Jenny’s pleads, a sudden spell of dizziness gushed
through her body. Her legs bucked and she fell on her knees hard. Flailing arms
reached out and grabbed her. Sticks probed, and something hard hit her on the
side of the head. A fork perforated her thigh just as stinging pain erupted in
her back. Rough hands pulled at her jacket and pinned her arms back. With a
surge of strength she wiggled her arms free, only to be punched in the gut
several times by large boots. Her face hit the ground. The smell of earth
filled her nose. Distorted faces plagued her vision. Her screams were drowned
under the wails of the crazed mortals. Rough hands groped her arms and legs.
They pulled with enormous strength. They were going to rip her apart. Lilith
was right. She would die in the hands of those she was sworn to protect. 


Kara
closed her eyes.


With
a blast of golden light, Kara’s body was aflame in a shower of golden
brilliance. The mortals hissed and backed away, maddened with fear.


Glowing
like a sun, Kara searched above the crazed mortals and around the courtyard . .
.


She
saw Ranab and the five brilliant white spheres bouncing in the net on his
shoulders. The souls were her priority. If she couldn’t save the mortals, she
could at least save the souls.


Kara
dashed across the courtyard. She couldn’t feel the poison from the death blade
anymore; she felt free. She dodged the men and women who scurried away from her
golden body like rats. 


Ranab
kicked out furiously at the pack of wild mortals who were attacking him from
all sides.


Kara
reached out for the net.


Ranab
opened his mouth and stared wild-eyed at Kara.


“Thanks,
I’ll take that.” In a flash, Kara grabbed the net, turned on her heel, and
rocketed back towards the gatehouse.


Ranab
pushed his way through a wall of mortals. His long black coat rippled behind
him like a black wave. He raised his blade and shouted.


“You’re
mine, angel. Don’t let her get away! Get her! I want that soul!” 


Kara
bolted back towards the gatehouse. The souls bounced gently against her back.


Ranab
jumped in front of her, brandishing his blade. A wicked grin spread over his
white face. “You’re not going anywhere. Your soul is mine!” With a sinister
gleam in his eye, he swung a powerful blow towards Kara’s head. She parried to
the side, grabbed a fistful of his jacket, pulled it over his head, and kicked
him hard in the knee. He teetered and went down like a rock.


Kara
was already on the move.


Ranab
threw his jacket to the ground. “Stop her! I want that soul! Don’t let her get
away you fools!” 


Kara
leapt over the oncoming Seirs and charged towards the gatehouse.


David
stood by the interior wall of the main entrance. A large metal lattice grille
hung dangerously above him. Metal chains from the portcullis curled around a
winch mounted on the internal wall four feet above his head. He grasped the
metal winch and waited. 


“Kara,
they’re right behind you. Floor it!” shouted David.


Kara
put on speed. Her boots grazed the ground as if she were floating in the air.
Just a few more paces, and she was out.


Pushing
his weight into it, David turned the wheel with all his might. The metal chains
spun around the winch. An earsplitting screech echoed around the courtyard. The
ground trembled as though the ancient castle had suddenly awakened from a long
sleep.


The
black metal spikes of the gate protruded beneath the archway.


Kara
flew through the air into the waiting hands of her friends and landed on her
stomach like a baseball player sliding into home plate.


With
a thunderous crash, the gate came down.


Kara
spit the dust out of her mouth and smiled.











Chapter
5


Coup
D’état


 


 


 


Kara strolled along the sidewalk
behind David, Jenny, and Peter. Men and women scurried by, sipping coffee from
Styrofoam cups with one hand while talking on their cell phones with the other
as they rushed to their daily jobs. She was surrounded by happy conversations
and laughter. She studied their faces. They were normal. She couldn’t see any
traces of deranged anger. Lilith hadn’t changed anyone here yet.


Glass
and metal buildings loomed up on either side of the street. A flock of pigeons
flew across a blue sky and dodged the buildings effortlessly, like miniature
jets. Cars slowed to a crawl. The exhaust filled air was loud with honking as
angry drivers rolled down their windows and cursed. A white and red city bus
rolled to a stop. Downtown Toronto, flashed in yellow light at the front
of the bus. Its doors swung open and a group of overly excited kids poured onto
the sidewalk. Monitors chased them up and down the street, doing their best to
herd them into a group, while other kids laughed and slipped away easily.


A
shiver ran up her back as she remembered the madness in the mortals’ eyes at
Dirleton Castle. Lilith had changed them into beasts. Kara didn’t want to think
about what would happen to these children if Lilith got to them too.


The
children—the Sensitive children— weren’t at the castle. In a way, Kara was glad
they weren’t stuffed in the castle’s dingy dungeon or turned wild like the rest
of the mortals. But that left her with more questions. If they weren’t there,
then where were they? And what had Lilith done with them?


 “So,
there’s a bounty on your soul?” said David forcing Kara out of her reverie. His
blue eyes glistened with concern. “That sucks.”


Kara
shrugged and sidestepped a blue metal recycling bin. “Lilith is up to
something, I can feel it. She wants me out of the way for a reason, and I have
to figure out what it is.”


David
looked behind him and dropped his voice to a whisper. “This is bad, Kara. It
means every Seir in the freakin’ world is looking for you. And we can’t even
fight back—we can’t even mess them up a little. It really sucks.”


Kara
shook her head and did her best to hide the frustration in her voice. “I know.
I wish there was a way we could defend ourselves against them somehow.”


“But
there isn’t. God knows I’d love to take care of a few Seirs,” David threw a
punch into his palm, “one on one, and see what happens. We’re just going to
have to be extra careful now.”


A
group of teenage girls wandered past them. All five pairs of eyes were glued on
David. A tall pretty brunette with tanned skin and too much makeup winked and
smiled at him. Kara’s temper flared. The girl completely ignored her. It was as
though she was invisible. The giggling girls batted their eyelashes at David,
one after another, before they wandered off. 


David
raked his fingers through his hair and walked on with a bounce in his step and
a self-satisfied smile.


“Ouch!”
David rubbed his arm. “You punched me,” he laughed. “I love it when you’re
forceful.” He beamed and examined Kara’s face closely. “I knew it.
You’re...jealous.”


“No,
I’m not.” Kara looked away. “You’re delusional.”


“You
love me. Admit it.”


“You’re
deranged.”


“You
looooove me.” David started to dance on the spot. He met Kara’s glare and his
smile disappeared. Deflated, he looked quickly away and kept walking.


Kara’s
face brightened, and she pressed her lips together hard to stop from laughing. 


Jenny
turned around and shared a look with Kara. Giggling, she turned to Peter. “How
much further until we reach 1185 Queen Street?” 


Peter
held a rectangular metal contraption with loose wires close to his face and
examined the tiny red bulbs. After a moment he answered. “Not much. Should be
just after the next block.”


“Do
we know what the urgent meeting is about?” Jenny surveyed the group anxiously,
“I just hate not knowing where we’re going, or why we’re going. I wish the
legion had given us more info.” She looked over her shoulder at an old Asian
woman arranging piles of clothes on tables at the front of a shop.


 Kara
felt anxious as she studied Jenny’s face. She knew Jenny was on edge, and she
didn’t blame her. Jenny had changed since she had come back from the
netherworld. Kara tried repeatedly to find out what had happened. But Jenny
would snap her mouth shut and walk away. Whatever had happened to Jenny must
have been terrible. Kara dug her nails into her palms. Payback would be bliss. 


“We
don’t know what’s waiting for us,” continued Jenny, with more urgency in her
voice. She scratched her purple spiked hair. “There could be a crap load of
Seirs. You remember what happened the last time we went looking for the missing
kids.”


“Yup.
We almost got our butts whipped by our dearest fans.” David dodged a kid on a
skateboard and nearly fell. He swung his fist angrily at him and shouted a few
curse words.


Kara
waited for David to compose himself and gave Jenny a reassuring smile. “Don’t
worry, this isn’t the same. We’re meeting Santo.”


Peter
stopped suddenly, and Kara had to jump sideways in order to avoid crashing into
him. With his mouth open, he stood staring at a large shop window. A red
stenciled sign above his head read, The Techie Shop, Featuring Geek apparel
and Merchandise for the most gifted nerds. She could almost see the drool
forming at the sides of his mouth while he stared at the hundreds of gadgets on
display. She grabbed his jaw and closed it gently.


“Come
on, nerd-boy, we have a meeting to get to.” Kara seized Peter by the arm and
hauled him away. A middle-aged couple on the sidewalk pointed at Kara and then
turned away as if they were talking about her.


“From
what Ariel told me after the debrief,” said Kara, keeping her eyes on Peter,
“we’re meeting in an apartment building. Santo and a few other Sensitives are
waiting for us. But we don’t know the specifics.”


“I
don’t like it. All this secrecy...” said David, lowering his eyes. “Smells
rotten if you ask me.” 


Kara
carefully stepped over a spilled drink of orange goo. “I agree, but we don’t
really have a choice. The Sensitives are in bad shape. We have to help them and
find the missing children.”


“Could
be another trap,” said David.


“Maybe,
maybe not. It’s a chance we have to take.”


A
lanky young man in loose clothes caught Kara’s eye. His scowl surprised her.
She looked away and checked herself in the reflection of shop window. She
looked fine, but a feeling of dread crept into her mind like an annoying
mosquito. As she suppressed it, she caught David watching her.


“What
did Ariel say about what happened to the people in that village?” asked David.


Kara
shrugged. “She said she’d speak to the council. She doesn’t know how Lilith was
able to control the mortals like that. You should have seen her face though;
she looked completely freaked out.”


“A
terrified archangel isn’t a good sign. Did she say anything else?”


Kara
rubbed her forehead. “No. But I could sense there was something she wasn’t
telling me.”


“Like
what?” More girls passed them, but David kept his eyes carefully on Kara.


Kara
shook her head gently. “I don’t know...something to do with what Lilith did to
those poor mortals. I think it’s a weapon.”


David
frowned. “A weapon?” 


“Yes.
I saw something in her hands back at the castle. An object, like a small blue
pyramid.”


Another
couple with white hair and walking sticks stared and pointed their bony fingers
at her as she passed them by. 


Kara
frowned and lowered her voice. “David, am I hallucinating, or are the mortals staring
at me?”


“Oh.
My. God.” Jenny stopped dead in her tracks and pointed to the buildings across
the street.


A
ten-foot long billboard like a giant movie screen was mounted on the roof and
Kara’s enormous face looked back down at her. Then screens from neighboring
buildings flashed more pictures of Kara’s face. The buildings’ façades were
wallpapered with pictures of Kara.


“Kara?
What the—” David leaned forward, a confused expression painted his face.
Frowning, he stared at the images for a moment, and then glanced back at Kara
questioningly. “Did you see this? You’re huge!” cried David.


“Great,
thanks.” Kara looked over her shoulder. 


Mortals
eyed her suspiciously from everywhere. Fingers pointed. Whispers of her name
reached her ears. She lowered her head and tried to hide her face behind her
bangs. Quietly, she stepped behind David. With her eyes glued on the billboard,
she strained to hear any sudden noises or to see any unusual movement in the
crowd. She had to be ready for anything.


Kara
froze. She stared at the giant version of herself staring back. It was the
weirdest thing, and it freaked her out. Then writing appeared suddenly on one
of the plasma screens. 


 


FBI’S
MOST WANTED.


Young Caucasian woman is wanted on suspicion of
bioterrorism.


Involved in a prior terrorist attack and the death of
a French police officer last year, this young woman is linked to the use of
infectious agents on the human population.


The Center of Disease Control has issued a global
outbreak warning.


If you have seen this woman, please contact your local
authorities.


 


Kara
swore.


The
screens flickered and Kara’s face disappeared. An online news feed appeared. A
woman with short red hair and a string of pearls wrapped around her neck looked
out into the camera. She folded her hands on the desk before her and set her
face in a stern expression. Everyone on the sidewalk stood still and listened.


“Good
evening,” her voice echoed on all the screens. “We interrupt your local program
at this time to bring you this special bulletin. The Center of Disease Control
has issued a global warning about a new virus which has infected two hundred
cities across the globe.”


Kara
heard a woman gasp behind her. What was going on?


“The
virus,” continued the newscaster, “is infectious and affects the brain. Once
people are infected, they become extremely aggressive and lose all sense of
reality. Mothers are killing their own children and children are killing their
own parents.”


The
newscaster’s image disappeared and was replaced with a selection of video
images of mortals killing one another in the streets. Cities burned. Mortals
lay dying. Angry wails thundered out of the screens and echoed through the
streets. The infected threw themselves at each other like wild beasts, their
eyes rolling in the back of their heads. 


Kara
averted her eyes. It was happening a lot faster than she had hoped. Lilith was
on a rampage. At this rate, the entire humane race would be infected in a few
days. 


“The
Center of Disease Control has compared it to the animal rabies virus,” Kara
heard the newscaster say and she raised her head to the screen. “It has an
aggressive killing nature. The center tells us that there is no anti-virus
yet.” 


The
newscaster swallowed and fumbled with sheets of paper on her desk before
continuing. “The Center of Disease Control is unclear whether the virus is
airborne or transmitted through physical contact. The Center urges everyone to
stay indoors. Stay in your homes. Be safe.”


The
image flickered and went out.


 











Chapter
6


Most
Wanted


 


 


 


Kara’s gigantic face appeared on the
screens again. 


David
whirled around. “This royally sucks. And I thought things couldn’t get any
worse. How are we supposed to be incognito with Kara’s gigantic face
everywhere?”


Jenny
leaned closer inside the group. “I don’t get it. How did the mortals get a hold
of your picture? And why are they blaming you for this. It’s completely
insane.”


Something
caught Kara’s eye across the street. A white face stood out from the crowd. His
black leather coat grazed the ground with every step as his strong shoulders
swayed back and forth. Even from the distance she could recognize the hunger in
his eyes.


“It’s
not insane. The Seirs did this. Look.” Kara cocked her head towards the
opposite side of the street; the others followed her gaze.


“I
think it’s time to do a little de-clowning.” David reached inside his
jacket, but Kara pulled his hand away. 


She
shook her head and squeezed his arm gently. “Not here. It’s too dangerous, and
there are too many mortals.”


“Look.
There’s another one over there.” Jenny motioned to the left, “Right beside
Bobby’s Candy Store.”


A
Seir leaned against the front of the shop. He grinned wickedly, uncrossed his
arms, and waved at them. 


David
scowled. “We can’t let them get away with this! First with the bounty on your
soul, and now this. It’s time for a massive butt-whooping!”


Peter
looked around nervously. “David, lower your voice.”


 A
group of men and women pointed their way. “Look! That’s her! That’s the girl
who’s been infecting everyone.” An older lady looked as though she was about to
fall over.


“Oh
crap, this isn’t good,” whispered David, his eyes wide.


Kara
pulled Peter and David around to face her and lowered her voice. “Let’s start
walking slowly away. Pretend we didn’t hear them. Maybe they’ll just go away
and forget about us. Come on, Jenny, let’s go.”


With
Kara squeezed in the middle, the four of them waddled down the street like a
club sandwich. Their situation had gone from bad to worse in a matter of
minutes. 


Kara
peeked over Jenny’s shoulder and tensed. Accusing eyes watched her from all
around. She searched for the Seirs, but they had managed to disappear in the
crowd. Typical. 


The
street became unnaturally silent. She could hear the tread of their boots. Cars
sat still in the street, their engines killed. The stillness in the air freaked
her out—it wasn’t normal. Why were the mortals so silent? She raised her head
and peered over across the street.


“That’s
her! She’s the one. Get her!”


Suddenly
men and women dashed down the street after them. They raised their fists and
shouted. Even the elderly shook and hit their canes on the street as they
shuffled towards her. Their wet eyes glimmered with contempt.


Kara
turned to the others. “Run!”


The
angels tore down the street. The mortals’ angry shouts echoed in her ears. She
was a terrorist to them, a killer. Whatever the Seirs and Lilith had planned,
there would be time to figure all of it later. They let their M-5 suits push
their speed until they were a safe distance from the mortals before they slowed
to a jog.


“But
guys, what about Santo? He’s waiting for us,” cried Peter, and he nearly
tripped on a crack on the sidewalk. 


Kara
steadied him as they ran. “We’ll meet him later. I’m sure he’ll understand once
he sees my face all over the news. Maybe he already knows—”


A
black SUV appeared up the street.


It
ploughed through metal garbage bins and benches on the sidewalk as it sped
toward them. They leapt out of the way just in time. The SUV fishtailed and
swiveled to a stop, tires screeching and burning rubber. Kara blinked through a
sickly grey mist. The doors flew open, and four Seirs leaped out of the SUV,
with death blades glimmering in their hands. The black kohl that rimmed their
eyes made them look like ugly masked jesters.


The
largest mortal Kara had ever seen took an enormous stride towards her. His
gargantuan body towered easily over the other Seirs, making them look like
children rather than full-grown men. She had never imagined that humans could
be as large as archangels. 


The
giant’s pallid face was oblong and warped, as though someone had hit him with a
shovel and the skin and muscles had stayed that way. His white flaky eyebrows
crunched into a frown, and he lowered his massive head and cocked it slowly to
both sides, like a tyrannosaurus examining its prey. Kara saw her reflection in
his dull blue eyes. He gave her the creeps.


“Your
soul is mine, angel,” said the giant, in a guttural voice that sounded more
animal than human. He pointed a great fat finger at her. “I’m going to rip you
apart with my bare hands and eat you.” He made a twisting motion with his
hands, and his face cracked into an ugly smile.


Kara
called to David from the other side of the SUV. “Go. Get Jenny and Peter out of
here. It’s me they want.” Kara pushed Peter roughly behind her.


“What?
And leave you here with all the fun?” yelled David. He shook his head and
laughed. “I don’t think so. I’ve been waiting for a long time for this. Shotgun
on the green giant.”


“Your
soul is mine!” repeated the giant Seir. He ignored David’s comments completely,
and Kara wondered if he was a little deaf.


“Not
the brightest giant, are you?” Kara continued to push Peter back with her hand
and lowered her voice. “Peter, get ready to run—when I say run.” She
heard him whisper in reply, and squeezed his arm reassuringly.


“Mine!”
the giant lunged, his hands going for Kara’s throat.


“Run!”


With
a great leap, Kara ducked and sidestepped around the massive man. His fat
fingers grazed the top of her head and pulled out a chunk of Kara’s hair in the
process. She let out a yell. The ground shook under her feet, like the
aftershock of an earthquake. Kara felt his presence behind her and ducked and
rolled onto the ground just in time to avoid another blow to the head from his
giant fist. She whirled around. The other three Seirs had formed a circle
around her. The giant stepped forward and closed the circle. 


His
sick eyes desired Kara. His plump fingers twitched at his sides, and his fat
lips moved, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. Drool dribbled from the
corners of his mouth. She wanted to throw up. 


Her
eyes locked with Peter’s through a gap between two Seirs, and she gave him a
reassuring smile. She couldn’t see David.


With
their faces twisted in hunger, the Seirs flicked their death blades in their
hands, taunting her to strike, laughing horribly. Kara could see in them the
demons they would eventually become. 


Over
their sickening laughs, she heard the racket of hundreds of mortals coming
their way. Soon they would reach them. She had to find a way to get out without
hurting any of the mortals. But there was nowhere else to go. She was trapped.


“Hey,
fart-face, over here! Yeah, you heard me, you oversized ogre.” David leaped
onto the hood of the SUV. He winked at Kara and then jumped down into the middle
of the Seir circle. He landed in a puff of dust next to Kara. 


“Are
you freakin’ mad?” hissed Kara.


“Maybe
just a little.” David smiled impishly. “There’s nothing I won’t do for love,
baby.”


Kara
wanted to slap him. “It’s decided. You’re totally mental.”


David
studied the giant and made a face. “What the heck are they feeding you? You’re
monstrous, you big beast,” he laughed. “Is that a giant beer belly?”


The
giant didn’t take kindly to that. He came at David with incredible speed.
Muscular arms reached out towards David’s head. David parried, but the giant
was too quick, and David’s smile evaporated as the giant squeezed him in his
beefy arms. 


Kara
teetered on the spot. The three other Seirs advanced cautiously towards her.
Grinning, they watched the giant, as if they were waiting for David to die
before they took care of Kara. She had to get to David.


The
giant grunted and squeezed. Bones cracked. Skin tore. A wicked smile distorted
the giant’s face. David’s skin thinned under the pressure. His angel essence
started to seep through the pores like a strainer. His M-5 suit ripped and
dissolved like tissue paper soaked in water. The giant was going to squish his
angel life out of him.


“Come
on, big guy. Is that all you’ve got?” croaked David, his face paled as he
struggled in the man’s grasp. 


Kara
stepped forward, ignoring the warning in her head, as the warmth of her power
tickled inside her.


The
giant laughed and crushed David’s body more furiously. 


David
struggled to lean forward . . . and kissed him on the lips.


The
giant stumbled back, and David fell to the ground. The giant Seir spit
repeatedly in shock and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 


David
was already on his feet. He slammed his boot into the giant’s kneecap. The
giant yelled, and David scrambled through the giant’s legs and reappeared next
to Kara, laughing.


“You’re
totally insane, you know that.” Kara couldn’t hide the smile on her face. “He
could have killed you.”


David’s
smile widened and batted his eyelashes. “Nah, I think he likes me. Uh oh.”


The
remaining Seirs came at them, blades thrashing furiously. 


“Let’s
go.” Kara leapt onto the SUV. David followed closely behind. 


She
ran up the hood and onto the roof of the vehicle. The SUV rocked with their
weight, and Kara struggled to keep her balance.


Behind
them, angry wails filled the air as mortals spilled into the street from every
direction. A death blade grazed her arm, cutting into her mortal flesh.
Ignoring its stinging pain, Kara jumped down to Peter and Jenny. She threw her
hands in the air. “Go. Go. GO!”


Without
a second to lose, Peter and Jenny tore down the street, in the opposite
direction from the mortals.


“David,
let’s—” Kara expected to see him beside her.


The
Seirs had circled around the SUV, like a pack of hyenas moving in for the kill.
David stood on the roof of the SUV. 


“David!”
Kara dodged another death blade. It swooshed past her head and crashed through
a parked car’s rear window. Two Seirs broke from the group and came at Kara.
“David, come on!”


“Coming,
my darling.” David ducked a blow and side kicked a Seir in the gut. He fell
into the other two, and all three fell off the other side of the SUV. David
leaped down and landed beside Kara, beaming.


Kara
rolled her eyes and grabbed a fistful of his shirt. “Come on, you idiot.”


Grinning,
David followed Kara as she rocketed down the street. Within seconds, they
caught up to Jenny and Peter. 


“Where
are we going?” cried Peter, holding on to his glasses as he ran.


“I
have no idea. Keep running.” She knew they couldn’t keep on running like that.
Eventually their mortal suits would deteriorate, and then they’d be easy
targets.


Another
mob of mortals appeared ahead of them. They skidded to a stop. Behind her
hundreds of mortals blocked the way out. The Seirs ran ahead of the group with
the giant at their lead, running like an angered bull.


David
stopped on the spot. “We’re so screwed.” 


A
1940’s Ford sedan raced through the mob. Mortals jumped out of the way as it
tore down the street. With tires shrieking, it fishtailed and stopped at Kara’s
feet. The doors flew open.


“Quick,
get in.” Santo sat behind the wheel and gestured with his hand impatiently. 


Without
a moment’s hesitation, Kara and the others climbed into the back seat.


Santo
pressed the gas pedal to the floor, and with an earsplitting squeal the car
sped forward and disappeared down the street.











Chapter
7


Elder
Otis


 


 


 


Santo had killed the engine and told
them they would make the rest of the journey on foot. He had been very quiet
along the drive. The only piece of information he had given them was that the
safe house in downtown Toronto had been compromised, and that he was taking
them to another one. His reluctance to give them any more information made Kara
uneasy. 


Santo
led the way along the winding gravel road. Kara and the others crunched along
behind him. Blue Jays and Chickadees chirped happily as they swung from tree to
tree, and Kara wondered if they were announcing the arrival of angels in their
forest. A light rain slipped through the branches of thirty-foot high hemlock
trees and wild raspberry bushes lined the road on either side. Kara loved
raspberry pie, especially her grandmother’s. She’d give anything to taste the
sweetness of it on her tongue just this one time. 


The
smell of earth and pine filled her nose as tall grasses swayed back and forth
in the soft breeze. Kara was glad to be out of the city, with its rowdy noises
and stuffy exhaust-filled air. 


Mosquitoes
buzzed around Jenny’s ears searching for blood. She cursed and smacked at her
own face. Somehow the bugs enjoyed her essence, but not the others’. 


Even
Santo seemed immune to the bugs. He strode ahead of them purposely, his face
pulled in a tight scowl. Kara watched him as he scouted the land, his hand
clutched around the hilt of his sword at all times. His suit and fedora hat
seemed out of place in the wilderness, but he carried himself easily, as though
he had been here countless times before. She realized that she couldn’t even
hear the sound of his boots scraping the stones in the path. His steps glided
over the gravel, soundless, never touching. She wondered where he had been
brought up. Santo was indeed a great mystery. 


After
they had walked for half an hour, the road veered to the right, but Santo
continued straight through and crossed a wild field. David and Kara shared a
look, and then followed quickly behind. Within moments the wall of trees ended,
and a light grey sky peered down at them. It was as though giant doors had
opened and let the sky in. The darkness of the forest lifted, and Kara felt her
mood rise. 


A
single log cabin sat on a small rise. Hidden amongst the tall hemlock trees, it
was the only manmade edifice for miles. It looked out of place in the middle of
nowhere. Large logs formed a wraparound porch that was littered with handmade
chairs and broken flowerpots. Red and blue striped curtains were drawn over the
windows. The smell of onions and cabbage reminded her of her grandmother’s
cottage. The eerie similarities made her tense. 


 Santo
stepped up to the front porch. Strips of red paint peeled from the front door.
Dried leaves slid around the porch in tiny whirlwinds. The floorboards creaked
under his weight and sounded like the creepy music from an old organ. 


Kara
climbed up the steps two at a time. “Santo, what are we doing here? You haven’t
said much since we got out of the car.” She kept her voice low and hid the
anxiety in it. He had saved her and the others many times, but the fact that he
was silent and keeping things from her now made her nervous. 


“You’re
here to meet Elder Otis,” said Santo casually. 


Kara
looked confused. 


He
elaborated further. “There are elders amongst the Sensitives, the wisest and
eldest of our members. The elders are the leaders of our groups—they lay down
the laws—and we abide by them. Our world is divided into seven districts, and
each district is governed by an elder.”


Kara
pondered this new information. Of course being somewhat new to the entire GA
thing, she wasn’t as educated in terms of the supernatural as her comrades.
Their calm expressions told her that they already knew. She felt a little
annoyed.


“I
had no idea.” Kara’s eyes followed Santo’s deep scar across his face. He caught
her looking, and she looked away abashed. “So...what does he want with us?” she
blurted out, hoping to make the uncomfortable situation disappear. She looked
at a piece of peeling paint on the door.


“That’s
all I can tell you for now. He asked to speak to you directly, Kara. I don’t
know anything else.”


Kara
frowned and looked at the others. David leaned on the front railing and crossed
his arms over his chest. He raised his brows questioningly. Jenny and Peter
only shrugged. What was going on? Why did this elder want to speak to her
personally?


Santo
knocked twice, then once, and after a beat, once again. The curtain in the
front door window swayed and then went still. After a moment, there was a click,
and the front door screeched open.


A
man with a deep frown and large square jaw moved in to the threshold, his broad
shoulders grazing the edges of the door. His dark tailored suit revealed his
bulging muscles, and the hilt of his sword glimmered in the light. His eyes
were hazel, as he surveyed the group for a moment. Kara felt he looked more
like a wrestler than a Sensitive. He curled thick fingers into a fist and
raised his right hand before Santo. A golden ring in the shape of a dagger
shone from his finger. Santo did the same, and both men touched fists and then
lowered their hands. Kara noticed that Santo wore exactly the same kind of ring
on his right hand. She wondered why she had never noticed it before.


“Welcome
back, Santo,” said the big man, in a booming voice that matched his physique.


“Thank
you, Tabbris. It’s been a while, my old friend.”


Tabbris
smiled. “It’s been far too long. Come, Elder Otis has been expecting you.” He
backed away from the door and cleared a path for the others.


“The
big guy must be the body guard,” whispered David in Kara’s ear. She shifted her
weight and rubbed her hands on her jeans. This new territory was making her edgy.


“Come.”
Santo walked through the entrance, and Tabbris shut the door behind them. Like
a redwood tree, he stood tall and proud with his arms crossed on his large
chest and his back to the door. Kara shared a sidelong glance with David and
then followed Santo. 


She
stepped into the large room. The air was hot and smelled of mold and damp
carpets. The only light came from two small table lamps tucked away in the far
corners. Pots and pans hung from a wooden beam above the small kitchen that
occupied the right side of the cabin. A woman busied herself stirring a large
pot over a hot stove. She wore a white apron over her black pantsuit. Her grey
hair was pulled back into a tight bun. She looked up briefly as they entered,
her green eyes sharp, and then returned to her pots. 


A
group of Sensitives sat in chairs around a large stone fireplace in the middle
of the living room. The logs sat untouched. Their grim faces were hid under the
rim of their fedora hats. Kara half expected to see her grandmother knitting by
the fireplace. But the rocking chair sat alone. 


An
old man lay comfortably on a small couch positioned near the rear windows on
the left side of the cabin. Covered in a red and black wool blanket, he looked
more like a mummified corpse than a living man. Long wispy white hair edged his
nearly bald head, and blue spidery veins laced his scalp. 


Kara
was still uneasy, but the strange scene was compelling. 


Parchment-thin
skin covered his sunken face, which almost disappeared into thousand of
wrinkles. His long white beard grazed the floor. His skeletal arms were folded
on his chest, which rose and fell in an imperceptibly slow rhythm. Kara had
never seen anyone so old, so ancient and still breathing. 


Century
old intelligence reflected in his eyes as he watched Kara from across the room.
She shifted uncomfortably on the spot and laced her fingers behind her back.
With tremendous effort, the old man raised a bone-thin finger. Shaking, he
motioned for Kara to come forward.


Santo
pressed a hand on her back and pushed her forward gently. “Go, Kara. It’s all
right; he doesn’t bite. And please address him as Elder Otis.” 


Obediently,
Kara stepped forward. She stole a look behind her and watched David, Jenny, and
Peter take seats in a nearby couch. David’s worried expression made Kara feel
worse. She crossed the room cautiously, afraid that any sudden loud noise would
make him explode into a cloud of dust.


She
stopped at the edge of the couch and looked into his blue eyes. She tried to
smile, but her lips were numb. Feeling like an idiot, she tried not to stare.


Elder
Otis smiled, exposing his pink gums. His eyes disappeared under a wave of
wrinkles. “It’s nice to finally meet you, guardian angel, Kara Nightingale.” 


His
voice was rough and nearly a whisper. Kara had to lean forward to hear him
better. With a shaking hand he patted an empty space beside him. A large golden
ring with a lion’s head and emerald eyes wrapped his bony index finger. It
probably fit him years ago, but now it rolled to the side and looked two sizes
too big.


“Thank
you.” Kara sat very gently, afraid that she might crush him under her weight.
Elder Otis kept smiling and stared at her for a long moment before he spoke
again.


“I’ve
been waiting to meet with you, Kara.”


With
her eyes wide, Kara raised her voice and articulated each word carefully. “Me,
Elder Otis? But why?”


“It’s
okay, child. I’m not deaf,” laughed the elder. He started to wheeze and then
coughed. Kara sat frozen. Immediately, the woman from the kitchen came with a
glass of water. She held it to his mouth and helped him take a few sips. He
waved her off after a moment. The woman put the half-full glass on a side
table, gave Kara a stern look, as if this had been her fault, and shuffled off.
Kara shifted towards the edge of the couch. She rubbed her palms against her
thighs.


“I’ve
been waiting to meet you, because you are very special,”
continued Elder Otis. He smiled again, and his pink gums reappeared. “You see,
the prophecies speak of an extraordinary angel that will come in a time of
great misery in the mortal world...” He raised his emaciated hands and laced
his fingers as he continued, “...an angel with tainted powers, with a rare
combination of dark and light energy, who will save the human race from total
annihilation.


“And
you, my dear...are the one.”


 











Chapter
8


A
tiny Prophecy


 


 


 


“Uh...uh...” was all Kara
could muster.


She
closed her mouth and scratched the back of her neck. She remembered Morthdu’s
blazing green mass and the warning: The darkness lives in you.


An
angel with dark and light powers—was she this angel? Could there be
truth in what this old man was saying? Was her elemental part to blame? Was it
dark? She shook her head slowly. She had enough pressure on her shoulders with
the missing kids and with Lilith’s latest atrocities; so much weighed on her
already. And now, according to the old man, the fate of the mortal world rested
on her shoulders.


Her
leg bounced up and down and she couldn’t stop from shaking. At first, she had
thought they had accompanied Santo all this way because they had some insight
into the whereabouts of the children, or maybe even Lilith. But so far this
wasn’t it. What was this old man talking about? She hadn’t planned on sharing
fairytale prophecies with a two-hundred-year-old corpse, no matter how delicate
the situation is or how odd. They were wasting precious time.


The
elder’s eyes glistened with certainty. They locked onto hers, and followed her
every move. His irises shrunk and nearly vanished. Kara leaned back. It was as
though he was trying to read her mind. She averted her eyes. She didn’t want to
upset the old man; he looked frail enough as it was. From the confident smile
on his face, she could tell he was positive she was this angel the
prophecies spoke of. 


She
wasn’t even convinced she actually believed in prophecies. Part of her didn’t
want to admit what the old man was saying could be true. It was all just crazy.
Maybe there was another angel with tainted essence. They couldn’t all be
pure-blood. Could they?


The
room was silent, as if everyone was waiting to hear more about this prophecy,
or just Kara’s reaction to it. 


Though
it was very unsettling, she met his eyes again and tried to read his face.
Could this elder know about her elemental power? Did the legion share delicate
information with the Sensitives? Did all the Sensitives know who she was?


“Yes,
it is true,” he said, as if reading her mind. “You are the one—the angel
of mixed essence.”


“You
know about me?”


“Yes,”
said Elder Otis. “I’ve been following your progress. All the elders have. We
are kept informed about the latest otherworldly events. We share a bond with
the angel realm. It is the reason why we are here—to keep an eye on the rest of
the human population, and to help out as much as we can. The Sensitives have been
dealing with the legion for over two millennia. After all, we have the same
essence flowing in our veins.”


Kara
glanced at the old man’s arms. Bulging blue and purple veins stretched beneath
his paper-thin skin. Unconsciously, she pressed a hand against her own wrist.
Her skin was smooth and vein-less. It made sense to her that the legion had
created a unique kind of mortals who had teamed up with the angels to keep the
rest of the mortals safe. The legion couldn’t be everywhere at once, and the
Sensitives could take care of the Seirs when the angels could not.


Elder
Otis studied Kara excitedly. “Your actions speak for themselves, my dear Kara.
You have already destroyed the demon lord, Asmodeus.”


Kara
leaned forward. “I feel like an open book. Is there anything you don’t know
about me?”


Elder
Otis laughed and wheezed painfully. He winced every time he coughed. Kara
reached over to the glass of water, and helped him with some. 


“Thank
you, my dear.” He smiled at her. “I thought that was the end for a moment.”


Kara
smiled, too, and placed the glass back on the table. She folded her hands on
her thighs and waited. Already, she was beginning to form an attachment to the
old man. He reminded her of her grandpa, a very skinny version of him.


“We
know a great deal more than you would think,” said the elder, and Kara thought
she saw him wink. “I’ve spent all my life studying the great books. Not all the
prophecies come true—but I am certain that you are the special angel
from that particular prophecy.” Elder Otis grinned confidently and nodded his
head.


Kara
pressed her lips together and shook her head gently. “But how can you be so
sure if you say that not all prophecies come true? Maybe you’re wrong. Maybe
this one won’t come true either.”


The
elder’s face softened. He spoke with absolute confidence. “It will. It has. You
see, Kara—it has already begun. You have put the prophecy in motion already.”


Kara
leaned back. She had never believed in prophecies. 


“So...what
else do the prophecies say?” Kara watched him with great interest. Maybe he had
read some ancient scrolls that she had not seen? Maybe Lilith was somewhere in
there as well...


Elder
Otis’s lips quivered. “Well, that depends. The old scrolls tell us that a young
girl will replace me when I’m gone—which is unheard of—all elders are over a
hundred years old.” He looked away for a moment, lost in thought. “But that
doesn’t concern you, my dear.” 


Kara
was completely confused. Surely everything Elder Otis had said should concern
her. She leaned forward and lowered her voice.


“Do
you know anything about the creature Morthdu?”


Elder
Otis raised an eyebrow and was silent for a moment. “I’ve read about it. The
keeper of the netherworld, they say—a creature of the darkest and most evil
power. But I’m afraid that’s all I know. There wasn’t much about Morthdu in the
old books.” Elder Otis studied Kara’s face. “Why do you ask?”


Kara
shook her head and leaned back. “No reason. It’s nothing, never mind.” She bit
her lip. “Is there more in the prophecy about me? Or this special
angel?”


“No.”
The elder shook his head. “But it is as clear as rain to me. You are
this angel, Kara, and we need your help. The Sensitives are a dying race. Only
a few are born every year, and girls are very rare now. And with the killings
and the kidnappings of the children, our chances for survival are slim. You
need to make things right again. You must stop Lilith from finding the second
piece.”


“What
second piece? What are you talking about?” Kara glanced back at David. He
leaned forward in his seat; his face was intense. 


Kara
turned back to the elder. His bony knees stuck up from under the blanket like
knives. “I’m not sure what you mean. Is this part of the prophecy too?”


Elder
Otis shook his head. He lifted a shaking hand. “Give me your hand, Kara
Nightingale.”


He
offered his bony white hand to Kara. Reluctantly, Kara took his hand into hers.
She could feel his long yellow fingernails in her palm. His hand was ice-cold.


The
elder squeezed her hand with a firm grip. Kara was surprised at his strength.
He cleared his throat. 


“You
must stop the demon princess, Lilith...before it’s too late. Just like her
father before her, she is filled with hatred for living creatures—but what is
worst is her toxic hunger for power. She wants to rule over all things. She
plans to exterminate all Sensitives and enslave all mortals with her army of
Seirs and demons. If you do not succeed in stopping her, all free people will
be murdered or enslaved. There will be no peace for Earth until Lilith is
crushed.


“She
has in her possession a weapon of great power. You have already witnessed its
devastation.”


Kara
frowned and nodded. “The madness of the villagers in Dirleton,” said Kara after
a long pause. “I knew she had some sort of weapon. I remember seeing something
glowing blue in her hand.”


“Yes.
She has acquired the first piece.”


“The
first piece? There’s more than one? What is this weapon?”


Elder
Otis’s eyes were sad. He loosened his grip on Kara. He glanced down as he spoke
and closed his eyes. “Thousands of years ago the archangels created a weapon to
control the humans—a terrible weapon called an Arath, a blue diamond cube of
unimaginable power. But when they used it, they felt a terrible shame about
what they had done. The archangels decided to break the weapon into two pieces,
two pyramids of lesser power, and to hide them in two remote places of the
world. Centuries later, the archangels had forgotten about them, but somehow
Lilith learned of this weapon. She has already discovered one piece. If she
discovers both pieces, it’s enough to annihilate the entire human race. She
will be as powerful as a God.”


“That
can’t be good for her giant ego,” interrupted David loudly. His laugh caught in
his throat as Santo shot him a vicious glare. David glanced over to Kara and
shrugged innocently.


“The
weapon responds to the will of the user,” continued the elder calmly, as if
David hadn’t interrupted him, “which is why this is so grave. If the operator
is evil...then the weapon becomes evil. If Lilith gets her hands on the other piece,
no one...and nothing...will be able to stop her.”


The
elder’s eyes filled with tears suddenly, and he was unable to continue for a
moment.


“Kara...you
must get the other part of the weapon before she does. All will be lost
if you fail.” Tears trickled down his face.


A
lump formed in Kara’s throat, and she squeezed the elder’s hand gently. It
pained her to see him cry. “I will find it, I promise you. I will find this
weapon and get the children back. I swear it.” She shifted her weight and
leaned a little closer. “Elder Otis, do you know where the other piece is—?”


BOOM!


Both
front windows exploded in shards of glass as two fireballs burst into the
cabin. The smell of gasoline rose in the air, and a giant orange tidal wave of
fire engulfed them.


“FIRE!”


“Get
the elder to safety!” someone shouted.


“Protect
the elder!”


Kara
leaped off the couch and stood in front of the elder protectively, but she was
pushed roughly out of the way by Tabbris who charged past her like a great
bear. He scooped up the elder easily as though he weighed no more than a little
child. Ashes rained down and covered the floors in a soft grey carpet. Frantic
shouts erupted in the cabin as the Sensitives ripped off the curtains and
scrambled to put out the fire, but it was too late. Flames licked up the walls.
The entire cabin would be in flames in a matter of seconds.


“Kara!
Get out of there!” cried David.


Flames
spilled around the wooden beams above his head. He ducked and waved for her to
come. Jenny and Peter did their best to try and stamp out the fire with their
boots. Santo kicked open the front door. Immediately, the fire grew. Santo
flailed his arms frantically and urged them out. With their faces buried in the
folds of their arms, the Sensitives rushed past him and disappeared out the
door. The woman from the kitchen scrambled out behind them cursing loudly about
her dinner.


Kara
glanced over her shoulder at the elder. “Don’t worry. We’re going to get you
out of this.” 


Tabbris
wrapped the elder protectively in his strong arms. “Quick, follow me.” 


Kara
stepped forward.


A
wall of orange flames erupted in front of her.


She
jumped back and blinked through the flames and black smoke. She couldn’t see
David and the others anymore. The elder coughed behind her. She had to get him
out. If the fire didn’t kill him, the smoke would. 


Kara
took a step forward. Would fire kill an angel? She stuck her hand into the
flame, and three fingers melted, fell off, and brilliant light poured out from
her hand. 


Kara
cradled her injured fingers and cursed herself for being so stupid. She felt an
uncontrollable protective instinct ripple through her. She wouldn’t let any
harm come to Elder Otis. Her anger flamed inside her, and she raised her hands.
A surge of elemental power surged through her body to her fingertips. Kara
could feel a darkness as well. She ignored it. 


Golden
electricity danced on her mortal skin. The power’s survival instinct kicked in.


Kara
stepped into the fire.


Golden
rays blasted from her body. The air cracked. She was aflame in a golden shower.
She felt invincible. She embraced her power and let it loose. The rays soared
around with powerful gusts of wind and extinguished the wall of fire. Smoke
coiled from the floor and hovered in the air. The floor shook. The cabin wailed
as burning logs broke off from the ceiling and crashed on the floor. Embers
filled the air like red rain. 


Jenny
rushed through the front door followed by Peter. David bounded towards Kara.
She waved him off with her hand. 


“Go!”
Kara yelled. “I’ll be right behind you.” 


Reluctantly,
David turned and disappeared through the door.


Kara
grabbed Tabbris’s jacket and pulled him towards her. “Quickly, before the fire
comes back!” She bolted towards the front door. The big Sensitive cradled Elder
Otis protectively in his arms and charged behind Kara. Black smoke choked out
all the light and nearly blinded her. She ran through the threshold and leapt
off the front porch.


Thirty
Seirs stood waiting on the front lawn. 


 











Chapter
9


The
Killing


 


 


 


Flames cackled, the cabin moaned,
and with a thunderous roar the roof collapsed just as Kara jumped off the front
porch. She landed easily in a soft patch of grass. Tabbris landed with a loud
thud beside her. The heat of the burning remains of the cabin pressed against
her back. The elder’s face was covered in sweat and soot. She studied his eyes
for a moment and was surprised at the amount of venom in them. With his lips
pressed in a hard line, he glared at the Seirs as though they were the foulest
creatures in the world. His hands were curled into fists. Kara was certain that
Elder Otis had been a force to be reckoned with when he was younger. She stood
up slowly. With her eyes fixed on the Seirs, she moved swiftly to David, Peter,
and Jenny. They were livid. David bounced on the balls of his feet like a
boxer.


The
air was filled with smoke. The fragrance of wild flowers had been replaced by
the stench of burning wood. Grey clouds of smoke hovered all around. It was
like standing in a stinky mist. The Sensitives coughed behind her. Everyone was
out safely. With scorched faces and marred hands the Sensitives formed a
protective wall in front of Elder Otis. Their long silver swords glimmered in
the sunlight and reflected their grim faces. Santo stood in the lead. With his
shoulders tensed, he looked as though he would pounce at any moment.


Kara
surveyed the Seirs. How did they find us out here? The foul army of white-faced
men stared back at her. Their gloomy black coats were unnatural in the field of
wild flowers.


“Look,
it’s our favorite Seir, dog breath Ranab.” David clenched his jaw and cocked
his head. “He seems to have added a little more makeup today.”


The
tallest of the group stood before his brethren. With eyes as black as coal and
an ugly pallid face, he smiled wickedly at Kara.


“What
do we have here boys,” said Ranab smoothly, “our special prize...and an
elder. I’d say this is a pretty good hunt, don’t you think?” He stepped
forward, his glossy black coat rippled at his heels. “I’ve been looking for
that old fool for years.”


“How
did you find us?” Santo’s voice dripped with poison. He pointed the tip of his
sword dangerously and stepped forward in a challenge, his body locked in a
fighting stance.


Ranab
raised his arms, his coat billowing out like giant bat wings. “What? Didn’t you
enjoy the camp fire?” he laughed. “I’ve always enjoyed a good camp fire...with
a little song.” He watched the burning cabin with satisfaction. “One among your
kind has sold you out, my friend. We have our spies within your pitiable little
group.”


Spies? Kara cast a nervous glance around the Sensitives. How
could any of them rat them out? It didn’t make sense. They almost died in that
fire.


Santo’s
dark eyes shone dangerously beneath the rim of his hat. He looked as though he
would kill the rat with his bare hands. One by one, the Sensitives shrugged and
shook their heads innocently. Tabbris scowled like a wild animal protecting its
offspring. He looked as though he would tear apart anyone who got too close.


Kara
watched the Sensitives more carefully. Who among them had sold them out? Most
of them were burned. She doubted it had been one of the Seirs in the cabin. It
must have been someone outside of this group. She didn’t believe the traitor
would have risked their life in the fire. Traitors were cowards. They would put
their lives first. Ranab sneered. He was enjoying this. It was clear to her
that he was trying to upset them. 


“Don’t
listen to him,” Kara called out suddenly. She stared at the Sensitives’ anxious
faces. “He’s trying to divide you. Stand together. They are the enemy; there’s
no one here who didn’t almost perish in the fire. We must stand together.”


“She’s
right.” Santo tapped his sword against his thigh. “It’s not someone here. Must
be someone back at the district. And when I find them...they will answer to my
sword.”


Kara
pursed her lips. This wasn’t going well. Although the Sensitives fought
extremely well, they were outnumbered two to one. The fire had somewhat sapped
their strength, and Tabbris wouldn’t be able to fight because he had to protect
Elder Otis. It would be practically impossible to get the elder to safety
without hurting any of the Seirs. 


“Where’s
your mistress, Ranab?” Kara called out. She tried to add the same kind of venom
to her words as Santo had done. She wasn’t sure it worked. “I thought you never
left home without her. Has she decided to cut you loose?”


Ranab
scratched his chin. “She is occupied elsewhere at the moment. But don’t
worry—your soul will soon meet with her. She has something very special planned
for it. It’ll be a real pleasure ripping it out of your angel carcass.”


“I’ll
kill you before you lay a finger on her, clown-face.” David rushed past Kara.
She grabbed his jacket and pulled him back. He glowered at Ranab. “Looks as if
you forgot your red nose back at the circus, freak. But I don’t mind giving you
a new one.”


Kara
shook her head and lowered her voice. “This is what he wants, David. Ignore
him. He knows we can’t touch him. Don’t give in to him.”


David
scowled. “It’s the stupidest law the legion has ever made up. It’s retarded
that we can’t defend ourselves.”


“Maybe.
But we don’t have a choice. We have to do our best to protect the elder.”


Jenny
stepped in. “Do you have a plan? What do you propose we do?”


Kara
bit her bottom lip. “I think I can distract them long enough for Tabbris to get
the elder to safety.”


“How?”
Peter interjected. “There’re a lot more of them than us.”


“We’ll
just have to wing it.”


Santo
sliced the air with his sword. “No angel is dying on my watch, Ranab. The blood
that spills will be yours. Mark my words—your angel killing days are over.”


Ranab
twisted his blades in his wrists playfully. He lowered his head and grinned.
“You’re wrong, angel lover. You’re seriously outnumbered, haven’t you noticed?
We both know how this will end. I will take my prize, and the elder, if you
please. And I will kill you in the process.”


Tabbris
stepped through the wall of Sensitives. Elder Otis sat comfortably upright in
his arms, like a ventriloquist puppet. His skeletal arms dangled at his sides,
his frail body lost in the folds of his guardian’s arms. But he continued to
glare at Ranab in disgust.


“You
have been evil since you were a child, Ranab,” wheezed Elder Otis. He lifted a
bony finger. “Too much evil flows in the veins of a son who kills his father.”


Ranab
tossed a death blade in the air and caught it easily with a hand behind his
back. “My father was an old fool, just like you. He paid the price for his
stupidity. And it’s called ambition and the love for power.
You’re just too stupid to know the difference. You Sensitives are all the
same—angel loving fools. Can you not see how the angels are using you, old man?
They don’t care about you; they never have. You have been deceived old man.”


Elder
Otis’s blue eyes almost disappeared into his scowl. “Your end is near, Ranab.
There have been too many deaths at your hands. Killing the innocent, taking the
children; in the end, you will pay for what you have done.”


Ranab
clapped his hands. “Still speaking in riddles, you pathetic corpse. It is
certain your end is near old man. By the looks of you, it’s going to be very
easy. Think of it this way. I’m doing you a favor by killing you, putting you
out of your misery like an old dog.”


Elder
Otis smiled. “We shall see.” 


The
elder turned his head to Kara. His eyes twinkled with mischief as he nodded at
her. Kara studied his face closely. What was he trying to communicate?


“Let’s
go, brothers.” Ranab brandished his weapons before him. “We’ve got some killing
to do.”


At
once death blades appeared in the Seirs’ hands. Black vapors coiled around
their arms and the sound of clashing steel rose around them, as the Seirs hit
their death blades together. 


The
hair on the back of Kara’s neck stood up—two against one—their chances of
winning were slim. Although they were burned and weary, the Sensitives were
undaunted. They were prepared to fight to the death for the sake of the
innocent. 


Kara
gritted her teeth. She had to do something to help. But what?


Jenny
paced on the spot. Peter stood in her shadow, petrified, like a mouse caught in
a trap. He held on to one of his contraptions, as though it could save him
somehow. David shifted his weight nervously with his hands curled into fists.
Kara shook her head at him and mouthed the word no. David looked away. 


The
Sensitives cried out. Smoke from the burning cabin clouded the air. The Seirs
roared and charged.


A
horde of big Seir warriors stampeded towards Kara. The ground vibrated beneath
Kara’s boots. Kara stepped forward. 


“Angels,
get back!” ordered Santo as he pushed Kara back forcefully. He charged into the
oncoming crowd like a madman.


Five
Seirs met him head on. But Santo spun on the spot. In a flash he brought his
sword up and down across the chest of the first Seir. The man crumbled to the
ground. Santo stepped to his right, brought his sword up to deflect the next
blow, and swung at the second Seir’s left arm. The arm fell to the ground and
the Seir fell to his knees, wailing as he clasped his bloody stump. Three more
Seirs attacked, but Santo was ready. He sidestepped and parried. With a
powerful swing, his blade sliced the three Seirs across their necks. Their
death blades dropped to the ground. They fell over and Santo ran into the
onslaught and disappeared into a wall of smoke.


“There
she is. Get her!” Two Seirs rushed towards Kara. 


Kara
turned to Jenny, Peter, and David. “Stay together—no matter what.” She dashed
across the yard leading the Seirs behind her. She didn’t know what she was
planning to do next, but at least the Seirs were more interested in her than
her friends.


“Your
soul is ours, angel girl!”


A
death blade whipped past her ear. Kara kept running. She circled the
battlefield, but when more Seirs followed behind, she realized it wasn’t such a
bright idea.


A
blade sunk into the soil at her feet, and she raced over a dirt mound and
across a clearing of tall grasses, into another wall of Seirs.


Kara
skidded to a halt, jumped back, and ducked, just as a volley of death blades
flew over her head. Shapes charged at her. Blades flew. Kara parried and kicked
sideways into the gut of a Seir. He moaned and went down, only to be replaced
seconds later by another. She swung at him with her fist. To her surprise, the
Seir blocked the blow with his forearm and reached out for her neck with his
right hand. Cool metal grazed her neck as she leaned back. She grabbed his
right wrist, hauled him over her back, and tossed him through the air into the
horde of Seirs. They fell over like pins in a bowling alley. 


Excruciating
pain tore at Kara’s right shoulder. She wrapped her hand around the death
blade’s handle and pulled it out, but the blade’s poison burned its way down
her arm, leaving it numb. She tossed the blade into the grass. The Seir smiled
and licked his lips. He drew another blade. Suddenly his eyes went wide. Blood
poured from his mouth and he toppled over.


A
Sensitive woman stood behind him. She nodded to Kara and dashed back into the
fight.


The
smell of blood and smoke rose around her. Bodies fell to the ground, but their
brilliant souls hovered above them, waiting to be saved by the guardians.
Should the souls of the Seirs be saved, too? 


Kara
saw Jenny and Peter gathering the souls. She zigzagged through slashing swords
and spinning daggers to help them—


“Tabbris!”
someone shouted.


Kara
froze. 


Tabbris
teetered, struggling for consciousness. Ten death blades perforated his back
and shoulders. He stumbled to his knees. The elder spilled out of his arms and
sprawled to the ground. Blood dripped from Tabbris’s mouth. His eyes rolled in
the back on his head. He tipped over and crashed to the ground. He never moved
again. 


“The
old man’s mine.” Ranab smiled wickedly as he stood over Elder Otis. “Told you
you’d die today, old man. I should have killed you long ago. And now you will
join my father.”


Elder
Otis pushed himself up on his elbows. He glared at Ranab. He took Tabbris’s
hand, and with tears flowing down his cheeks he held it close to his chest. The
elder closed his eyes and lowered his head.


 “I’m
going to enjoy this very much.” Ranab stepped forward and raised his blade over
Elder Otis.


Kara
raised her hands and her elemental power ignited. But this time it was
different— darkness like an icy chill was mixed with her hot elemental power.
The giant surge of strength intoxicated her. The darkness took control, and she
embraced it.


“Kara!
NO!” David ran towards her.


Before
she knew what she was doing, golden rays shot out of her hands. They struck the
Seir.


Ranab’s
body spun violently in the air as golden electric current coiled around it
until he was covered like a mummy. With a smell of burnt flesh the Seir
screamed as his body convulsed. With a sizzling blast and then a pop his body
exploded in a cloud of golden dust.


Only
a tiny brilliant sphere remained.


“Kara,
what did you do? You...you killed him.” David clasped his hands over his head,
terror spreading over his face. His mouth fell open. “You killed a mortal.”


“Oh.
My. God.” Jenny and Peter rushed over, their eyes wide in shock. 


Kara
gazed at the dust particles settling around the ground like soft snow. What had
she done? 


A
foreign coolness replaced the warmth she usually felt when her wild power had
abated. At once, stinging pain shot through her body as though thousands of
knifes pierced her skin. Was this the end? Was she really dying an angel’s true
death? 


She
tingled in bright light. David’s anxious face appeared. His lips moved, but she
couldn’t hear what he was saying. The world shifted around her as the faces of
her friends disappeared.


And
then blackness took her.











Chapter
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The
Crystal Timer


 


 


 


Light shimmered behind Kara’s closed
eyelids. She felt groggy and sore, as if she had just wakened from a long
sleep. Had she been in rugby game against the Big Girls with Tempers from
Riverside High? Even her eyelids were sore. It must have been a brutal game—but
she couldn’t remember. Her memories were drifting away like leaves in a breeze.
She strained to focus, but it was no use. A dull throb welled inside her head,
pushing away her concentration. Strange. Maybe she had been hit on the head?


I have to wake up. Eyelids open.


Nothing
happened.


Her
awareness wandered, and the ache in her head worsened. Her memories floated
inside her head like pieces in a puzzle. Mr. Patterson was expecting her this
morning. There was an entire horror section to categorize and scan through the
new computer program, and Mr. Patterson couldn’t even work the cash register
properly let alone decipher a new computer program. Her face curled into a
smile. Mr. Patterson needed her, and it was nice to be needed. Then she would
have the afternoon off—plenty of time to spend with David.


She
concentrated on the sounds around her. Silence. Sparrows didn’t chirp outside
her bedroom window, and the neighbor’s miniature schnauzer didn’t bark. Even
the muffled sound of heavy traffic from her street was absent. The calmness
unnerved her. This wasn’t normal.


Kara
felt claustrophobic and struggled feverishly to open her eyes, but her lids
would not part. She willed herself to wake. Slowly she forced her eyes open.


She
was in a white room.


At
first, she thought she was in a hospital, suffering from a head injury from the
rugby game, but she quickly realized that she was in no mortal place.
Gleaming white walls surrounded her on three sides and were lost into an
endless white sky above. On the fourth side she could see four great wooden
doors with intricate designs carved into the wood. They were painted in gold
and red, like elegant jewels. Their golden handles were carved into the shapes
of big watchful eyes. Bright red and blue neon signs sizzled and flashed above
each door. Kara leaned in for a closer look.


The
signs read:


 


Door
# 1 - Unintentional mortal killing


Door # 2 - Mortal killing in angel-defense


Door # 3 - Intentional mortal killing


Door # 4 - Other


 


It
all came back to her then. The Seirs’ attack on the Sensitives...the missing
children...Lilith’s weapon...the infected mortals...the cabin fire...Elder
Otis. 


Ranab—she
had killed a mortal.


Kara’s
head fell to her hands. What had she done? Had she ended her own angel career
by executing Ranab? This was by far the worst thing she’d ever done as an
angel. It was a Tartarus offence, ‘a lock her up and throw away the key’ kind
of violation. She knew this was worse than a trip to the angel prison—it was
the end of the road for her.


Gathering
herself, Kara raised her head slowly. She read the signs over and over, for
what seemed like hours, not sure which door to open. Ranab had died as result
of her strike, but she had killed him in order to protect the elder. He was
going to kill him. Was it intentional mortal killing or mortal
killing in angel-defense? It couldn’t be an angel-defense since Elder Otis
was a mortal. She had fought to save his life—not another angel’s. Perhaps it
was intentional mortal killing, since she had struck out at Ranab willingly.
She had wanted to kill him.


She
remembered the darkness she had felt inside her. Was it to blame? 


She
had enjoyed the sensation of the new cool energy flowing through her. It had
revitalized her. In those seconds she had forgotten who she was and had lost
control of herself and her mission. The darkness had compelled her. Deep down,
she had always wanted to kill him—she had always been bad.


One
thing was for sure; it was all over for her now. The elder had been wrong. She
was no savior of the mortal world—she was nothing special—just an angel with
bad blood.


Reluctantly,
Kara stepped forward and wrapped her hand around the golden handle of door
number three, Intentional Mortal Killing. She could feel the coolness of
the metal. She pushed open the door and stepped through the threshold.


She
walked into a giant bathroom.


Rows
of stand-alone glass showers lined the back wall of the massive rectangular
room. A single chrome shower head sprouted from the top of the showers, like
long elongated arms. All the stalls were empty, but cherubs stood next to the
showers, waiting. Their blue-forget-me-not robes shimmered in the light. Three
oracles occupied a long wooden desk on the right side of the room and busied
themselves with paperwork. Water dripped into each stall and an earsplitting
suction noise rose from the drains. With determined faces, the oracles stamped
documents loudly. They mumbled among themselves, but Kara couldn’t hear what
they were saying. Halogen lights flickered and buzzed, and added an eerie
melody to the gloomy place.


Twelve
grim-faced angels filed in and stood in line, waiting to use the showers. Shame
and regret painted their faces. Suppressing her feeling of awkwardness, Kara
stepped closer for a better look. A plump woman with blond curly hair stepped
slowly into an empty shower. She reached out and pulled a chrome lever.
Immediately, sparkling water sprouted from the shower-head. The woman sobbed.
Water trickled down her cheeks like tears. Within moments, her body was covered
in brilliant lights like a coat of diamonds. Her body sizzled, popped, and then
disintegrated. Her clothes floated to the bottom of the shower in a crumbled
wet mess. The water receded and her dazzling soul hovered in the shower like a
lonely firefly. A cherub holding a large glass jar stepped into the shower. He
grabbed the soul gently and placed it carefully into the jar. Another cherub
with broom twice his size swept the clothes into a mountain-high pile of
clothes at the back of the room.


Kara
frowned. At least the souls were kept alive. It was better than she had
imagined. 


This
would be her fate. She felt the same humiliation that reflected in the eyes of
the other angels—she had broken the sacred oath; they all had. Her guardian
angel days would end with a cold shower.


“Kara
Nightingale!”


Kara
jumped. The three oracles sat above their crystal balls with their tiny arms
crossed over their chests. Their bare feet peeked from under their long silver
robes. Their expressions were unreadable. With feet like blocks of concrete,
Kara sighed and dragged herself over to the desk. Her shoulders slumped as she
stood and waited. She clasped her hands in front of her and picked at her
fingernails nervously.


The
oracle in the middle fumbled with some paperwork. He flipped open a file and
his eyebrows rose. After reading for a moment, he slammed it shut with the palm
of his hand. Finally, he laced his fingers and looked up at Kara.


“So...
Miss Clara. You have killed a mortal with intent,” said the oracle in a
concerned tone.


Kara
lowered her head. “Yes, oracle.” It sounded much worse when she heard it out
loud from the mouth of an oracle. She felt ashamed, as if she had been scolded
by one of her teachers after she had done poorly in a test. 


“Hmmm.”
The oracle drummed his fingers on the desk. “The price of breaking this sacred
oath is very severe. Angels are guardians of the Earth, soldiers sworn to
protect all mortals...but you have taken a life.” He looked sad. “Do you
understand the seriousness of your actions?”


Kara
nodded. “I do...but...I was told if we killed a mortal we would suffer a true
death.” Kara pointed behind her to the showers. “But I just saw the cherubs
take the souls away.”


The
oracle’s face wrinkled into a smile. “You are quite right.” He leaned back and
twirled his finger around his long white beard. He shared a look with the other
two oracles and their faces beamed contentedly. “You see my dear, if angels
knew the truth...then they would not be so reluctant to kill a mortal,
now would they? It’s best they believe they will die a true death if they break
the sacred law. Don’t you agree?” 


“I
guess so. What does this mean? What happens next?” 


He
blinked up at Kara. “Those who forsake the oath will have their guardian status
removed, with immediate effect. Their souls will become mortal—they can never
become guardians again. It’s not a true death, per say, but it is a guardian
angel’s death—so to speak.” 


Kara
didn’t comment. She knew what she had done, and was prepared to pay the price.
At least her soul would live on. Maybe she could even have a regular life with
David. She wondered if her friends would be able to stop Lilith. Would she get
the weapon? This entire mess with Lilith was her fault, and now she wouldn’t
even be able to help. 


“Ending
a mortal life is very serious,” continued the oracle. “You were sworn to
protect them, no matter how vile and evil they might be. It is the law.”


Kara
looked the oracle in the eyes. “I’m not sorry about killing Ranab. I’m sorry I
broke the rules, but he was going to execute the elder. It was a judgment call,
and I made a choice. Maybe it was the wrong one according to the laws, but I’m
not sorry I did it. I’d do it again if I had to.”


The
oracles were speechless. They huddled together and spoke softly to each other.
Kara leaned forward, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying.


Kara
stood waiting as they went on speaking to one another. She was getting a little
annoyed. Had they forgotten about her completely? 


“Ahem...excuse
me, oracles?” she burst out suddenly. “So...do I go stand in line with the rest
of the guardians?”


The
oracles turned slowly to face Kara once more. The expressions on their faces
were more hopeful. The oracle on Kara’s right spoke next.


“No.”


Kara’s
jaw dropped. She stared at them dumbfounded. “No? I’m not sure I understand. I
thought you just said that I wasn’t going to suffer a true death. I thought my
soul was safe. This is different because I killed a Seir, isn’t it? I’m not
going to have a normal mortal life now, am I?” She studied their faces, trying
to make sense of it all.


The
oracles shared another look before answering. 


“We
need you to finish your mission,” said the same oracle. “You are a strong
guardian with unique abilities. Your talents have proven useful to us
before, and the legion has much to thank you for. We know of Lilith’s plan. We
know she has acquired a piece of the Arath. We are hoping you can stop her. The
legion needs you, Tara . . .”


“It’s
Kara.” Kara measured their faces. Had she heard right? “So... what does this
mean, exactly? Do I get my job back?”


The
three oracles leaned forward and answered as one. “You have twelve hours to
complete your last mission.”


Things
were looking up. Kara couldn’t believe her luck. Even if it were only for a
short time, she was a guardian angel again. 


She
wondered if she should tell them about Morthdu, but decided against it. They
wouldn’t grant her this last chance if they knew that her unique abilities
included dark power.


“Is
there something you wish to say?” inquired the oracle gently, seeing Kara’s
internal struggle.


“Uh...no.
Thank you, I guess.”


The
oracle on Kara’s left reached over the desk. A tiny golden hourglass on a
golden chain dangled from his hand. He lifted it to Kara. “Please take this.
You will need it.”


Kara
grasped the chain in her hand. She held it up to the light. A slow trickle of crystal
sand fell from the top to the bottom glass bulb.


“What
is it?”


“It’s
a crystal timer.” The oracle folded his hands together on the desk. “You need
to finish your mission before the rest of the crystal runs through. It’s
exactly twelve hours.”


Kara
pulled the chain over her head. The crystal timer fell against her chest. “What
happens if I don’t?”


Sadness
washed over the oracle’s face. “Then the mortal world will have been lost. You
will reappear here and stand in line with the others, waiting to use the
showers.”


She
didn’t like the sound of that. 


Twelve
hours. It was tight, but it might be enough to scout out Lilith and get the
other piece of the Arath. That is only if she knew where it was.


“Do
you know where the other piece of the weapon is?”


The
oracle nodded grimly. “The other piece of the Arath is in Rome, hidden amongst
the ancient treasures of the Pantheon. We depend upon you, Clara. You must find
the other piece of the weapon.”


Kara
fumbled with the crystal timer. “I will, don’t worry—”


The
oracle lifted up his hand. “And you mustn’t tell anyone about the crystal
timer, or this place. You cannot even tell your friends. You must promise.
Angels must continue to think that killing a mortal will result in their true
death.” 


Kara
lifted the collar of her shirt and slipped the crystal timer underneath. “Okay,
but won’t they wonder why I’m back? What am I supposed to tell them?”


“Just
tell them that the legion owed you a debt—one last chance. You can tell them
that Ranab hadn’t much human blood left in him, but that’s it.”


“Okay,
I promise,” said Kara. She hoped she was a good enough liar to pull it off. She
probably wasn’t.


“One
more thing,” continued the oracle with a serious expression. “If you kill or
injure another mortal severely, the crystal timer will empty and your mission
will be over. You will find yourself back here. Do you understand?”


The
crystal timer felt cool against her angel skin. She tapped it gently beneath
her shirt and sighed. “I understand. I won’t kill any more mortals, no matter
how evil.”


The
oracles shared a grave look again. “And one last thing. Your priority is to
find the weapon before Lilith does. No matter what, you must secure the weapon.
The sake of the mortal world depends on it. No matter how delicate a situation
you find yourself in, and no matter who may need your help—you must bring back
the weapon. Lives may be sacrificed. Nothing else matters.”


Kara
frowned. “I’m not quite sure what you mean. Are you saying I’m going to let
some mortals die? I won’t let anyone die.”


“I’m
afraid you won’t have a choice; sacrifices may be inevitable.” 


The
oracles sat in silence, lost in thought.


A
strange feeling crept in the back of her mind, but she pushed it away. The
oracles knew best, whatever sacrifice they were talking about was for the
greater good. She had to trust them.


“Okay,
then,” she nodded her head. “I’m ready. How do I get out of here?” 


The
oracle gestured behind her. “You can go through the same door you came in. Once
you step out that door, you will be back at the exact spot where you were
before you were transported here.”


“Right.”
Kara turned toward the great wooden door with the number three sign. Its gold
and red paint stood out against the white walls of the giant bathroom; out of
place, just like her. Kara frowned.


“Thank
you, for giving me more time—for this second chance.” Kara smiled. She clutched
the crystal timer beneath her shirt. “I won’t let you down. I promise.” 


“Go,
and may the souls protect you,” said the oracles. 


With
one last look at the showers, Kara walked to the door, pulled it open, and
stepped through.











Chapter
11


Back
from the Dead


 


 


 


Kara...Kara...


Kara’s
eyes fluttered open. She blinked. At first, dark shadows clouded her vision,
and then the dark was replaced by bright light. She blinked away the brightness
as her vision gradually adjusted to her surroundings. David’s anxious face
stared down at her.


“Kara!
She’s awake! She’s awake!”


A
gathering of worried faces gazed down upon her. Jenny’s bright green eyes shone
with concern. Her bottom lip trembled. Peter’s pallid face was pinched tightly,
and he looked about to pass out. A few curious Sensitives huddled around her,
whispering amongst themselves. Half a smile formed on the corners of Santo’s
lips. His dark eyes danced playfully. At least, he seemed pleased to see her
again.


The
moist smell of earth and the stink of smoke filled Kara’s nostrils. The back of
her head was wet. By the look of shock on almost everyone’s face, she knew it
wasn’t going to be easy to lie herself out of this. She hoped her acting skills
in front of the mirror were going to pay off. After a moment, she raised her
hand.


“David,
can you help me up please.”


David
reached down and pulled Kara gently to her feet. The ground wavered for a
moment, but then she steadied herself. The crystal timer bounced against her
chest, a reminder that she had only twelve hours to complete her
mission—starting now.


“I
can’t believe you’re standing here,” said David. “How are you feeling? Are you
okay?” He grasped her hand tightly and didn’t let go, as though if he did she
might suddenly explode and vanish again. He examined her more closely, his nose
inches from her face. “This is incredible. It’s a freakin’ miracle.”


Kara
pulled her hands from David’s tight grip and shook them. “I’m fine, David,
really. No need to be making a big deal.”


“This
is a big deal; you were gone and now you’re back. But...but...this doesn’t make
any sense.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “You killed a mortal. We saw
you die. We all did, Kara. Your body disappeared.”


Kara
remembered the strange coolness she’d felt seconds before her vanishing act. It
must have been horrible for her friends to watch her body disintegrate into
thin air, to think that it was the last time they would ever see her. If it had
happened to any of them, she knew that she would have been devastated. Her
friends meant the world to her. She met David’s eyes and saw the hurt in them.
Her throat ached, and she couldn’t find her voice. She so desperately wanted to
reach out to him and tell him the truth, to wrap her arms around him one last
time before her twelve hours were up. But she knew she couldn’t.


Peter
stepped closer, “... and then five minutes later you reappeared. How’s that
possible? You should be...dead, so to speak. You should have died an angel’s
true death. How is it that you’re standing here now?”


Kara
felt everyone’s attention on her, waiting to hear her story. She prayed
silently that she had the strength to pull off the lies. The legion counted on
her to keep her secret. Her mother had always told her that she could always
tell when she was lying because her face would turn red. At least this time,
the flush on her cheeks wouldn’t give her away. 


She
avoided David’s eyes and gazed at the ground and tried her best to look cool.
“They gave me a one-time free pass. They said the legion owed me, so they gave
me another chance.” Kara pressed her lips together and glanced up to see their
reactions.


The
Sensitives observed her silently from a safe distance. Was that fear she saw
flash in their eyes? Santo stood close by, his head tipped to one side,
stone-faced. Apparently, he was the only Sensitive who wasn’t freaked out about
her reappearance. 


Jenny
reached out and squeezed Kara’s hand, her face beaming. “Well, I’m so happy
they did. Didn’t know what I was going to do without my girl. The four of us
are a team, you know.”


Kara
smiled and relaxed a little. She knew she wouldn’t get any fussing from Jenny.
“You can’t get rid of me that easily.” She laughed, hoping it would ease the
tension a little.


David
stepped closer and lowered his voice. “I thought I’d lost ya.” He struggled to
compose himself. Kara’s knees buckled. 


“I
thought I’d never see you again.” His voice croaked. He lowered his eyes and
brushed the earth with his boot. “I was losing my mind just now...you have no
idea.”


Kara
reached out and pressed her hand gently on his arm. “But you didn’t lose me.
I’m still here, at least until I screw up again.” 


For
a moment only she and David stood in the grassy meadow staring at each other. 


“That’s
it?” inquired Peter, his eyebrows twitched. “They just conjured you back and
here you are? There’s got to be more to it than that?”


Kara
shrugged. “That’s all I know, Peter.”


“Interesting.”
Peter watched Kara curiously. “I’ve never heard of the legion granting any
angel’s life back after they killed a mortal.” Peter shared a look with David.
“In fact...I’m sure this is the first time it’s happened.”


“So
what are you saying, Peter? Aren’t you glad they did?” Annoyance tinted Kara’s
voice. “I thought you’d be pleased to see me again.”


Peter’s
eyes widened. “Well...yes, of course. I didn’t mean anything by it. If anyone
deserves to be granted a second chance, it’s you. It’s just I’ve never heard of
. . .” 


“Where
are the Seirs?” Kara studied the grounds. There had been a huge battle before
she had killed Ranab, and now the land was silent, except for the rattling of
leaves and the chirping of birds. A few Sensitives were scattered across the
field, attending to the wounded and the dead. Signs of battle dotted the
grounds. The green grass was trampled and stained with red. Fedora hats lay
alone. But where were the Seirs?


Elder
Otis sat on the grass with his back against the trunk of a large pine tree
across from Kara. His head rested against his chest. Kara couldn’t tell if his
eyes were open. His sadness was lost in his wrinkles. Tabbris’s body lay at his
side, and the old man still held on to his hand. He looked so fragile now—a
gust of wind might finish him off. He had lost many friends today. It pained
Kara deeply to see him suffer. 


Twelve
hours. Would it be enough to stop Lilith and get their children back?


“What
happened after I was gone?” asked Kara.


“The
Seirs all spazed out,” answered David. “They got all weird when they saw Ranab
explode into a million little clown particles...and then after you vanished,
they just took off like a bunch of scared little cats.”


“They
had lost their quarry,” said Santo, cutting in. Blood trickled from his nose,
and his left eye was a swollen angry red color. His bloody hand rested on the
hilt of his sword, but apart from that Kara couldn’t see any other injuries on
him. “Without Ranab to lead them, they had to leave to regroup. There was nothing
else here for them. I’m only sorry I wasn’t the one to kill him.” He smiled at
Kara.


Kara
returned his smile and looked away.


“These
clowns are too stupid to think for themselves,” said David, with a lethal
expression on his face. And then he added in a baby voice. “They needed their daddy
to tell them what to do.”


Kara
stifled a laugh and turned to Santo. “I hate to do this now, but I need to
speak to the elder. It’s important.”


Santo
squared his shoulders and nodded. “Come, I’ll take you to him.”


Kara
followed Santo over to where the old man was resting. She kneeled down beside
him following Santo’s example. The Sensitive touched his elder on the arm
gently.


“Elder
Otis?”


The
elder’s lids opened and he raised his head slowly. Kara stiffened at the sight
of his blood-red eyes. “Yes, Santo. What is it?”


“The
angel Kara would like to have a word.” 


With
great effort, the elder turned his head and met Kara’s eyes. He smiled, and
Kara felt a stab in her chest. “It’s nice to see you again, Kara. I had a feeling
you’d be back soon. What is it my dear?”


Kara
leaned forward on her heels, wondering how he could possibly have known. “I
need your help, Elder Otis,” she said gently, even though her body raced with
urgency. “I don’t have much time...I must find the other piece of the weapon
before Lilith does.”


Wisps
of hair floated about his head as he shook it gently. “I wish I could help you,
Kara, but I do not know the whereabouts of the other piece.”


“It’s
in Rome, hidden somewhere inside the Pantheon. That’s what the oracles told me.
I just need Sensitives to help take care of possible Seirs that might show up.
I can’t let my temper get the best of me this time.”


The
old man raised his brows and his eyes lit up. “You are full of surprises, Kara
Nightingale.” He smiled warmly. “I will see to it that our Sensitives in Italy
attend to your needs.” He glanced to where the timer lay beneath her shirt for
a second and then back to her. “Time is of the essence my dear. You must
hurry.”


Kara
frowned and restrained from touching the crystal timer. She wasn’t sure if the
elders could read minds, but the way Elder Otis watched her told Kara that
perhaps he knew more than he let on.


“Thank
you, Elder Otis.” She reached out and grasped his bony hand. “I will bring back
the children, I promise.”


Tears
welled up in the elder’s eyes, and he smiled. “I know you will. The prophecies
have foreseen it. I have great faith in you, Kara. May the souls protect you on
your journey.”


With
a last light squeeze of his hand, Kara pushed herself up. Santo rose to his
feet and grasped Kara’s shoulder. His dark eyes pierced hers, and she
shuddered.


“Take
care of yourself, Kara the guardian.” He grinned, his long scar distorted,
making it look even angrier. Kara averted her eyes away from his scar. 


“I’m
sure you’ll find many new friends amongst our kin in Italy,” he continued, “May
the souls guide you on your quest.” After a moment he let her go and settled
back down with the elder.


Kara
could not hear their muffled conversation as she walked away to join the
others. For only a moment, she reached inside her shirt and stole a peek at the
crystal timer.


The
bottom of the glass was already covered with sandy crystals.


Was
that amount equal to about an hour? She dropped the chain back under her shirt
and kept walking. Time was already running out.


David
approached her immediately. “What was that you were holding? I’ve never known
you to wear jewelry. Is that a necklace?”


Kara
froze. Pricks ran over her mortal skin. It seemed the crystals were already testing
her loyalty. The fact that she had stopped made it even worse, as though she
was hiding something and just got caught. She did her best to look nonchalant.
“It’s not really a necklace; it’s more of a lucky charm.”


“Well,
I guess you can say it worked. Luck brought you back. Can I see it?”


“No,”
said Kara briskly. She immediately regretted the anxiety in her tone. David
studied her silently. David was clever, maybe even too clever for his own good.
He might figure it out eventually. Kara had to keep his mind off it. 


The
only thing that kept her going was the prospect of returning to her mortal life
with David—and to have that she needed to find the other piece. 


Kara
avoided David’s questioning stare and put on a brave face as Peter and Jenny
joined them. “Listen up. We need to get a move on. We need to find the other
piece of the weapon before Lilith does.”


“And
do we know where to look? It could be anywhere?” asked Peter. 


Kara
nodded. “Rome, Italy, in the Pantheon. That’s where we’ll find the other piece.”


David
whistled loudly. “I’ve always wanted to see the Pope. You think he’ll receive
us? I’ve got some tips for him on his wardrobe.”


Kara
nudged David playfully. “We are not going to see the Pope, you ninny. We don’t
have much time, and we need to scout the entire building. It’s huge. I’ve seen
pictures on Wikipedia—stop staring at me like that, David. We’ll need to split
up in pairs, and we’ll have some help from the Sensitives in Italy, in case
more Seirs show up.”


“I
have a feeling the freaks will show up,” said David. “There’s still a bounty on
your soul. They won’t give you up so easily.”


“But
at least for now, they think I’m dead—that should give us some extra time
before they figure it out.”


“That
could take a while.” David sneered. “All that makeup’s bound to affect their
brains.”


Jenny
rocked on the balls of her feet. “So, when do we depart on our next adventure?”
A mischievous smile spread across her face.


Kara
clenched her jaw.


“Right
now. Let’s show Lilith the meaning of payback.”











Chapter
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Pantheon,
Rome, Italy


 


 


 


Word that she had killed a mortal
had spread fast. As soon as she stepped off the elevator, whispers of her name
circulated around the room. Under David’s advice, Kara ignored the voices. She
resisted the urge to slap the suspicion off a few dubious faces—the devastation
of the mortal world far outweighed the gossip. In spite of everything she had
done, they still didn’t accept her. She just didn’t fit into that perfect
guardian angel mold—if ever there was one. She was a freak—Kara the tainted
angel.


All
in all, she wasn’t surprised that Ariel hadn’t appeared shocked when she
admitted to killing the Seir, Ranab. Ariel didn’t even twitch when Kara
explained about the second chance she had been given by the oracles. Ariel sat
pokerfaced until she had recounted her entire tale. Maybe the archangel knew
the truth behind the so-called sacred laws? Perhaps all the archangels did.


With
the jump back to Horizon, and the lengthy debrief with the archangel Ariel, by
the time they arrived in Rome, the crystal timer indicated that Kara had lost
two hours. Ten hours would still be plenty of time hopefully to locate the
weapon and save the children. 


Kara
shuddered as she remembered Elder Otis’s red wet eyes at the mention of the
missing children. His heart had been broken. On the spur of the moment, she had
made him a promise that she would find them, and she had every intention of
keeping that promise.


The
streets of Rome were packed with tourists and locals. Keeping her head down and
peeking through the gap in her bangs, Kara searched anxiously for billboards or
signs with her face on them. She was still a bioterrorist as far as mortals
were concerned. So far, her picture only appeared in the newspapers. She
couldn’t make out what they said because they were written in Italian, but
because of the use of bold letters and the overuse of punctuation, it was
clearly bad. Kara pulled the hood of her black sweater over her head. 


Lilith
hadn’t affected the mortals here yet, and that was a good sign in her favor.
She hoped for more good omens; she needed them.


Kara
and the others marveled at the ancient architecture. Brown stone buildings
loomed over them from both sides of narrow streets. Small stone and iron
balconies draped in flower boxes gazed down at them. Scooters zigzagged
skillfully through the pedestrians. The smell of fresh bread and coffee filled
the air. Waiters scurried out of noisy restaurants holding enormous plates of
steaming pasta. Traditional Italian music echoed throughout the city, engaging
couples to dance in the streets. The warm evening air caressed Kara’s cheeks.
The ancient city was chaotic, and she loved it. 


Everywhere
she turned, there was something new and exciting to see. The evening sky was a
deep orange streaked with navy blue. Tall iron lampposts flickered on as she
passed. She heard a clonking and turned to see a beautiful black horse pulling
a red carriage with a happy young couple holding hands. Kara smiled as she
passed some local shop owners gesturing dramatically with their hands as they
argued about their merchandise.


As
Kara strolled along the noisy streets, she unconsciously placed her hand over
the crystal timer and wondered if any other angel had ever been given a similar
extension and had it kept secret from the rest of the angel population.


“So,
are you going to tell me about that necklace or what?” David kept his voice
low. His eyes were glued to the timer.


Kara
let it go and smiled at him innocently. “There’s nothing to tell. It’s just a
stupid good luck charm,” she laughed softly and gazed towards the crowds of
people.


“Then
why haven’t I seen it before?” David persisted. “And why I’m sensing a little
jumpiness in your voice? I know you’re hiding something. What is it?”


The
oracle’s warning echoed in her mind. “Like I said, it’s just a stupid pendant;
it’s nothing special. Forget it.”


“Where
did it come from? Who gave it to you?” pressed David.


Kara
tensed. “I picked it up on one of our missions. I can’t remember where.”


David
stared at her for a moment. “You’re lying. And you’re doing a very bad job at
it. I thought we could tell each other everything. I thought we were...close. I
thought we didn’t have any secrets between us. After all we’ve been
through...why are you lying to me, Kara?”


 “I’m
not,” said Kara, the words burning on her lips. “I told you, it’s just a stupid
good luck—”


“Fine.
Keep lying.” David walked off leaving Kara staring at him. She felt dizzy
suddenly, her world tipping to the side, and cursed herself for being such a
bad liar. Who was she fooling? She kept her head down and continued walking.


It
was not just the crystal timer. Kara also felt sheepish about not sharing the
feeling of darkness that had made itself known to her recently. At first she
had thought her elemental power was acting up, but as soon as the darkness had
surged through her, she knew it was different. The elemental power was always
warm—this other energy felt cold and evil. Kara feared she was becoming a
monster. Morthdu had told her that she was part of the darkness somehow, and it
terrified her. 


After
walking for some time on the Via della Maddalena, Kara and the others arrived
in a large square, the Piazza della Rotonda. An enormous stone water fountain
with four statues at the base of a rock supported an obelisk. Couples sat
around the edges and snapped pictures of themselves with their smart phones.


“Wow.
Would you look at that? I’ve never seen anything so majestic.” Jenny’s eyes
widened and she craned her neck. “Now that’s impressive.” 


The
fountain was beautiful, but it was nothing in comparison to the monumental
splendor of the Pantheon. The ancient Roman building loomed up at the end of
the square, the size of a small mountain. Rows of giant marble Roman columns
held a majestic portico at the front of the structure. About forty-three meters
in height, it demanded attention. Its colossal stone dome rose behind the
portico. Great bronze doors stood ajar, an invitation to the ancient world
within. A large inscription on the front of the portico read: Marcus
Agrippa, Lucii Filius, Consul Tertium Fecit.


“Marcus
Agrippa, Son of Lucius, Consul Three times, built this,” said Peter, as though
reading her mind.


“Aren’t
you knowledgeable? A real walking encyclopedia,” teased Kara.


She
was so impressed by it all that for a moment she nearly forgot who she was, and
why she was here. But she snapped back to reality when she spotted two men and
a woman dressed in dark suits and fedora hats. They leaned casually on the
columns at the foot of the Pantheon. A small white and tan English bulldog,
Thor, sat at their side. So did a tall grey Great Dane, the same one who had
appeared and helped fight off the Seirs at Dirleton Castle.


“Looks
as though our escorts are here,” said David. He stared accusingly at the
crystal timer under her shirt before he walked off. 


An
ache throbbed inside Kara. If only she could tell him, explain the situation,
he wouldn’t be so angry with her. She hurried after David. “Come on. Let’s not
keep them waiting.” Peter and Jenny rushed to keep up.


The
woman Sensitive stepped forward to greet them, her long black braid bouncing
against her back. She was tall and slim. Her full lips spread into a smile and
her kind dark eyes sparkled brightly. “Hello, I’m Tatiana,” she said in a heavy
Italian accent. “You must be, Kara.” She held her hand out.


Kara
returned her smile and shook the woman’s hand with a firm grip. “Yes, it’s nice
to meet you, Tatiana.”


Tatiana
turned and pointed to her group. “This is Tony and Roberto. We are here to
protect and help you find this weapon.”


“Thank
you,” said Kara as she acknowledged the rest of the group.


Tony
and Roberto were easily over six feet, Roberto being the taller and thicker of
the two. They were both in their mid twenties and smiled graciously. 


Kara
introduced the others to the group and then kneeled beside Thor. “I didn’t know
you were coming. But I’m glad you did.” She rubbed his head gently.


“The
smell of trouble seems to always find you, Kara,” said Thor. He licked his
lips. “I thought you might need my help.”


“And
mine,” said the Great Dane. His tail wagged happily, and Kara thought it looked
more like a whip than a tail. “... Poochie ’s the name.”


David
laughed out loud. “Your name is Poochie?” He turned and pointed down towards
the English bulldog. “And his name is Thor. Talk about a serious mix up.” David
and Peter laughed.


Kara
rolled her eyes and ignored them. “I didn’t get a chance to thank you for
helping us escape back in Scotland. It was very brave of you.”


“It’s
our pleasure,” said Poochie, his long grey tongue lolling out of the side of
his great mouth. “Anything to help the legion—it’s all part of the job.” He sat
on his behind and started to scratch excessively.


Roberto
stepped forward. His large frame bulged with thick muscles. “Do you know where
the weapon is inside the Pantheon?” he said in a deep voice with a heavy
accent. The first two buttons of his shirt were undone. Kara could see scars
across his olive colored skin.


Kara
stood up. “Unfortunately, no. All I know is that it’s in there somewhere, and
that we have to find it quickly.” Her hand froze in midair as she resisted the
urge to touch the crystal timer. She could see that David had noticed her
gesture.


“It’s
a very big building.” Tatiana stood with her hands on her hips as she looked up
the giant structure. “Me, I know, I’ve been here many times. It won’t be easy
to find, and there are many tourists inside.” 


“I
know. We should split up into groups,” said Kara. “It’ll go faster, and it’ll
look less conspicuous.” 


Jenny
leaned forward and pointed to herself. “Peter and I can take the right side of
the building. You and David can take the left.” Peter brightened at the idea
and a tiny smile curled at the edges of his lips.


Peeling
her eyes away from Peter, Kara looked at David. Despite the hard look in his eye,
he nodded. “Sounds good to us,” he answered. 


Kara
sighed silently, relieved that he would still work with her, even with all her
lying.


Tatiana
nodded her head in agreement. “Me, I go with you and David. Tony and Roberto—”
she gestured with her hand, “you go with Jenny and Peter.” 


Tony
scratched the stubble on his skin. “What does the weapon look like?” His voice
was a little deeper than Roberto’s, and his accent was the heaviest.


Tatiana
smacked him on the head, and gestured with her hands dramatically. “You, you
never listen during the meetings, eh? It’s a blue glass triangle.” 


“Aye,
bella. Me, I don’t know,” laughed Tony playfully. He gave Tatiana a smug smile.
“Your great beauty distracts me.” He lifted his hand towards her face. She
smacked it away.


Kara
raised her eyebrows and shared a sidelong glance with David who shrugged. Tony
was an Italian version of David—cocky, and too full of himself when it came to
women—always playing around when it was time to be serious—a big kid.


“Dogs
aren’t allowed in, so Poochie and I will guard the main entrance,” said Thor.
Drool spilled to the ground in puddles around his feet.


“That’s
right!” A low growl rippled from Poochie’s throat. “They won’t get past me.”
Poochie drew back his ears as he lowered his head. A ridge of hairs rose on his
back like tiny blades. He snarled aggressively and revealed rows of large
pointy teeth. A chill vibrated up her back. She always thought Great Danes were
gentle giants, but he looked fierce. He was big enough to do some serious
damage.


Thor
waddled up to Kara, his big brown eyes serious. “Kara, be careful. There’s a
very bad smell in this place.”


“In
the Pantheon?” said Kara. She lowered herself to be level with the tiny dog.
Poochie rested his large head on her shoulder, his drool dripping down her
neck.


Thor
continued, “No. It’s hard to explain. It’s this city—there’s something
here—something big, and it smells evil, really evil. It’s as though there’s an
enormous demonic stench. I can’t put my finger on it—it keeps moving. I don’t
understand it. It’s all around us now, in the air, under our feet, but I can’t
find it.”


Kara
wiped the drool from her neck and wiped it on her jeans. Thor’s worried
expression made her feel more nervous. “I’ll be careful, I promise. So far, I
don’t see any demons or Seirs. We might be able to search for the weapon before
things get messy.” The crystal timer gently rubbed against her chest. “And I’m
running out of time. We have to go in now.”


Thor
pressed his paw on her knee. “Watch your back, Kara. There’s something evil
lurking about.”


Kara
rubbed Thor’s head. “I will, don’t worry.” 


She
rose and made eye contact with the group; their faces were as determined as
hers. They made their way swiftly towards the entrance to the Pantheon. 


Marble
columns lined the portico. Gawking tourists passed her on their way out. Part
of her wished she could enjoy the history of the ancient building, but there
was no time to act the tourist. Lilith could be hiding anywhere—waiting to make
her appearance with an army of Seirs. With Thor’s warning still fresh in her
memory, Kara marched through the giant bronze doors. 


The
Pantheon was a gigantic dome with monumental tombs set into the walls. Glossy marble floors with a
series of geometric patterns spread in front of her. The only light spilled
down from a large round opening in the center of the dome, like a great eye
opened to the sky. A ray of soft yellow light shone on the marble floor in a
circular pool. A large altar was set on the opposite side to the entrance, with
the icon of the Madonna and Child above it. The apse was decorated with golden
mosaic crosses. Loud voices reverberated as hundreds of tourists walked in
circles taking pictures and reading the inscriptions to the tombs.


Kara
ignored the building’s interior beauty. She turned to Jenny, Peter, and David.
“Let’s find this thing.”


Jenny
beamed. “We’re on it. Come on, Peter.” She took off running to the right side
of the dome. Tony and Roberto jogged watchfully beside her. With his arms
outstretched for balance, Peter skated carefully behind them on the slippery
floors.


Holding
back a laugh, Kara took the left side of the dome. She pushed her way through
the curious mortals and headed towards the nearest of the seven niches that
surrounded the dome. She remembered from Wikipedia that these were the tombs of
great men. That dusty old bones were hidden away under boxes of concrete was a
little freaky. Perhaps the weapon would be hidden with them? She pressed her
hands against the cool stone and began to search the first niche for the
weapon. David got on his knees and searched around the foot of the niche, while
Tatiana stood on guard with her back to them, turning frustrated mortals away
in brisk Italian.


The
first niche turned out to be empty. Kara hurried on towards the second niche
whose brick archway extended into the concrete wall. She dug her hands into the
cavities and brushed them over the rough stone surface.


Something
moved in the corner of her eye. A pallid face moved in the crowd. A long black
coat caught the light.


Kara
froze and strained her eyes. But the figure disappeared.


“Kara?”
David studied her anxious face and then followed her gaze. “What is it? What
did you see?”


“I
thought I saw a Seir...but I can’t see him anymore. I think my eyes are playing
tricks on me.” With the amount of stress she was under, it was a wonder that
her mind didn’t explode.


David
frowned. “I don’t see any. But believe your instincts. I’m sure they’re here
somewhere, hiding like the cowards they are.”


“What’s
going on?” Tatiana leaned forward, “Why have you stopped?”


“Kara
saw a Seir,” said David. “I knew they’d show their ugly faces sooner or later.”


Kara
shrugged. “But I don’t see him anymore. I thought we’d have more time before
the Seirs found us. It’ll make things more difficult.”


Tatiana
unbuttoned the bottom of her jacket. The hilt of her sword peeked through the
material. “Don’t worry about the Seirs. Keep looking for the weapon. I’ll take
care of them, demone amante.” 


She
whistled loudly. Tony and Roberto turned their heads. Tatiana made a few hand
gestures, and they nodded in acknowledgement and surveyed the dome with their
hands on their swords. Tatiana prowled like a cat ready to pounce. Kara admired
Tatiana. She was fearless. 


After
a half hour of searching through three separate niches, Kara threw out her arms
and sighed in frustration. She rose on her toes and searched across the dome
for Jenny and Peter. They stood near another niche, looking as frustrated as
Kara felt. Jenny met Kara’s eyes and raised her hands, shaking her head.


“They
said it was here. It has to be here somewhere.” Kara placed her hands on
her head. “Where is it?”


“Relax,
Bella, we will find it,” said Tatiana, calmly. “We’ll look for it all night if
we have to.”


Kara
bit down on her tongue. She didn’t have all day to find the missing piece.
“It’s gotta be somewhere we haven’t looked yet.”


“We’ll
find it, don’t worry. Keep looking.” David gently nudged a woman with short
white hair and a severely pinched face out of his way. She gave him the evil
eye before shuffling off angrily.


Kara
saw that an arched chapel was hidden between the last two niches. It was behind
a row of red marble columns. David and she had both missed it. Fluted
Corinthian pilasters rose on either side of the chapel near the opening. The
inscription read: the Tomb of Umberto I, son of Victor Emmanuel II and
second King of the Unified Italy.


It
was the only spot she hadn’t checked. 


“David,”
she said and pointed. “In there.” 


She
ran over to the chapel. David’s boots echoed swiftly behind her. She stood by
the columns and peered inside. The tomb was a massive red porphyry block carved
with lion heads and topped by a slab of alabaster mounted with gilded bronze. A
cushion of gold and red silk sat above the tomb. There—set as a jewel inside
the lion’s eye and sparkling in the soft light was the other piece of the
Arath.


At
that exact moment, a Seir broke away from a group of mortals. His white head
shone in the rays from the oculus. Wickedness gleamed in his dark eyes.


Tatiana
saw him and moved towards Kara protectively, her hand never leaving the hilt of
her sword, and her eyes glued on the Seir. 


Without
thinking, Kara leaped over the barrier rope.


“Hey,
what are you doing?” yelled a man with thick glasses, his oversized camera bouncing
against his very large belly. “You can’t go in there! You’re not supposed to
touch anything!” 


Kara
ignored him. Excitement rushed through her breast. There it was, waiting for
her. 


She
had beaten Lilith. Without the other piece of the weapon, Lilith’s plan to
annihilate the mortal world would be at an end. Lilith would fail. Kara would
still have plenty of time to search for the children, and then maybe even find
Lilith and stop her for good. Kara smiled. It was time to make Lilith pay.


More
angry tourists shouted at her. They didn’t know how important her mission was.
She was saving them all, even the obnoxious ones.


Tatiana
flashed a wide smile. Kara could see Jenny’s purple through the wall of angry
mortals. She beamed at Kara.


“Stop
her!” yelled a dark-skinned woman. The whites of her eyes showed as she pointed
at Kara feverishly. “Someone stop her! She’s going to steal the jewels! Thief!”


“Fermarla!”
Someone else shouted in Italian.


The
blue pyramid glistened like a giant sapphire. Kara removed her hoodie and
reached out . . .


“Kara,
wait!” yelled David.


She
grasped the sapphire blue pyramid with her fingertips and pulled.


The
alarm went off.











Chapter
13


When
in Rome


 


 


 


An earsplitting sound like a
malfunctioning ambulance siren resonated throughout the dome. Tourists dropped
their maps and trampled over themselves to get away from the awful noise. A
cacophony of screams and shouts filled the air. The marble floors trembled
under the hundreds of stomping feet. The scene was chaotic.


With
a tug the Arath popped out easily, and Kara grasped the weapon tightly. It fit
perfectly in her hand. The edges of the crystal were not sharp but smooth and
warm like a boiled potato. Kara flinched as a humming sounded from inside the
pyramid, as though it were filled with bees. Blue light flickered and grew
inside the weapon, bathing her palm in hues of blue. A dizzy spell came over
her suddenly, and the world around her started to spin. Without warning, the
Arath’s power struck out at her. A cold chill rippled through her, as waves of
power throbbed inside her body and hissed angrily as though in warning. Her
body stiffened, frozen like a statue, as ripples of the weapon’s energy gushed
through her. Finally, with a tingling sensation, the power subsided.


Kara
shifted her weight and relaxed a little, trying hard to hide the panic on her
face from the others. A prick of pain stabbed her palm, and she stretched out
her hand to examine it closely. Three tiny puncture wounds marked her hand in a
perfect triangle. The weapon had marked her. Or did it bite her? It surely felt
like a bite to her. She tossed it up in the air. It felt cool, and her
dizziness had gone.


She
hauled herself over the cordon just as others rushed closer for a better look.
Tatiana and the two men stood protectively in a half circle around them. The
frantic tourists spilled out the dome like sand from a funnel.


“You
got it!” squealed Peter over the ruckus. His eyes widened at the sight of the
weapon, and he leaned forward examining it closely. “To think something so
small can have such great power. It’s a real mystery. It makes you wonder why
they created this thing in the first place. They must have been mad.”


Jenny
eyed the Arath apprehensively. “It’s pretty. Figures that Lilith would like
it—she’d probably wear it around her neck like a necklace.”


David
and Kara shared a look. His blue eyes pierced into hers momentarily. She tensed
as he looked away, stone faced. He was still angry with her. It pained her that
she couldn’t do anything about it. She only wished she could tell him...


“She’s
going to be very angry when she learns about this,” continued Jenny and smiled
sheepishly. “I wish I could see that pasty face of hers when she realizes that we
have part of her precious weapon.” 


Kara
sighed, “Well, it’s not over yet. She still has the other piece of the Arath in
her possession. And we still need to find the missing children.”


“Do
you feel anything from it?” bellowed David over the deafening alarm. “Like its
power or something?” He looked as though he was expecting her to lie again. 


“Kind
of,” yelled Kara, trying not to betray her emotions. “I felt a bit of its power
just before, but it’s gone now. It was like a vibration. But I wouldn’t know
how to use it. It’s not like any weapon I’ve ever seen before.” 


She
picked it up with her other hand and held it in the light for the others to
see. A myriad of colors shone from the Arath. It was incredibly beautiful. 


Mortals
shook their furious heads at her, calling her a thief in many different
languages. She would have to add thief to her list of occupations now.


“Better
put it somewhere safe for now.” David looked over his shoulder and clenched his
jaw. “I saw a Seir in the crowd a few minutes ago. I can’t see him
anymore...but I know the clown’s in here somewhere, and I’m sure there’s more
than one.”


Even
with the mortals leaving the dome, it was still large enough to hide half a
dozen Seirs.


Kara
nodded and dropped the Arath into the front pocket of her jeans. “I saw him
too, but he vanished just like the other one. It’s as though they’re playing a
game of hide-and-seek. It doesn’t make any sense—they’ve never hidden
before—they’ve always just attacked.”


“I
don’t think they’re hiding,” said David. “I think they’re planning something.”


Kara
frowned. “Like what?”


“Uh...guys?
We’ve got company,” yelled Jenny, her eyes wide as she pointed towards the
entrance to the Pantheon.


A
group of large men in navy blue uniforms trundled through the great brass
doors. Their hats had gold badges, and guns hung from white belts tied around
their waists. The scowls on their faces were frightening.


The
alarm ended.


A
ringing echoed in Kara’s ears, and she wiggled a finger in her eardrums to try
to get the annoying noise to stop. But the humming remained. She heard shouts
and screams—the mortals seemed even more agitated now that the Rome police had
arrived. They slipped and fell on the slippery marble floor. A few tourists
were filming Kara with their smart phones. She wondered if they had caught
everything on their cameras. 


Snap, snap. Kara was blinded suddenly by the
flash of a camera. She blinked away the black spots, and when her vision
cleared she could see a young girl standing in front of her. 


“Alison,
I got her!” she squealed. She waved her phone over her head and ran back to a
group of giggling girls.


Kara
flipped her hoodie over her head. But it was too late.


The
police officers were all looking her way. One of them studied the screen from
his phone. He looked up and measured Kara for a moment, and then back at the
screen. With a stern look on his face, he held his phone up for the other
officers to see.


“Che
è la ragazza,” Kara heard him say, his voice echoing against the walls of the
dome. Now that the Pantheon was nearly empty, it sounded as though he stood
right beside her. His dark eyes never left her. “Lei è il terrorista.”


With
his hands in his pockets, Peter spoke with the side of his mouth. “I don’t
speak Italian, but I know he just called you a terrorist.” 


“I
knew this day was going to suck,” said David. “And I still haven’t had the
chance to kick a single Seir’s butt.” He sighed and smiled. “Life is just not
fair.”


Tatiana
rushed over. “This is not good, my friends. The police think you’re a
terrorist, Kara. They think you’re responsible for the outbreaks around the
world. But how can that be?” She gave Kara a suspicious look.


“I
know, I heard, I’ve seen—it’s a long story.” 


“They
will shoot you,” said Tatiana, her face grim. “And us, if we get in their way.”


Kara
turned to see David smiling and posing for the same group of girls that had
snapped pictures of her moments before. Typical. She rolled her eyes and looked
away.


“We
can’t let them shoot us,” whispered Peter. “For one thing, we’re being
filmed—bullets can’t harm us—they’ll see that as soon as they start shooting.”


 “He’s
right,” said Jenny, eyeing the officers. “We can’t be seen getting shot. If
this gets out on the net—our cover will be blown.”


“Not
to mention our jobs,” said Peter.


“Then
we better get a move on; they’re getting ready,” said Kara.


The
police officers drew their guns. The commanding officer barked out orders in
Italian—the officers charged.


 “Let’s
go!”


Kara
bolted across the dome. In the corner of her eye she saw Tatiana, Tony, and
Roberto split apart and charge the police. Angry shouts echoed around the dome,
but she didn’t stop to see the outcome; she only prayed they wouldn’t get shot.



With
Jenny, David, and Peter running alongside her, the angels tore across the
marble floors.


“Stop!”
Kara heard someone shout behind her in a heavy Italian accent. “Stop, or we
shoot! We shoot!”


Kara
glanced over her shoulder. “It’ll be easier if we split up—”


Bang!


 A
bullet grazed her cheek.


“Are
they mad? We’re not even armed!” shouted David as he jumped over a stone bench.


Bang! Bang! BANG!


“Down!”
cried Kara.


The
four of them fell to the ground and flattened themselves against the cold
marble floor. A whoosh of bullets passed over their heads. A volley hit the
floor next to her face and bounced back up.


Kara
reached out and grabbed a spent one. She compressed it between her fingers.
“These are rubber bullets! Why are they shooting at us with rubber bullets?”


“Probably
because real bullets would ruin the building,” said Peter, and he pocketed a
few rubber bullets.


“If
they can’t kill us with these things, why are they shooting at us?” asked
Jenny.


Peter
examined the bullet closer. “They would definitely knock a mortal unconscious
or break a few ribs.”


“It’s
our lucky day, I guess,” laughed David. “They can’t kill what’s already dead.”


The
floor vibrated against Kara’s chest. Boots echoed around them. She pushed
herself up onto her elbows. The police officers were only a few feet away.


“Up!
Quickly!”


They
hauled themselves to their feet and ran, their M-5 suits giving them an easy
twenty pace lead. A sudden pressure hit Kara in the back—and then again. Rubber
bullets ricocheted off her and fell to the side like ping pong balls. Kara
tried hard not to laugh. The officers would eventually realize that something
was wrong with them.


Kara
stumbled and pretended to be hurt. Moaning, she wrapped her hand around her
middle and slowed her pace a bit. She met David’s puzzled expression and
winked.


David’s
face brightened. “You’re a swell actress, Miss Nightingale. You should be on
Broadway. Can I have your autograph?”


“Don’t
make me laugh, David. We are on camera—we should look as if the bullets hurt.”


The
others caught on and slowed their pace. The police officers fired their rubber
bullets at them, hardly ever missing their targets, but the angels kept on
running. Angry shouts echoed behind them in Italian as they ran. The officers
were livid; soon they would figure out something was amiss.


“We
can’t keep on pretending,” said Peter, as he dodged a bullet. “We have to get
out the front doors.”


Kara
knew he was right. “Let’s split up; then it’ll be harder for them. It’s me they
want, anyway. I’ll lead them on while you guys make for the exit. We’ll meet
back at the fountain.”


“There’s
no way I’m leaving you alone, I’m coming with you,” said David, his face
determined.


“No.
Go with them. I’ll see you guys in five minutes. And take Thor and Poochie with
you.”


David
looked hurt, but the others nodded. 


“On
the count of three...” Kara slowed down. “One...two...three!”


The
angels split.


Kara
doubled back and ran directly at the wall of police officers. They were almost
upon her. At the very last moment, she sidestepped. Parrying bullets, she
pushed her M-5 suit just a little. Stunned expressions marked their faces as
she blurred past them. With thuds and the sound of flesh hitting flesh, the
officers crashed into each other and fell down like pins in a bowling alley.


They
scrambled back onto their feet rubbing their limbs and shouting. As far as she
could tell, only their pride had been hurt. Kara stood and smiled at them for just
a moment. It infuriated them.


They
came at her with renewed fury, brandishing their guns before them. Bullets hit
her in the chest as she stumbled back, still acting the part. In the corner of
her eye she caught a glimpse of purple hair near the great brass doors. Jenny
had made it through the exit.


Her
plan was working. If the policemen only chased her, the others would be safe.


Kara
waited until the men were close again, and then took off around the dome. Once
she saw David disappear through the doors, she ran one last time around the
Pantheon. She dodged as many bullets as she could before making her way towards
the exit. 


The
giant brass doors came into view. Without any tourists to compromise her real
identity by snapping away with their smart phones and cameras, Kara pushed her
M-5 suit and rocketed out the doors. The police officers scrambled behind her,
bewildered by her speed. 


Kara
ran into the square. It was packed with mortals. Music blasted, tourists were
dancing, and the smell of beer and food filled the air. 


Kara
stood by the fountain and looked around.


But
David and the others weren’t there.
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“Don’t panic.” Kara
scanned the square. Mortals sat and leaned against the fountain with drinks in
their hands, enjoying the festive air. She ran around the fountain, twice,
searching frantically for the others. Nothing. They weren’t there. She started
to panic. What had happened to them? Did the Seirs take them? Maybe there was
another fountain?


Angry
shouts interrupted the festive music. The same police officers from the
Pantheon had seen Kara. They pushed men and women briskly out of their way.


Without
a moment’s hesitation, Kara merged into the crowd. She slipped into a group of
teenage girls her age and followed them. She stole a look over her shoulder—the
police officers were at the fountain. They circled it, barking at the tourists
to get out of their way as they waved their hands in the air dramatically. As
she strolled with the group, Kara searched for her friends. What was going on? 


She
felt afraid. She knew her friends would never leave without her. Something must
have happened. Perhaps they were ambushed by the Seirs and had to jump into the
waters? No, there were too many mortals around—it would have been too risky. So
where were they? What had happened to them?


 “Vi
è il terrorista!” The police had spotted her. They pushed through tourists as
they ran across the square towards her. 


Kara
groaned. She knew she couldn’t stay in the square—not with the Arath in her
pocket. Her friends had obviously split. She decided that she would look for
them around the city before going back to Horizon. While her priority was to
get the weapon back safely, she thought she still had lots of time to look for
them.


She
slipped away from the girls and stealthily disappeared into the flow of
humanity. Keeping her face hidden beneath her hood, she left the square and the
policemen behind. 


Soon
the festive noise of the square was replaced by the sounds of busy restaurants
and cars. The Arath dug into her mortal flesh with every step she took, a
constant reminder of the urgency of her mission. She gave herself twenty
minutes to search for them, before she headed back to Horizon. Resolved to find
her friends and the children, Kara took a left turn at the end of the block,
and crashed into two police officers. 


 Kara
smiled apologetically. “Scusi,” she said, remembering the little Italian she
learned from her friends back home. 


She
studied the men—these weren’t the same police officers that had just chased her
out of the Pantheon. These guys were different. Maybe they weren’t looking for
a girl terrorist.


She
lowered her head and stepped away from them, but sudden strong hands grabbed
her by the arms and pushed her up against a stone building. Her head smacked
against the hard stone.


“Hey,
watch it.” Kara’s anger flared. 


She
struck out and pushed the officers hard with the palms of her hands. The men
flew backwards as though pulled back by an invisible rope. But the police
officers recovered quickly, too quickly, and they didn’t seem shocked by her
super strength either. Strange? Who were they really?


Something
burned against her chest. Wincing, Kara reached down inside her shirt and
pulled out the crystal timer. It shone brightly, and then the light subsided.
Her eyes widened. She only had five hours left to find the children. 


The
officers rushed forward. Before she knew what was happening, a black blade
appeared in one of the officer’s hands. Its black vapors rose around his wrist.
In a flash he slashed it up towards Kara’s neck, and she let go of the crystal
timer.


“Non
si muovono,” he said, his hot stale breath rose into Kara’s nose. She guessed
he had told her not to move. 


He
smiled at the shock on her face. He looked at the crystal timer and then back
into her eyes. The edge of the blade had burned into Kara’s skin. She blinked
the vapors from her eyes. How did these mortals get death blades? The edges of
the Arath dug into her M-5 suit. 


The
officers hid Kara from passersby with their bodies. They waited. Kara cursed
softly. She had made a real mess of things when she was so close to finishing
her mission. Gathering her wits about her, she focused on a way of escape. She
had to get the weapon safely to Horizon.


The
officers shifted nervously, looking over their shoulders every second. Kara
frowned. What were they waiting for?


The
answer came with the loud screeching of tires on the cobblestone street. A
black SUV pulled up on the side. The doors flew open and three Seirs scrambled
out of the vehicle. Their long black coats swished at their heels as they
strode towards Kara and her captors. Their white gloomy faces sent a chill
rippling inside her. One of the Seirs held a large black duffel bag. He held up
the bag to the officers. One of the men let go of her and stepped forward.


“Grazie,”
said the Seir, and he handed him the bag. “Il pagamento per il vostro fermo.”


The
police officer opened the bag, and Kara could see stacks of multicolored bills
inside. The officer smiled and shook the Seirs’ hand. He whistled and the other
officer let go of Kara.


 But
before she could make a run for it, excruciating pain exploded inside her
abdomen as the liquid poison of a death blade burned her core like liquid fire.
Kara cried out as the Seirs yanked her around and tied her wrists. A large hand
covered her mouth, stifling her screams. The stink of salt and oil rose into
her nostrils. The blade ripped deeper into her chest. She stopped struggling,
and the Seirs loosened their grips and uncovered her mouth.


Kara
glared at the officers with as much malice as she could. “How could you do
this? You’re supposed to be the good guys. You’re the police. Why are you doing
this?” she growled, not sure if they understood any English. But she was
certain they could read the scowl on her face. The police officers ignored her,
their eyes glued to the contents of the bag.


The
future of the mortal world had been exchanged for a bag full of cash. She felt
sick. Ignorant fools, she cursed under her breath.


She
watched helplessly as the officers strolled away with their money. This
couldn’t be happening.


The
three Seirs leered down at Kara. Their eyes flashed darkly against their pallid
faces—they looked more like higher demons than mortal men.


“What
are you staring at? Aren’t you going to kill me now?” Kara spit. “Don’t you
want your stupid bounty? Isn’t’ that what all the money was for? Don’t you want
my soul?”


The
Seirs just smiled. It infuriated her.


“My
Sensitive friends are on their way—a whole army of them. They’ll be here any
minute. You’ll be sorry you’ve done this.”


“There
is no one here to save you, angel,” said the Seir leader. “You can scream all
you want for your friends, but they won’t be coming for you. You’re all
alone...and you cannot fight back. These so-called powers of yours cannot help
you now; you’re defenseless. And your soul belongs to us.”


Kara
frowned. “You’re wrong. They’ll be here, and you’ll pay for this—trust me.”


The
Seir’s face wrinkled into an evil grin. He stroked Kara’s cheek with a dirty
finger. The smell of rot filled her nose, and she snapped her head away. 


“Tell
me then...where are your friends now, angel? Where is this army of
Sensitives?” Raising his arms in the air, he stepped back and gestured towards
the street. He smiled at Kara’s worried expression. “You see, the truth
is—they’ve abandoned you. They’ve left you for dead.”


“You’re
lying.” Kara fought to control her emotions but she knew her face betrayed her.
Perhaps David had left because he didn’t trust her, because of the lying. She
should have given him the Arath; at least the weapon would have been safer with
him.


“It’s
true,” pressed the Seir, “and by the expression on your face, I am sure you
know I speak the truth. They left you here because you are dangerous. A
stranger among your own kind, and they don’t want to be around you anymore.”


Kara
wondered if the Seirs could sense the darkness inside her. Was that what they
meant by dangerous? She felt a stab of pain in her chest. Could her
friends have sensed that darkness? Is that why they hadn’t rendezvoused back at
the fountain? No, it couldn’t be true.


 “David!
Help—” Kara’s voice caught in her throat as a hand pressed hard against her
mouth once again. A mixture of salt and oil grease filled her nose and
something else she’d rather not think about. She would have to figure out a way
to get out of this jam without hurting any of the Seirs. Time was running out,
and she had to keep her promise to Elder Otis. She couldn’t let Lilith hurt the
children.


Kara
felt her feet leave the ground and lift in the air as strong arms grabbed her.
The street around her shifted, and she was thrown into the trunk of the SUV. 


She
struggled to her knees, but a Seir stabbed another death blade into her lower
back. She fell forward, paralyzed by the blade’s sudden poison.


Someone
pulled a dark bag over her head.


The
world around her went dark, and she screamed.


 


 


 


 











Chapter
15


A
City on Wheels


 


 


 


After about an hour’s drive, Kara
felt the vehicle slow to a stop. The engine died. Doors clicked open and boots
scraped pavement. Another click. She felt the release of pressure, and she knew
the door from the truck had been opened. A cool breeze brushed against the bag.
She tilted her head at the sound of someone standing near her. Where they
delivering her to Lilith? Where had they taken her?


The
blades’ poison burned into her mortal flesh. The Arath poked against her thigh.
So far, the Seirs didn’t seem to know of its existence. Their interest seemed
to lie only with her—she hoped to keep it that way. 


The
blade was yanked out of her back, and Kara cried out. The blade in her abdomen
remained, digging into her M-5 suit like a flesh-eating disease. Strong hands
grabbed her, and she was dragged out of the trunk. She heard the distant murmur
of traffic. The festive sounds of the city were gone. Where had they taken her?


She
pulled at her manacles, but it was no use; she wasn’t strong enough to break
them. The blades had been in her body for more than an hour, slowly draining
her energy away. Kara struggled to keep her wild elemental power under control.
It was like trying to tame a wild dog to walk on a leash when the animal
desperately wanted to run free. It wanted to fight back, but she knew that if
she called upon her elemental power one more time, the darkness would take
over, and she would become some kind of evil demon monster. She shuddered at
the thought.


She
wished David were here with her.


Someone
grabbed her and hauled her forward, the blade digging deeper with every step. 


“Where
are you taking me,” hissed Kara. 


No
answer came.


“Can
you at least remove this bag? I promise I won’t open my eyes.”


Click. Then she heard a loud screeching and the moaning of
metal on metal. It sounded as though a large door had been pulled open. Kara
was dragged forward a few steps. A deafening bang behind her was followed by
another click. Now she could hear the clicking of a clockwork contraption, as
though she had stepped inside a clock repair shop with hundreds of working
clocks. The floor vibrated under her feet. Were they inside a giant clock? She
could hear water above the sound of boots. 


Water.
Kara felt a tinge of hope. 


With
a sudden tug, the bag over her head was removed. 


Kara
blinked away the blackness as the Seirs pulled her along. Her foot caught on
something hard, and she tripped. The Seirs settled her back on her feet. After
a few moments her eyes adjusted to the darkness. She could see pipes that rang
the length of a long hallway. Cracks and large gaping holes dotted the drywall
as though a bomb had gone off. Brown stains spotted the walls, and the air was
hot and smelled like hundred-year-old sewers. The disgusting smell didn’t seem
to bother the Seirs at all. Perhaps they were already so rotten themselves that
they couldn’t tell the difference between their own disgusting smell and the
stink around them. One thing was for sure—they weren’t in a giant clock. 


So
what was making all that noise?


As
they ventured deeper into the tunnel, the sewer smell was replaced by an oil
smell, like that of an auto repair shop. It clung to her skin. 


Cockroaches
the size of rats scattered as the Seirs pushed Kara deeper down the tunnel.
Something hairy with the size of a large house cat backed away and squeezed
itself into a large fissure in the ceiling. Eight glowing red eyes stared down
at her. Kara strained, but she could only see shadows at the end of the tunnel.
Where were they taking her?


 The
tunnel ended abruptly in a large room with no windows. A rusty metal cage
elevator stood in the middle of the space. The ticking noise of the clockwork
contraption still reverberated around her. Whatever was causing the floor to
vibrate, Kara was sure, was below on another level.


The
Seir leader hauled the lattice gate on the cage open. The other two pushed Kara
roughly onto the platform and sandwiched her between them.


“Where
are we going? What’s making all that noise?”


The
Seirs ignored Kara again. With a jerk, the lift started its descent. Metal
screeched loudly as the platform dropped into the darkness below. Kara peered
over the edge. Nothing but blackness surrounded them. At first the lift moved
slowly, but then it dropped fast. Kara lost her balance and fell hard on the
metal floor. Struggling against the force of gravity, she managed to get back
on her feet. Blurred walls rushed past them, too fast to make out anything. How
fast was this contraption going? The rushing of wind drowned out the sound of
the machine. They were being pulled deeper into the abyss. Pressure pushed on
her chest. Her limbs felt heavy. The lift inhaled her deeper and deeper, like a
giant vacuum. The Seirs stood with their legs apart and with their arms at
their sides. It was evident that they have made this descent before. 


Kara
realized that the only way in and out from wherever they were going was this
lift. She would need to get back on it to escape. She would have to get her
manacles off and she would have to work the lift somehow. She needed something
sharp to cut the manacles. If she could get her arms up and around her head,
she could use the death blade in her abdomen to cut herself free...


Finally
the lift swayed, jerked briskly, and then stopped. The Seir leader slid open
the gate and stepped down. The other two Seirs grabbed hold of Kara’s arms and
yanked her out.


Still
wobbly from the ride, Kara stumbled out of the lift and looked around.


A
vast cavern spread before her and disappeared into shadow. A giant metal
machine with massive spiked wheels rested on the floor of the cave. It looked
like an angry tank. Its gargantuan body was constructed of thousands of
different pieces of steel, copper, and aluminum, knotted into its design like
the gears of a clock. Tubes and metal wires wrapped its core like large
protruding veins. A row of windows above the nose of the craft looked like dull
eyes. Two long metal devices with claws on the ends sprouted from the front of
the contraption, and Kara guessed this was how the metal beast dug its way
through the rock, like a mole digging paths in the ground. It looked like a
cross between a submarine and a giant scorpion. 


The
cave shook suddenly as one of the vessel’s engines kicked into life, and clouds
of black smoke seeped out through holes around the body of the beast. 


Kara
frowned as she inspected the massive vessel. So this is what made all the
noise. She could smell moist soil and damp limestone mixed with oil. The loud
clanking of metal hitting metal filled the air around them. Black liquid oozed
from cracks in the metal, like black blood. Glass spheres dotted the top of the
contraption like glowing green eyes. Green electricity from inside the spheres
illuminated the cave in a ghostly green glow. Kara was immediately reminded of
Morthdu. 


But
this wasn’t the netherworld. They were still on Earth, but buried deep inside
its core. This giant vessel was something entirely different. 


Finally,
Kara found her voice. “What is that thing?”


The
Seir leader strode in front of her without looking back. “The king would like a
word.”


Kara
stifled a laugh and then frowned. “The king? You have a king? Seriously?”


The
Seirs ignored her, and pulled her along. The idea of a king Seir sounded
bad—very bad. They had to be joking.


The
Seirs pulled Kara down a set of stairs carved into the cave side. The
thundering noise of clanking metal echoed above them.


Soon
they reached the bottom and the giant vessel towered over them like a mountain
of steel. A staircase led back up into the machine from underneath. The Seirs
dragged Kara up the staircase and stood her before two colossal iron doors. Two
giant iron sculptures on either side of the entrance looked like soldiers
guarding the entrance to the palace. Their rough faces were carved into horrid
expressions of fear. 


Kara
tore her eyes away. The hot air stung her eyes and she rubbed them against her
shoulders. The Seir leader waved his hand and two great iron doors swung open.
She followed the Seirs through the entrance into the beast’s belly. 


In
the main hull, the jungle of windings and turnings formed a spectacular
labyrinth. Even in its grandeur, Kara felt claustrophobic. The craft felt
wrong. She looked down. Five different levels hung below in an open space, like
the lower levels of a primitive cruise ship. Staircases and hallways led away
in all directions. 


Groups
of Seirs eyed her as she passed them by. She was surprised they didn’t kill her
right there despite their looks of hatred. Their bald heads glowed faint
emerald under the soft green light, and looked more like tennis balls than
actual heads.


Black
liquid dripped onto her head from above. She wiped her face on her shoulder and
looked to the ground. Puddles of black liquid spotted the path. The contraption
was bleeding on her. Or was it spitting? Kara kept walking. 


A
whisper of music seemed to mix with the cacophony of the machine. She strained
to hear. There it was again, like the sound of an organ playing. Who would be
playing classical music in a place like this?


Finally
they reached a great oval shaped room at the end of the machine. A wall of
glass tubes with green current flowing through them hung from the twenty-foot
ceiling like moving drapes. Across from them Kara could see the jagged rocks of
the cave through a row of windows.


So
this was the bridge of the vessel.


At
the foot of the windows stood a large round metal dais. A great green crystal
the size of a grown man rested on the middle of the platform. Green light
twinkled inside its glass surface, like little bouncing stars. Twelve Seirs
stood below the platform, their attention glued to the dais above. Kara
followed their gaze. 


A
large statue of a man-like creature sat on a steel throne above them. Its long
insect-like iron arms rested on the arms of the chair and four iron legs were
bent into a sitting position under it. It had a tiny black head that shifted
and rippled, as though it were made of water. Black liquid oozed down the
exterior of the statue. Kara could see that soft tissue, or flesh, was tangled
within the wires and tubes. It almost looked alive.


Metal
pipes and rock rose up behind the statue like a giant pipe organ. Black liquid
bubbled and trickled down its flute-like pipes. On the other side of the
bridge, a giant clock ticked ominously. She could feel its rhythm pulse up
through her boots.


Kara’s
eyes went back to the statue. So the Seirs were worshiping a statue? How odd?


The
statue moved.


Kara
gasped. 


She
stared into the eyes of an abominable creation of metal and flesh. The creature
leaned forward in its chair, opened its mouth and spoke with a thundering
mechanical voice.


“Welcome,
Kara Nightingale. I’ve been waiting for your soul.”


 


 











Chapter
16


The
Seir King


 


 


 


The Seirs hauled Kara up onto the
platform. They bowed and stepped away. Kara stood alone in front of the Seir
king. 


His
light grey eyes were the only things about it that still looked human. He
measured her for a moment. Bolts and wires protruded from his head. Pulsing
metal and plastic veins and arteries ran like webs through his flesh. He stood
up slowly. His four insect-like legs unfolded, and without another word he
turned and clattered towards the giant organ. He sat on a small iron bench. 


With
his eyes closed and his face screwed up in concentration, the king struck the
keys and the organ screeched and thundered a manic version of Mozart’s Symphony
no. 5. The ground shook.


Kara
raised her brows. With all those tubes and wires, there was hardly anything
mortal left in him. He was more a creature of metal than a creature of flesh. 


The
king stopped playing suddenly, although his hands continued to caress the keys.


“There
is a weapon inside her pant pocket,” said the king without turning around. His
voice resonated around the chamber. “Bring it to me.”


In
a moment of panic, Kara backed away and tripped. She fell hard and cried out as
the blade in her abdomen slipped deeper into her body. Black vapors burned her
eyes as she struggled against the hands that seized her and hauled her back to
her feet.


“Let
go of me! Don’t you touch me!” she growled and fought as hard as she could, but
she felt the weight of the weapon disappearing from her pocket. How had the
Seir king known? Kara’s body went limp, and she sighed in frustration. She
watched the Seir examine the Arath. Its crystal was iridescent in the soft
green light making it appear more turquoise than blue. He approached the king
and kneeled, his arm stretched out before him with the weapon in his hand.


The
king swiveled in his seat, leaned forward and clasped the Arath. He caressed it
with his long metal fingers. After studying it for a moment, he stood up and
walked over to his metal throne. He placed the weapon carefully atop a rusted
iron side table. He sat and glowing green vapors rose around his hand and
coiled around his fingers. Long tendrils twisted around his arm and flowed out
towards the giant emerald crystal, looping around it like a scarf made of mist.


Kara
frowned. How could a mortal do that? It was seemed he possessed some demon
powers, but how could he? He wasn’t demon whatever machine he was connected to.
She knew it was keeping him alive. Demons were supernatural entities. They
didn’t need anything to keep them alive, because they weren’t.


The
crystal shimmered. Light emanated from the inside until it grew as bright as a
star. The group of Seirs stood calmly with their attention glued to the
crystal’s brilliance as though they were watching a television program.


Much
to Kara’s horror, a larger than life size image of Lilith’s face appeared in
the crystal. Her pallid features brightened at the sight of Kara.


“You
have done well, king Seir,” said Lilith, her voice echoing around them as
though magnified by a megaphone. Her black eyes settled on Kara again. “Did she
have the weapon on her?”


“Yes,
mistress,” said the king, and Kara heard a little annoyance in his tone.
“It is here.” He raised his mechanical arm and pointed to the blue pyramid at
his side.


Lilith’s
eyes widened. “How wonderful! I knew I could count on you, dearest sister, to
find the other piece of the weapon. You and your legion are so pathetically
predictable. You walked so easily into my little game, and all I had to do was
sit back and wait and you brought the weapon straight to me. You angels are as
worthless as your loving mortals. Mark my words, you’ll be joining them soon
enough.”


Kara
blinked the dizzy spell that shook her. The world around her shifted as she
focused on the Arath resting on the table. She had failed, and Lilith had
played her like a fool to get the weapon. With both pieces of the weapon, she
would become an invincible force—and it was all Kara’s fault. She wanted to
scream, but her voice caught in her throat.


“What?
Are you trying to say something, sister dear?” said Lilith, a little amused.
“No? Nothing to say? How odd. Usually you’re such a chatterbox, an annoying
miss know-it-all. Guess you can smell your end is near.” A self-satisfied
expression grew on Lilith’s face. Like a giddy little school-girl, she clapped
her hands together and laughed hysterically. 


Kara
wished she could slap the smile off her face and rip off a fistful of her hair.
But the more she struggled the deeper the blade sank into her. 


Lilith’s
attention went back to the Seir king. “Get her ready for me. I have a few
things to take care of, but I’ll be back within the hour to collect her and
give you your bounty.”


The
Seir king was silent for a moment. He appraised Kara again, and then he watched
Lilith. He sneered and bowed his head. “Of course, mistress. Your wish
is my command.” 


Again
Kara detected resentment in his tone, but Lilith didn’t seem to have noticed,
or she simply didn’t care. Her face brightened in delight.


“I’ll
see you soon, dearest sister. We have so much to talk about. Kiss,
kiss.” With a shimmer Lilith’s face vanished, and the crystal’s luminance
dissipated.


Kara
lowered her eyes. The blade’s poison intensified every minute. What a fool she
had been, tricked by her half-sister. She had been too confident, and that had
been a serious mistake. What could she do now? Lilith would be back to take the
weapon, and Kara was manacled, injured, and defenseless. The hopelessness she
felt inside was far worse than the blade’s poison.


“My
king?” Croaked a voice behind Kara, and she recognized it as the same Seir
leader that had escorted her here. “Shall we prepare the angel for our
mistress’s arrival?” The Seir stepped up to the king and bowed low.


The
king blinked and started to hum a tune.


The
lead Seir rose slowly and looked malevolently at Kara. He licked his cracked
lips. “If it pleases you my king, I will do it. It would be a great pleasure to
show the angel the meaning of true death.”


Continuing
to hum his tune, the king straightened his posture and raised his mechanical
hands in the air. He waved them to and fro, as though he were conducting an
orchestra.


The
Seir continued, “...as such, her soul will be kept for the mistress—”


“NO!”
the Seir king’s voice boomed throughout the chamber. Pieces of metal broke off
from the walls and crashed to the ground. “You will do no such thing.” The Seir
leader fell to his knees and lowered his head. The mass of Seirs below the
platform followed his example and kneeled. 


“Yes,
my king. I meant no disrespect, I apologize.”


The
king relaxed. “Start the engines. We leave in fifteen minutes.”


“Yes,
my king, as you command,” said the lead Seir, and he hurried out the chamber
and vanished down the hall.


The
king’s grey eyes settled on Kara. “Prepare the essence chair. It’s not polite
to have our special guest stand. She shall be seated for the ritual, as the
others have before her.” 


Four
Seirs bowed and disappeared through a shadowy rock archway. The rest of the
Seirs bowed and left the room with strange self-satisfied smiles on their
pallid faces. Kara could hear hushed voices, but she couldn’t decipher what
they were saying. It was clear they were in agreement with their king about
something.


Kara
frowned. Didn’t Lilith say she’d be back within the hour?


“Uh...what’s
this ritual?” Kara asked. “Is that part of the bounty? What are you going to do
with me?” She sensed that the king wasn’t on good terms with Lilith. He
appeared to be disobeying her. But what was he planning on doing with Kara? And
the weapon? It sat forgotten on the side table like a coaster.


If
only she could get close enough...


The
king ignored her and glanced at something crawling up the wall. He snatched a
tiny centipede. It wriggled helplessly between his fingers, and then he popped
it into his mouth. The crunching broke the silence. He licked green slime from
the corners of his mouth with a black tongue. He spoke next with a mouth full
of insect legs and guts.


“Mm.
I’m not handing you over to the likes of that demon princess,” he said
finally. “She is not worthy of the title. She is a fool to think that I obey her
commands. I am the king of the Seirs, and she is but a she-demon
nuisance. She has no authority over me.” Kara noticed the satisfied grins on
the faces of the Seirs that held her.


Kara
raised her brows. “So... if you’re not handing me over to Lilith, then what are
you going to do with me?” 


If
not Lilith, then who? Who else wanted a piece of her? It hit her then. What if
the king were allied with Morthdu? What if Morthdu had a hold on the Seir king?
It would explain his power to control that crystal. The blackness she had felt
was the same kind of icy feeling she had felt when Morthdu had spoken with her.
How were she and Morthdu connected? 


The
Seir king leered at Kara with cold grey eyes. “I’m going to ingest your
soul, and become the most powerful demon of all.”


 











Chapter
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The
Essence Chair


 


 


 


Kara shook her head. This didn’t
make any sense. Mortals can’t ingest souls. The Seir king was more metal than
flesh, but he was still a mortal, more or less. Or was he? 


Kara
winced as the blade’s poison burned her mortal flesh. Soon she wouldn’t be able
to stand anymore.


“This
is crazy. You can’t ingest souls,” she said after a while, her voice echoing
around her. “You’re mortal; it’s not possible.” She figured the king was
delusional. 


The
Seir king smiled for the first time and revealed rows of sharp metal teeth like
tiny daggers. “But you are wrong, angel. I am no mere mortal.” His smile
widened at her confused look. “I’ve been around for many centuries—no mere
mortal could live that long, could they? I am something different entirely.”
His liquid-like face rippled into a grin.


“What
are you then, a machine? How do you continue to live so long?” 


From
what she could see, the Seir king was probably over a hundred. But centuries,
she doubted that. She examined his metal torso. It looked more like a
futuristic warrior’s breastplate. She wondered if there was a heart beating
underneath all the wires and tubes.


The
king raised his arms and pressed his hand against his metal chest. “You see,
I’ve been recompensed for my pledge to the netherworld—a prolonged life,” he
twirled his finger in the air, “with added benefits.”


Kara
noticed that his eyes had widened at the mention of benefits. “What kind of
benefits?” she asked—figuring he was expecting her to. He seemed keen on having
this conversation.


The
king made a fist and held it in the air dramatically. “Power.”


Kara
made a face. Of course, it was all about power with them. The more power they
got, the greedier they became. Seirs were just like demons in that respect,
perhaps that was why they longed to be reunited with their cousins from the
netherworld. 


 “I
get the power thing, but it doesn’t explain how you’ve lived for as long as you
say you have.”


The
king leaned forward in his chair. “By experimenting with cybernetics and by
dealing with dark powers...powers that would have killed a normal man. But
mostly my extended life is a result of dabbling with angel essence.”


Kara
felt her soul drain from her. Her knees buckled. “A...angel essence?
No...that’s impossible! That doesn’t make any sense.” She sensed her own
essence bleeding out as she stood there before him.


His
evil smile confirmed her suspicion. “Yes—up till now—regular pitiful
angels have satisfied me by prolonging my life, under the teachings of the
netherworld of course. But now that I have you...” His eyes widened. “All is
changed.” 


 The
king Seir had been using the souls of angels to prolong his life, but how? The
notion was sickening to Kara. It was mad. It didn’t make any sense—he was still
mortal. She was dealing with a madman. 


She
stared at the creature-man before her and wondered how many thousands of angels
had died to prolong his life. The thought sickened her.


“Whatever
your plan is with me...it’ll never work,” Kara spat. “You’ll die, my essence is
different from that of the other angels. It’ll kill you.”


“Kill
me?” laughed the king. He stood up proudly on his four legs. “Look at me, I am
more creature than man. I cannot die. And soon I will be immortal!”


“All
things die,” said Kara under her breath. She grimaced at the sound of his
mechanical body clanking. Black fluid seeped through translucent tubes around
his body, like leaking blood transfusions.


“When
I discovered of your existence,” continued the king, his metal legs screeching
like chalk against a blackboard. “I started to plan. I knew your soul would
soon be mine. I was patient. I’m a very patient man. I waited until the perfect
opportunity arrived and I took it.


“With
your angel soul, I will pass through to the other planes and become the most
powerful demon in the netherworld. Your special mix of angel, elemental, and
demon essence will give me incredible powers. Why settle for a life as a mere
higher demon, when I have within my grasp the chance to become a creature of
unimaginable power. I will be king of the Seirs, but better yet, king of the
demon world as well! Nothing will match my power. Lilith will bow down to me!”
The cave walls shook, and Kara felt a tremor pass under her boots.


 “I
have been waiting for centuries for this opportunity, and now it is mine to
take,” said the king with a satisfied smile as he sat back on his throne.
“Nothing stands in my way. I will have your essence. All of it.”


Kara
felt a feeling of déjà vu. Asmodeus had used her elemental power as a portal to
the Mirror of Souls and brought demons through to the mortal world. She had
felt responsible, and it still weighed on her heavily. Now this Seir king
wanted to use her, too. Her elemental power quivered with resentment deep
inside her. 


She
knew she didn’t have much time left. The only way out of this predicament
without injuring anyone was to run. She needed to escape with the weapon and to
find the way back to the lift somehow. With the death blade still in her chest,
and the manacles around her wrist, her chances were slim. How to get them off?
The only blade she had to cut them with was the one sticking out from her
chest. 


Her
elemental power bubbled inside her, and she fought to control it. What would
happen if she used it? She couldn’t risk hurting anyone. She would have to
escape old-school style—like a regular angel.


A
deafening roar shook the craft as the engines kicked into life. 


“But
Lilith is already on her way,” said Kara, as she tried to ignore the sounds of
the engines. “She’ll be here any minute, and she’ll stop you. She’s not as
useless as you think. I’ve seen her power.”


The
king laughed. “The Grimmer never stays longer than a few hours below a city.
We’ll be out of Rome within minutes after the ritual. She will never find us.
And once I am all powerful—I will destroy her.”


Kara’s
eyes went to the giant clock. The two hands were nearly touching each other at
the number twelve. 


Loud
screeching interrupted her as two Seirs pulled a large trolley towards the
throne. The wheels skidded along the metal platform, making a sound like that
of daggers dragging along a stone wall. A giant chair made of iron sat on the
trolley. Tubes with black liquid wound around the arms and legs like thick
black veins. Wires and clockwork contraptions were also wrapped around the
chair like a skin. Tiny particles of white sand were scattered around the seat
in small piles. Kara noticed that more of the same specks of sand were
sprinkled around the arms of the chair. 


The
Seirs dropped their chains with a loud clang and stepped aside, waiting.


“Cut
the manacles and put her in,” said the king and a wicked gleam flashed in his
grey eyes. “Make sure her arms are straight—it helps the essence to flow
smoothly.”


With
a jerk, Kara’s arms were pulled back and then she felt a release. Her arms fell
to her sides and her manacles fell to the ground. Light spilled from large
lesions around her wrists. She rubbed her wrists—her hands were free. 


Mistake
number one.


The
Seirs each grabbed an arm and threw her into the chair.


“Let
go of me!” Kara struggled against their iron grips. “I don’t want to sit. I’d
rather stand. Get off!”


The
Seir king laughed. “Oh, but you will sit for me, one last time, angel.” He
wiggled in his seat anxiously. “I long to taste your essence, and I’m sure it
will be...delicious.”


Metal
restraints were locked around her wrists and ankles, but they weren’t made of
the same metal as the manacles—they were plain old iron. With enough strength,
she could probably break them. She gazed at the death blade sticking out of her
abdomen. It was draining her energy. She would never be strong enough to break
the metal. 


She
stared down at the seat. Something about the brilliant little particles
unnerved her, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. They twinkled in the eerie
green light like tiny specs of sugar.


“I
see you’ve already made your acquaintance with some of your lost kin,” said the
king mockingly. “But don’t worry, they were nothing compared to you.”


Kara’s
jaw dropped as she stared at the remnants of other angels. Desperately, she
bucked in her seat, trying to lift herself from the chair, but the metal
restraints were too strong. Burning pain shot through her body with every move
as the death blade continued to deplete her energy. She wanted to scream, to
cry. She trembled as she stared at the remnants of other dead angels, wondering
if she’d become a handful of shiny sand like them.


“You’re
sick,” said Kara at last. “How...how could you do this?”


“Don’t
look so distressed, angel,” laughed the king, his mechanical voice sending
chills down Kara’s back. “You’ll be joining them shortly, I promise you.” He
waved his right hand. “Let us begin. I am ready.”


A
sudden pain erupted from Kara’s right arm. “What are you doing?” she yelled as
she looked down at her arm. “Stop that! Don’t touch me!”


A
Seir had perforated her mortal skin with a large grey needle. A transparent
tube was attached to its end. 


“The
ritual, little angel,” sneered the Seir. “We need your special essence—and
we’re going to take it all, drop by drop until we bleed you dry.”


More
pricks, and the cool sting of needles perforated the skin on both of her
temples. Soon Kara’s arms, legs, and head were covered by tubes.


Kara
glared at the king. “It will never work; my essence will kill you. Stop this
now before it’s too late.”


“On
the contrary,” said the king, “your essence will give me the strength to rule
above all. And now I will have it.”


Once
the Seirs had finished working on Kara, they moved over to their king. From the
chair they pulled another selection of tubes with metal plugs at their ends.
The king leaned back into his chair, grinning. With echoing clicks, his
disciples connected the plugs to openings like electrical outlets around his
head, torso, limbs, and over his entire body until he, too, was covered by long
transparent tubes. Hunger flickered in his cold grey eyes. 


Disgusted,
Kara looked away. She pulled at her restraints, but it was no use. 


With
all the tubes finally connected, one of the Seirs walked back to the side of
Kara’s chair. He wrapped his hands around a metal lever and yanked it down.


With
a sudden jerk, the chair vibrated violently. Immediately, green electricity
shot down the sides of the chair and wrapped around Kara like thousands of
razor blades cutting into her flesh. She felt as if she were falling into a
deep lake and was not able to swim back up to the surface. She looked down and
flinched. She felt increasingly cool as her golden essence was sucked out of
her and then back into the tubes attached to the Seir king.


Kara
watched horrified as her golden essence hit him. His eyes widened as it flowed
inside his body. His grey eyes began to shine a brilliant golden color. The
ecstatic smile on his face made Kara want to vomit. She wished she could spit
in his face.


The
death blade cut deeper into her mortal flesh. Her abdomen was paralyzed by the
blade’s poison. Her teeth chattered, as her body seemed to pull in opposite
directions—as though the blade’s poison fought against the suction on the
tubes. She noticed gaps in the fluid flowing through the tubes.


“Get
the blade out of her chest,” said the Seir king, his voice soft and nearly
human. “I don’t want to lose anymore of her essence. I need all of it,” he said
greedily. “Every single drop.”


 “Yes,
my king.” A Seir rushed over to Kara’s side and pulled the blade from her
chest.


Mistake
number two.


The
blade had done a number on her M-5 suit. She was incredibly weak and felt as
though the blade had burned a hole through her chest. But now that it had been
removed, she wasn’t sure if she still had the strength to break free from the
chair and get the weapon back.


The
king laughed out loud. “Yes! Yes...I can feel it. I can feel the change. This
is extraordinary. Your essence is stronger than I had anticipated...it has more
power,” he laughed hysterically. “Soon I will become the most powerful demon of
all!”


Kara
shuddered. Pain erupted all over her body. A gush of icy cold current surged
through her. Her skin burned in the coldness. Golden mist began to coil around
the tubes like vapors. She lost the strength to hold up her head. It slumped
forward. Her M-5 suit was melting into brilliant golden particles. Soon she
would be nothing but a pile of golden dust.


The
oracles’ warning echoed in her mind, if she hurt any more mortals it would
be over. But what did it matter now? It was pretty much over. Lilith was on
her way, and she would get the other piece of the weapon. Kara couldn’t even
feel the crystal timer against her chest anymore. She wondered if it were still
there or if it had vanished already, knowing that she had failed. It had given
her a sense of urgency, and now she felt nothing.


Her
soul was dying.


Suddenly,
like a light switch, a surge of elemental power escaped her body. She hadn’t
called upon it—it just came about, as though it had a mind of its own. She felt
its warmth leave her.


Now
the king would truly become powerful, another madman to rule the netherworld.
Hungry for power, soon he would take the mortal world, and then Horizon.


The
Seir king closed his eyes. A gratified look marked his face as he sucked in
Kara’s essence. A soft golden glow bathed his iron limbs and torso in golden
light.


Suddenly,
the king’s eyes snapped open. A strange terrified look dotted his face. 


“Something’s
wrong.” His body jittered and twitched. “Something’s not right—” the king
screamed as his body convulsed violently. Golden tendrils of mist coiled around
him. He looked like a mummified Egyptian king. Black liquid like a fountain
sprayed out from knobs and mechanical parts all over his body.


“Stop
the connection! Get these off of me! Get them off!” wailed the king as black
liquid oozed from his mouth and his eyes.


The
three Seirs jumped to their king’s aide. They fought to keep him still as they desperately
tried to pull out the plugs from his body. 


 “Get
them off, you fools! Get them off!” screamed the terrified king.


“They’re
not coming out,” cried a Seir as he yanked at the plugs. “It’s as if they’re
melted into the openings—they won’t come off.”


The
king bucked like a crazed bull, his body spraying black liquid onto the floors
and onto the faces of the Seirs. “Get her out of the chair! Stop the
connection!”


The
Seirs ripped the tubes out of Kara’s body. They snapped open the iron shackles
around her wrists and ankles and hauled her out of the chair. She stumbled to
the ground. 


Mistake
number three.


The
king’s frantic wails echoed around the great cave like a frightening storm.
More Seirs came to their king’s aid, as they desperately tried to stop the
bleeding.


Kara
was hauled to her feet. “Fix him!” ordered a Seir as he pushed her in front of
the king. “You’re an angel—save him—or I’ll kill you!” He raised a blade to her
throat.


Kara
held back a smile as she stared at the horrified Seir king. She shook her head.
“I’m already dead. What he needs is a doctor—preferably Dr. Frankenstein. I’m
just an angel. I can’t save him . . .” The king’s screams drowned her voice.


“Told
you what would happen,” she whispered under her breath. A Seir pushed Kara out
of the way, and she bumped into a side table.


The
Arath twinkled in the light. Looking around to see if anyone was watching, she
grabbed the pyramid. Instantly, a shock of power stung her palm. She gritted
her teeth as a cold chill rippled through her. She felt it reverberate all the
way from her head to her toes. The ancient power seemed to welcome her—she
could feel it. 


She
knew the legion had hidden these weapons because they were dangerous.
Stealthily, she pocketed the Arath. She didn’t know what it would do to her.


In
a state of panic, the Seirs were doing their best to save their king, pulling
out tubes and wires, and trying to empty him of her golden essence. They had
forgotten about her.


Time to go Kara, she told herself.


With
one last look upon the agonizing pain on the Seir king’s face, she turned on
her heel and ran.


She
stumbled down the platform and staggered out of the room. She blinked the black
spots from her vision and hoped she was going the right way. She heard
footsteps behind her and flattened herself against a wall, squeezing herself
between tubes and wires. The sound of steps tapered off, and she stumbled
deeper down the hallway. She couldn’t see where she was going and used the wall
to steady herself. Where was the entrance again? The sound of the Grimmer’s
engines roared behind her. Was the entrance in this direction? She didn’t
recognize the way. She was nearly blind and exhausted.


Hope
renewed her strength—the weapon was in her pocket, and she still had time to
get out, if only she could find the way. She stumbled through a tunnel. Had
they gone this way? As her eyesight improved, she saw the lower levels below
and the faint green light from the strange spheres. She held on to the side of
the tunnel and walked slowly, the sounds of the king’s screams echoing behind
her. At least she was going in the opposite direction . . .


Something
caught her foot and Kara fell forward and down a flight of stairs. She landed
hard on a cold stony surface and rolled to a stop. Sighing angrily, she pushed
herself up . . .


Fifty
pairs of tiny eyes stared at her through a large iron gate. 


 











Chapter
18


Freedom
Run


 


 


 


“Angel, help us!” the
children pleaded and tears streaked down their dirty half-starved faces. Small
hands reached out between the bars clawing at the air between Kara and the
gate.


“Please
help us!” 


Kara
cringed at the horrifying sight. Children with red wet eyes stared at her from
heads too big for their bodies. Their clothes fell loosely around their
grey-greenish, sickly-looking skin like clothes on a clothesline. Some children
clung to the iron gate, while others gripped the sides of their prison walls,
their legs shaking with the effort to stand. Those who couldn’t stand cowered
in corners, their wet eyes sunken into their skulls. The smell of ammonia
permeated the damp air, and there was the stink of something else that Kara
didn’t want to think about. 


They
could see her. They knew she was an angel. These were the missing Sensitive
children. She tried to move, but her legs were stiff and glued to the ground.


The
oracles’ warning echoed into her head.


For the sake of the entire mortal world, sacrifices
are inevitable.


The
oracles had known she would be faced with this situation with the children.
They had foreseen that the children would be there, and they expected her to
leave them. Getting the weapon back was more important. She only had a few
hours left. The fate of the mortal world depended on the little blue pyramid in
her pocket. But what Lilith planned on doing hadn’t happened yet—and these
children were right in front of her, begging for her help.


“Angel!
Angel help us!” cried the children.


They
were only a few years younger than her. She couldn’t let them starve in their
own filth. These were innocent kids whose only sin was that they had a speck of
angel essence in their veins. Kara could see red puncture marks on the sides of
their heads and over their arms. There was only one reason they could be in the
cave and covered with needle marks—they were being bled. She had no idea why
the Seirs were bleeding them, but there was no denying that it was evil. They
must have tried to escape because defensive scars were slashed across some of
their faces and arms. Kara dug her nails into her palms. The children were
being used like a blood bank for a vampire Seir—left to starve in a dark cave,
alone and terrified.


“Angel,
please help us!” they pleaded. A little girl with blond curly hair let out a
loud sob and fell to the ground.


Kara
cursed silently and ran to the gate.


She
wrapped her hands around the padlock and pulled. Her vision blurred
momentarily, and she steadied herself with the help of the bars. Weakened by
the amount of essence that had been drained from her, she knew she couldn’t
pull the lock apart. She needed something to smash it. She found a rock the
size of her hand near the left side of the gate. She bent down and grabbed it.


“Okay,
everyone, stand back.”


The
Sensitive children all took a step back, their eyes never leaving her.


Kara
raised her hand in the air, and with an arc she brought it down on the padlock
as hard as she could.


Snap. The lock shattered and fell to the ground in pieces.


She
pulled open the iron gate. It took a moment for the children to register what
had happened. She took a few steps back as the children escaped their cage and
flocked around her. She was shocked at how skeletal and light they felt as they
hugged and held her. Though half starved and drained of blood, excitement and
hope flashed in their eyes.


The
little blond girl interlaced her fingers with Kara’s. Her blue eyes beamed, “I
knew you would save us,” she said with a little lisp. “I knew you wouldn’t let
us die.”


Kara
held back a sob. She squeezed the little girl’s hand gently. “I’m going to get
you guys out of here, if it’s the last thing I do. I promise.” 


She
looked to a group of older kids. “Do any of you know the way out? I can’t
remember, I think I’m lost.”


“I
know where it is,” said a half-starved boy with dark circles under his clever
brown eyes. He took a step forward. “But even if we get back up to the main
level, it’ll be packed with Seirs. They will see us trying to escape.”


Kara
put a hand on his shoulder. “Then we’ll have to run, and hope they can’t catch
us.” 


She
took a moment and measured the rest of the group. They almost looked as though
they were about to topple over than run for their lives. Two of the smallest
children sat on the ground at her feet. They were exhausted. 


“I
can carry these little ones easily.” Kara looked at the others, “Can the rest
of you run?”


 Heads
bobbed in agreement. “Good. I know it’s asking a lot of you, but we can’t stop.
We stop...we die. Do you understand?”


“Yes,”
answered the children in unison.


Kara
turned to the boy who knew the way out. “I’m Kara. What’s your name?”


“Vince,”
said the boy, and he shook Kara’s hand.


“Okay,
Vince, you’ll have to show us the way. Can you do that?”       


The
boy nodded and made his way towards the bottom of the steps where Kara had
first fallen. She was glad to see the older kids clutching the hands of the
little ones. She picked up the two little ones easily and hoisted them onto her
shoulders. She tried not to think about how long it had been since they had
eaten. 


“Wait
a minute,” Kara called back and stepped deeper into the cell. “There are
children still sleeping in the back, we need to wake them—” Kara’s words caught
in her throat at the look of grief in Vince’s face. He shook his head and
looked at the ground. 


The
children had done their best to cover them with pieces of their clothes. How
horrible it must have been to witness them die. 


Her
knees buckled, and she strained to stand. But then anger pulsed through her
body and awakened her elemental power. It sizzled and popped on her mortal skin
like golden electrical current. She knew her blackness itched to be released.
She felt its power. It wanted her. 


The
terrified children stared at her. Kara felt ashamed—the last thing she wanted
was for the children to fear her. She suppressed her anger, and the elemental
power drifted back inside.


“It’s
okay, I’m all right now. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Kara did her best to
look calm, even though her anger still bubbled inside. She looked to Vince.
“Lead the way.”


Vince
nodded and leaped up the stone staircase. Kara wondered if his sudden burst of
energy was from the hope of escape. She prayed the others had that same
stamina.


The
children followed him up the staircase, their limbs flailing as they did their
best not to fall. Kara waited at the bottom, and then when the last of the
children had disappeared into the shadow above, she wrapped her arms around the
little ones on her shoulders and ran up the stairs.


 When
she reached the top, Vince pointed towards the side of the giant digging
machine. “It’s that way—straight across to the other side—you’ll see those big
doors. You can’t miss them. That’s the way out.”


The
polished metal sides of the Grimmer were covered with transparent tubes oozing
black liquid, as though it were a living creature being pumped with blood. The
green light covered their faces in an eerie glow and made the children look
even sicklier. From what she could see, no Seirs were around at the moment. The
gloomy hallway was empty. Perhaps they were all attending their dying king. It
was perfect timing. 


“Well,
there’s no time like the present,” said Kara. “Let’s go as quietly as we can.
Maybe the Seirs won’t see us . . .”


“Stop
them!” A group of Seirs came thrashing down the tunnel, their blades at the
ready. “Don’t let them get away!”


“.
. . maybe not. RUN!” 


Kara
was surprised at how fast the children ran. They knew this was their only
chance of escape, and they pushed themselves with everything they had. But the
Seirs, heavy treads echoed behind them, and Kara knew that sooner or later the
Seirs would catch up to them. The children’s burst of energy would only last a
few more minutes, and then their starved bodies would run out of fuel.


The
two great iron doors stood ajar; the Seirs had forgotten to close them. She
could see the stone path that led to the lift on the other side of the doors.
She stole a look behind her . . .


The
Seirs were almost upon them. The children would never make it to the lift. 


Kara
balanced the two children on her shoulders while she dislodged a pipe from the
wall. Black liquid sprayed her face. She ignored the disgusting warm liquid
that dripped down her cheeks and waved the pipe around like a baseball bat. She
waited for the rest of the children to pass her by. She waved to Vince and
tossed him the pipe. “How good is your aim?”


Vince
beamed. “Very good. I’m a baseball pitcher in my high school.”


 “Good.
I can’t hurt any of the Seirs, but you can. Try to hit the first one on the
head. Do it now.”


Vince
raised his left leg, arched his back, and pitched the pipe at the oncoming
horde of Seirs.


Smack. It hit the first Seir right across the neck, and he
stumbled and fell flat on his face. The other Seirs were taken by surprise and
tripped over him crashing to the floor.


Suddenly
a volley of pipes and pieces of metal shot through the air from behind her.
Kara whirled around. The children were hurling scraps of metal at the Seirs. It
was payback time for the kids. Kara smiled proudly. She couldn’t do anything to
the evil mortals, but watching the Seirs get their butts whipped by a bunch of
kids was just as satisfying as doing it herself. 


The
Seirs ran for cover as the barrage of metal projectiles assaulted them. The
children hurled their weapons furiously until the Seirs lay beaten on the
ground and didn’t move. 


“I’m
impressed,” said Kara as she surveyed the children’s flushed faces. “You guys
did really well. That should give us a few seconds before they send more. Come
on!” She urged the children to follow her through the doorway. 


“I
WILL KILL YOU ALL!” came a terrifying howl from inside the Grimmer, as though
the vessel itself had spoken. The children halted, too spooked to keep going as
the voice boomed around them.


“I
WILL FIND YOU AND KILL YOU!”


“Keep
going.” Kara led the children forward. “Never mind that. Don’t look back. We
can’t stop. Go, go, go!”


Once
through the doorway, they climbed up a stairway made of jagged rocks. The lift
stood at the end of the steps. Kara waited until the last child had stepped
onto the lift and squeezed herself in. She pulled the iron gate across and
pushed the red lever upwards. With a jerk, the lift started to climb. The
children held on to each other and sobbed with relief. Kara wished she could
join them in a good cry. 


With
a sway and click, the platform settled and stopped. Kara swung the gate open
and stepped off the lift. Cheers of joys echoed around the walls as the
children raced down the hall and kicked the door open at the other end. She
couldn’t help but be caught up in the children’s elation, and she ran along
with them and out the door.


The
oracles would probably not be happy with her—but if rescuing starving tortured
kids wasn’t part of being a guardian angel, then she’d rather not be one. The
mission might still be a success: she had the Arath, and she had rescued the
missing Sensitive children. She only wished she could have shared the
experience with David and the others. It would have been especially fulfilling
to get to tell Elder Otis herself—to see his face light up would have been the
cherry on top. 


The
moon shone like a white sun in the starlit sky. A cool breeze caressed Kara’s
face, and the smell of rain was in the air. The children jumped and danced into
the street. Having had a bag over her head when the Seirs had angel-napped her,
she had no idea where they were. She knew they were still in Rome, but she had
no clue as to where. 


The
little ones squirmed on her shoulders, and she lowered them carefully to the
cobblestone road. Children ran up to Kara and kissed her on the cheeks,
thanking her for saving them.


Kara
sighed. This was the best part of her job.


“Thank
you, Kara,” said Vince. She hadn’t realized that he was taller than her. “We
would have died if it weren’t for you. Thank you for stopping to help
us.”


A
tinge of guilt wavered inside her—she had hesitated when she had first seen the
children. Vince had seen it, too. With a shrug she stared at the ground. “It’s
part of the job. I’m just glad it’s all over now.”


Suddenly,
Kara was propelled backwards with extreme force and she hit the ground in pain.
Tiny green sparks danced around her body. The sound of high heels clicking on
the stone road neared her, and she rolled onto her elbows and looked up.


An
open toe red shoe was planted in front of Kara’s face.


“Hello,
dear sister,” said Lilith. “Thought I’d let you leave without saying goodbye? I
don’t think so.”
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The moon shone on Lilith’s white
leather pantsuit, making it look like milk. 


“Thought
you’d leave with my toy, did you?” giggled Lilith as she watched Kara
carefully. “I’m so disappointed with you, Kara. I thought we were sisters, and
sisters don’t steal from each other. It doesn’t belong to you; it’s mine. You
wouldn’t even know how to use it.”


“I’m
not going to use it,” growled Kara. “And neither are you.”


Lilith
narrowed her eyes. “Always so eager to help family, aren’t you, sis?
You’re so incredibly annoying.”


Kara
pushed herself on her knees and held her arm over her wounded abdomen. She
sneered at Lilith, “You’re no family of mine—sis.”


Lilith
smiled. “Right, because all you deranged angels prefer the stink of mortal
flesh. I never understood why the monkeys have to smell so bad, and the ghastly
liquid that oozes out of their faces—it’s utterly disgusting. Urg.” She
grimaced and shuddered. 


Vince
stepped forward, but Kara shook her head and glared at the boy. The last thing
she needed right now was for Lilith to hurt the children. She wanted to keep
Lilith’s focus on her, not on the kids.


Vince
narrowed his eyes and nodded. He whistled loudly and ran down the block. The
rest of the children followed him like a wave. Lilith ignored the running
children and kept her eyes on Kara. 


Kara
reached inside her shirt and pulled out the crystal timer. Her eyes widened.
She had less than an hour to get the weapon back to Horizon.


“What’s
that you got there, sister dear?” Lilith raised her brows. “You don’t look like
the jewelry type. Did your boyfriend give that to you? Oh...how sweet.
Angels and their forbidden love affairs—now that is pathetic.”


Kara
kept her poker face on so that Lilith wouldn’t see the panic she felt inside.


A
loud crash sounded behind Kara.


A
mob of Seirs rushed through the door from which Kara and the children had
escaped earlier. They spilled out onto the street like evil black water,
corrupting everything they touched. Their death blades hung at their sides as
they made a large circle around her and Lilith. The hatred in their eyes
matched Kara’s. They wanted payback for what happened to their king. She
wondered if he was still alive.


“They
don’t look very happy to see you.” Lilith extended her long red manicured fingers
towards Kara. “You’re finished. Give it to me,” she ordered. 


Kara
glowered. “Never. You’ll have to come and get it.”


Kara
screamed as her body was hurled into the air, twisting and burning in green and
blue lightning. Like a lasso it wrapped around her, and then smashed her hard
to the ground. Kara rolled over and blinked the dust out of her eyes. She could
smell her M-5 skin sizzle and pop as green and blue sparks danced along her
body. She felt like burnt toast. Even with just one piece of the Arath,
Lilith’s power was extraordinary.


Kara
was in trouble.


She
struggled to her feet and saw the weapon cradled in Lilith’s hand.


Lilith
caught her looking at the Arath and smiled. “It works differently on angels
than on mortals. You’ve only tasted a small fraction of its power. I’m just
getting warmed up, you see.” She tossed a long strand of white hair behind her
shoulder. “To think the archangels had this weapon and never used it properly!
Fools. Mortal-loving fools. They are so inferior to us. Father always said so.”


Kara
could see no options for escape. She knew she would have to fight Lilith—and by
the looks of it, her half-sister had the upper hand. Kara was injured and
outnumbered. It would take a miracle to escape with one piece of the weapon,
let alone both of them.


Lilith
circled Kara, keeping a safe distance between them. “Don’t think I’ve forgiven
you for what you did to my father—because I haven’t.”


Kara
sighed loudly and shook her head. “Here we go again about our precious
father. He was more of a madman than a real dad.”


Another
blazing charge of blue and green current surged at Kara, and she was smashed to
the ground again. She was burning inside and out. Sparks of green and blue
current, like hundreds of knifes, stabbed into her skin. She could hear
Lilith’s laughter, and her temper rose.


Her
elemental power flared into life and filled her with renewed energy. Her power
fed on her hatred for Lilith. Images of dying angels and tortured children
flashed in her mind’s eye. All her emotions came together. Elemental power
soared through her like a gush of warm water, and she embraced it happily. She
ignored the warning in her head as she felt the darkness inside her waken as if
from a long sleep. It surged into her like a rush of adrenaline. She focused on
Lilith.


Kara
was up on her feet in an instant. Her elemental energy snaked around her body
and covered in a mist of golden vapor.


She
was ready.


“Ah...now
look at you, all golden like an Oscar statuette.” Lilith manipulated the weapon
gingerly. “Don’t assume you can stop me with your golden suit, because you
can’t, dearest sister. With the help of this little pyramid here, I am a
hundred times more powerful than you. I’m going to crush you like a bug.”


Kara
sneered and blinked the golden energy from her eyes. “We’ll see about that.”


“Is
that a threat?” mocked Lilith, her dark eyes gleaming silver in the moonlight.
“You can’t stop me, it’s too late. Look around you, the city has already
fallen—and soon the rest of the mortal world will be mine.”


Kara
frowned. What was Lilith talking about? She strained to listen as distant
shouts reached her. Two blocks away, enraged mortals attacked each other with
their bare hands. Lilith had already poisoned the city.


Kara
was too late.


Lilith
giggled at Kara’s shocked expression. “You see—humans are like cattle. And I’m
going to farm them for my demons. They stink. What better use could they be
than as food for my family.”


Kara
could hear the crystal timer emptying itself. Tick tock, tick tock...


Time
was running out.


“Humans
are food. Plain and simple.”


“I’ll
kill you before you hurt any more mortals.” Kara’s elemental power blazed
around her—but she stopped short.


Much
to her horror, Vince and some of the other children had reappeared down the
street. What were they doing back here? She focused her energy on Lilith
again—she wouldn’t let her hurt the children.


Lilith
followed her gaze and laughed as she clapped her hands excitedly. “An audience!
How wonderful. This is even better than I could have wished for. Hello, little
mortal Sensitives.” She waved at the children who cowered against the buildings
at a safe distance.


Kara
tried to get Vince’s attention, but he was looking behind him as if waiting for
something.


Lilith
turned her attention back to Kara. “You’d have thought that by now the kids
would have been long gone from here. But they’re too stupid to see danger. It’s
like I said: these monkeys were made to be food. I’m really going to enjoy
ripping their souls out.”


“Touch
them, and you die!” hissed Kara. Her body was alive with golden sparks. 


She
felt a sudden blast of coolness inside, but she ignored it. She hated Lilith
more than anything at that moment. She would destroy anything that tried to
harm the children, even if it meant dying.


But
then something strange happened.


Green
current seeped out of her and coiled around the golden vapor of her elemental
force. The green energy blazed as it overpowered her golden current, eating it
like a snake swallowing its prey. Kara stared at herself flabbergasted. What was
happening?


Lilith’s
eyes gleamed at the sight of the green current on Kara’s body. “Can it be true?
My dear pure angel sister—have you been walking around with demon power
inside you?” 


Lilith
stepped forward and examined Kara more closely. Her brows knitted together, and
then she threw back her head and laughed. “It explains why father had such a
keen interest in you. I never understood it until now.”


Kara
felt the powers battle inside her. She strained to keep from falling over. Her
body jerked and shivered. The warmth of her elemental power diminished, and
coolness swept inside her. She heard laughter as she drifted into the depths of
darkness. She didn’t fight it—she welcomed it. She felt more powerful than
ever, and she wanted to feel more. The sensation was intoxicating. 


Lilith’s
face broke into a smile as her eyes narrowed. “It seems we are more alike than
I first thought.” She measured Kara for a moment. “You are wasting your power
with the legion of angels. You are on the wrong team. You’ve always been on the
wrong team. You were meant to be a creature of the netherworld, just as father
said. He created you. You belong to the netherworld.”


Kara
swayed. The world spun before her, and she closed her eyes. Lilith made
sense—Kara felt a link with the darkness, as though she knew it, and it knew
her. It was the same feeling she had experienced with the creature Morthdu, a
sense of belonging—the darkness suited her.


“You
don’t belong with the legion, Kara,” Lilith’s voice was near. “They threw you
into their prison like garbage. Why? Because they fear you. You’re different,
just like me. Your friends abandoned you. Join me, Kara.”


Kara
gritted her teeth. Her mind was breaking. She felt as though her body was being
torn into two. Who was she really—a guardian angel or a creature of the
netherworld? The legion did fear her because of her elemental part. Perhaps she
was always meant to be on the other side.


Kara
opened her eyes. She reached into her pocket and withdrew the Arath. It pulsed
in her palm. Its power vibrated through Kara, and she welcomed it.


“I
could teach you how to use it,” said Lilith eagerly. “Together we could be
great. We could rule the mortals and become the most powerful creatures in all
the worlds! We could destroy the legion of angels . . .”


“Kara!”


David,
Jenny, and Peter ran towards her from the street and then Tatiana, Roberto, and
Tony.


“Oh
look, here comes my favorite gang of angels.” Lilith snapped her fingers, and
the Seirs formed a protective line in front of her and Kara. “You’re too late,
monkey lovers. It’s over. Might as well let yourselves die,” she giggled.


“Kara!”
yelled David again, “What’s happened to you?”


A
cry escaped her lips. She gazed at her friends’ terrified faces but didn’t
answer. Their shouts faded as the sound of rushing power flowed through her
body. It was as though she had dived into a lake of ice-cold water and couldn’t
swim back up to the surface. Cool energy washed over her. Her body blazed in
green light, and she felt more powerful than she could ever have imagined. 


The
darkness called out to her, and she welcomed it. 


Fight it, Kara, said a voice inside her head.


Kara
frowned.


You are angel, through and through, not a
demon...remember...


A
warm spark of elemental power flickered inside her. It pushed its way through
the cold and broke out onto the surface.


She
remembered.


Kara
could see the terrified faces of the children—the fear that reflected in their
eyes was directed at her. They were afraid of her. This wasn’t how things were
supposed to be. She wasn’t evil. She would never hurt the children.


Lilith
beamed at her sister and then turned to the Seirs. She raised her hands in the
air. “Destroy the angels and bring the children back to the Seir king. We’ll
talk about your incompetence later.”


The
Seirs wielded their weapons and charged . . .


 “NO!”


A
blast of warm energy rushed through Kara and escaped through her fingers. It
struck the Arath like rays from the sun. 


The
blue pyramid glowed golden for a moment, and then exploded into a million
brilliant blue particles. 
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The remaining fragments of the Arath
floated in the air like a light rain, and then disappeared into the breeze as
though it never existed.


Lilith
screamed. “What’s happening? It’s burning!” She held the other piece of the
Arath before her. Blue flames licked the edges of the pyramid, as though it
were on fire. The inside brilliance of the weapon shimmered and intensified. 


“Get
it off! Get it off!” With a terrified expression on her face, she tried
desperately to peel it off her hand. But it wouldn’t budge. The weapon was
glued to her palm. Wailing hysterically, she stumbled backwards. A blue ray
shot from inside the Arath suddenly and hit Lilith in the chest. Her body
convulsed as it was engulfed in blue light. 


And
then the weapon in her hand burst. 


Lilith’s
body was thrown in the air with incredible force. She landed hard on the
ground. A moan escaped her lips, and then she was still.


Kara
examined herself. Besides the lesions on her M-5 suit, she had returned to
normal. There were no signs of the green energy on her body. The link was lost.


The
mortals who had been fighting stopped and clutched their heads, perplexed. Some
cried silently at the horror of what they had done, but mostly they walked away
as though nothing had ever happened, as though it had been only a dream.


The
sound of battle filled the night air once more as the Sensitives crushed the
Seirs. Kara saw their pallid faces disappear as men and women in black with
fedora hats chased them through the maze of buildings until no Seir remained.


David
rushed over to Kara. “Kara, what was that? Why were you covered in green? You
scared the crap out of me.” He pulled her into a tight embrace, squeezing her
gently against him.


Kara
let herself fall into his arms, enjoying every minute of it, not knowing when
she was going to disappear. She didn’t care how it looked in front of the
Sensitives, who were probably aware that romance was forbidden to the
guardians. Her head fell into the nape of David’s neck, and she closed her eyes
for just a moment, pretending that she was just a regular mortal girl with the
guy she so desperately wanted to love. 


But
Kara knew that dreams didn’t always come true. 


As
she held on to David for another moment, she wondered how upset the oracles
would be that she had destroyed both weapons accidentally. She doubted that
they would have kept them to use on the mortals. In the end, she was glad the
weapons were gone. No other angel or demon could use them against the mortals
now, and that was a good thing. The children were safe. The weapons were
destroyed, and her mission was accomplished.


The
last crystals were dropping through the timer on her chest. 


At
last Kara pulled away from David. 


“What
happened to you guys? Why weren’t you at the fountain? I looked everywhere.”


“I’m
sorry, Kara. It was Lilith.” David glanced over at Lilith, moaning in pain on
the ground.


Kara
frowned. “What do you mean? Did she capture you?”


David
shook his head. “Not exactly. I feel like such an idiot telling you this. I
can’t believe I fell for it, I should have known...”


“Known
what?”


“She
was you.” David looked into Kara’s eyes, and she felt herself tense.


“You’re
not making any sense,” said Kara. “She can’t be me, I’m me.”


Jenny
and Peter appeared at their side and Kara looked at them and smiled.


“The
white witch morphed into you,” said Jenny. “She looked exactly like you. We all
thought it was you. She tricked us and led us on a wild goose chase around the
city.” Jenny glowered at Lilith still on the ground. “If she didn’t look so
dead, I’d kick her.”


David
edged closer. “But I knew something wasn’t right. You...weren’t you...if
you know what I mean. She couldn’t really pull it off. And after two hours of
running around the city, she finally showed herself to us.”


 “So,
what happened?” asked Kara, and she tried to imagine another version of
herself. Did David like that one better?


“She
laughed and disappeared,” answered Peter. “Completely psychotic. After looking
for the real you for hours, we met up with Tatiana and the others. They told us
that the children had escaped the clutches of the Seir king with your help—but you
were still in danger.”


David
grabbed Kara’s hand and squeezed it lightly. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t there to
protect you.”


An
electrical current fluttered from her hand all the way to her toes. She
squeezed his hand back and gazed into his eyes. “It’s okay. As you can see, I
made it out in one piece.”


“I’m
glad you did.” David gave her a lopsided grin. “I hear you had quite an
adventure without me.”


Peter
stepped closer, his eyes wide. “What was the Seir king like? I’ve only heard
rumors about him. Did he have a crown? Was he as old as Elder Otis?”


A
shudder passed through Kara as she remembered the foul tubes protruding from
the king’s insect-like flesh and iron body. 


“He
was a creature of the worst kind, and I hope never to see him again.” Kara
glowered as she stared into space.


“Oh.”
Peter pursed his lips and was silent.


David
let out a sigh. “Well, things will get back to normal, now. The kids are safe,
and the weapon’s gone. Everyone’s happy. I’m throwing a party back at the
legion. Yup, I’m doing it, and they can’t stop me. It’s going to be a killer
party!”


Kara
bit her bottom lip and grabbed the crystal timer with her other hand. “David, I
have to tell you something.”


A
terrifying scream filled the air. 


Lilith
wiped her face frantically. She lifted her hands for everyone to see. “What is
this? What’s this liquid coming out of my eyes?”


Kara
let go of David’s hand and edged closer to Lilith—and stopped dead in her
tracks.


Lilith’s
eyes were blue, a sparkling blue. Tears spilled onto her cheeks, and her skin
was a natural pinkish mortal color.


“Why
isn’t it stopping?” cried Lilith as she rubbed her eyes. “It keeps coming out.
It’s disgusting!” She wailed.


A
smile appeared on Kara’s lips. “Those are tears. That’s what happens when
people cry. When mortals cry.” 


Lilith
froze. She stared at the tears on her hands. “No, you’re crazy. I’m a demon
princess! I’m not mortal, you stupid monkey-lover. This must be a temporary
glitch because of the Arath. It’ll go away. You’ll see.”


Kara
laughed. “You’re now mortal through and through. Demons can’t cry; even angels
can’t cry. It’s one of the advantages of being mortal—to feel emotions. You’re
mortal, little sister. Get used to it.”


“Impossible!”
spat Lilith. “That makes no sense, I can’t be mortal. There must be an
explanation for this. It’ll go away, I’m sure of it.”


Kara
examined Lilith closer. Her hair had become more blond than white. Her face was
flushed from crying, and her chest rose and fell as she gulped down buckets of
air. “I think that when the weapon was destroyed, it must have changed you into
a mortal. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”


David
grabbed Lilith’s hand and poked her palm gently with his blade. She cried out.
A blob of red seeped from her palm. He looked up and beamed. “Blood. She’s
mortal all right. Kind of ironic, don’t you think?”


Lilith
pulled her hand away and backed up, shaking her head. “No! No! No! This can’t
be happening! I’m a demon! Not a mortal!” 


With
a flick of his wrist, David sheathed his weapon inside his jacket. “How does it
feel to be amongst the living, Snow White?”


Lilith
threw herself at Kara’s feet and grabbed fistfuls of her pants. “Oh, please, Kara.
Change me back, I beg you! You’re my sister...don’t you care about me? Please
don’t leave me like this. I smell. I can’t smell. I’m disgusting. I can’t live
like this! I’ll...I’ll die!”


Kara
knelt down and grabbed Lilith’s hands in hers. “I think this is the best thing
that can happen to you, Lilith. Being human is a wonderful thing. You might
even grow to enjoy it.”


“No,
please, Kara. I’ll do anything you want, anything!” wailed Lilith. “I will
never hurt you, I promise. I want us to be sisters. Please don’t leave me like
this.”


Part
of her felt sorry for Lilith, but she knew Lilith couldn’t harm anyone anymore
as a mortal. “Even if I could change you back I wouldn’t. And I can’t. You’re
going to be fine, dearest sister. You might even learn to love and appreciate
being alive. It’s more of a blessing than a punishment.” 


Kara
let go of Lilith and stood up. 


“No!
Don’t leave me here with these monkeys! I am a demon princess! I have powers!
I’m immortal!” Lilith threw herself on the ground in a tantrum, punching and
kicking the ground in a fit of rage.


“She’ll
cool off once she starts to get hungry,” said Jenny, and her face brightened.
“I never thought this day could end so perfectly. I can’t wait to see the look
on Ariel’s face when we tell her about Lilith. God I love my job.”


“Kara,
what was it you wanted to say earlier?” asked David as he stood beside her.


Kara
stared at the faces of her friends. They all waited for her to answer. It was
time to tell them—to tell them everything.


She
reached inside her shirt and pulled out the crystal timer. She let it hang over
her chest. With a quick glance at the nearly empty top glass, she knew that her
time as a guardian was in its last seconds.


Jenny
grasped the timer gently. “What is that?” She rolled it in her hand, examining
it. But when Kara didn’t answer, she let it go gently and took a step back.


Kara
stared at her feet. She opened her mouth, but the words died in her throat. How
could she tell them that it was all over for her? The oracles had warned her
not to tell anyone, so she hoped they could figure it out.


“I
knew it wasn’t an ordinary necklace,” said David fearfully. “You had it with
you when you came back, after you killed the Seir. This is what you’ve been
keeping from me, isn’t it? There’s something bad about this necklace, isn’t
there? Isn’t there?”


Kara
only nodded—frightened that she would disappear if she spoke.


“Kara,
what’s he talking about?” asked Jenny, her eyes wide with fear. “Why is that
necklace bad? What’s going on?”


Kara’s
eyes flicked to David’s, but she remained silent.


“So
what happens when the sand runs out?” Peter inspected the crystal timer more
closely. “It’s almost empty.” He eyed Kara worriedly. 


But
Kara didn’t answer; she couldn’t. She could see terror and recognition
reflected in David’s eyes. She pressed her lips together to keep them from
trembling.


“This
is because of what you did to Ranab, isn’t it?” said David, his voice rising.
“That second chance the oracles said they gave you...it was only for a few
hours? You were on a freaking timer! But...but what’s going to happen to you
once it’s empty?”


Jenny’s
eyes widened. “Kara, you’re scaring me. What is that thing?” 


A
warm sensation tingled inside Kara, like warm rain. Her M-5 suit started to
glow until it was consumed in brilliant little particles. She lifted the
crystal timer—all the crystals lay at the bottom of the glass.


It
was over. Her time was up.


“Kara,
what’s happening to you? What’s going on?” said David, fear increasing in his
voice. 


Kara
gazed at her friends and smiled painfully. She forced the words out of her
mouth. “I’m not supposed to talk about it, but seeing as my time is up, I might
as well let you know what I can.”


Jenny
sobbed, and Kara smiled at her comfortingly. “It’s all right, Jenny. It’s not
as bad as it looks. I messed up, and I have to accept the consequences. The
oracles gave me a second chance with a time limit. I only had twelve hours to
get the mission done. My hours are up, and it’s time for me to say goodbye. I’m
going to miss you guys terribly.”


“No!”
cried Jenny. “We’re a team; you can’t go. I won’t let you, I won’t!” Her bottom
lip quivered. Peter held her hand and stared at the ground. 


Kara’s
soul was breaking, but she put on a brave face. “You’ll be fine, I promise. I
love you guys dearly, and I’ll miss you...more than I can say. I just can’t
find the words.”


“Are
we ever going to see you again?” asked Peter, his voice trembling.


Kara
shook her head. “Not as a guardian angel.”


“This
is not happening. The legion has to do something,” said David, as he pulled his
hair. “I mean, after everything you’ve done, how can they do this? They owe
you. I don’t accept this. It’s screwed up. I’m going to give the High Council a
piece of my mind! I swear to you, I’m not letting them get away with this!”


“This
is my fault, David. I did this. It’s not the legion’s fault—it’s mine. I
broke the rules, and I have to pay for what I’ve done.”


“But
it’s not right! It’s not fair,” shouted David. “How many times did you save the
legion—and the mortal world? You only killed the mortal to save another
mortal’s life? This is ridiculous! You saved an elder’s life. What are
they thinking? I won’t let them do this to you.”


“It’s
over, David,” said Kara. “There’s nothing you can do to change this. It’s time
for me to go. Promise me you won’t do anything too stupid after I’m gone.
Okay?”


David
didn’t answer. He kicked the ground with his boot and turned around. His
shoulders shook.


Kara
stepped closer to him. She cupped his face into her hands and kissed him on the
mouth gently. For a moment, she felt as though she was in her mortal body again
and back at the bookstore with David, having a normal life. But after
everything that had happened, she wasn’t sure she could return to the mortal
life she had before she had killed a mortal. The rules had changed. Perhaps she
would never see David again...


Finally,
Kara pulled away. She looked into his pained blue eyes. “Don’t forget me,” she
whispered.


David
frowned and reached out to her, but his arms fell through the air.


Kara’s
body had disappeared.
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After the grogginess had lifted,
Kara stood in front of the four doors again. It had been quite an adventure,
and she had no regrets. She knew deep down that she would have killed Ranab
again and again to save Elder Otis. It was just who she was, a guardian of the
mortals, and she had chosen to take the life of one mortal to save the life of
another. She’d accepted her fate, and now it was time to move on.


She
forced David’s sad eyes from her mind and gazed at the four doors. Tall and
elegant as they were, they looked as though they belonged in a grand hotel, not
as portals to the end of her supernatural life. Which one to open? She wasn’t
back here because she had unintentionally or intentionally killed another
mortal. Her twelve hours were up, and there was just one door to be opened.


Kara
wrapped her hand around the golden handle of Door # 4, Other. She pushed
it open and stepped to the other side.


There
were no other guardians lining up in front of the showers in the giant bathroom
this time around. A single cherub held a large glass and waited for her soul. 


She
avoided his eyes and looked around. A drop of water fell from one of the
showerheads and disappeared down the drain—that would be her body soon—melting
away until there was nothing left of her but her hovering soul.


She
looked to the right side of the room. She hadn’t seen them when she first came
in, but the same three oracles that Kara had met before sat on their crystal
balls in front of a long wooden desk. They busied themselves with paperwork
once again. Unconsciously, she grasped the crystal timer in her hand and
squeezed it tight. The oracles looked up as she approached them.


“Ah,
Kara Nightlinder,” said the oracle on the left, “Here you are at last! We’ve
been quite anxious to see you.”


“You
have? You’re happy to see me?” Kara frowned as she studied the oracles’ faces.
“I wasn’t sure you would be after what happened.”


The
oracle clapped his hands excitedly. “Of course we are, dear girl. What nonsense!”
He leaned forward, and his crystal ball rolled and tapped the edge of the
table. “You’ve succeeded in your mission and within your restricted time limit.
You stopped Lilith from getting the other piece of the Arath and have saved the
mortal world. This is tremendous! You’ve broken all the records!” He puffed out
his chest proudly. 


Kara
screwed up her face. “I have? But I accidentally destroyed the weapon. I
thought you’d be mad.”


This
time the oracle in the middle spoke. “Mad? Of course we’re not mad, Tara. The
events have turned out better than we had envisioned. With your personal
touch, the Arath has been destroyed, and no entity, good or evil, can ever use
it again.”


“Good
has prevailed over evil, once again,” said the oracle on the right, and he
stood up on his crystal ball with his fist in the air. “Evil is like a storm—it
may have its day, but in the end it will pass.” He turned and looked to the
others. “I should be on stage.”


“Indeed.
I’ve always told you so,” said the oracle in the middle. “You’d make a
brilliant actor.”


The
oracle scratched his beard. “Yes, I believe I would.” 


Kara
lifted the chain over her head and placed the crystal timer on the table. The
sand crystals glimmered and cast little specks of white light along the great
desk. 


“Um...there’s
something else I need to tell you. I don’t think I’m good, well not entirely. I
think there’s evil in me...I felt it.” She lowered her head.


The
oracles were silent. She could see that they were looking at her very
carefully. She felt relieved now that she could finally speak of it freely.


“There’s
darkness in me,” she continued. “Morthdu told me so when I was in the
netherworld. I felt a connection to it then, and it became stronger. The
darkness came out of me when I fought Lilith. It took over my elemental power.
Part of me liked it. I guess it’s good that I can never be a guardian anymore,
because I think I might not be able to control it again. I think I’m evil. I
think that’s what my father had planned all along—that I should be a creature
of darkness.” Kara stared at her boots. Her head fell heavy, and she thought
she might tip over.


“You
are certainly not a creature of evil,” one of the oracles said. She
peeked up at them through her eyelashes.


“I’m
not? But I felt it take control over me . . .”


“But
you resisted.” The oracle in the middle interlaced his fingers and watched Kara
with gentle eyes. “Only an angel of pure soul could resist temptation from the
dark powers of the netherworld. And you my dear, shattered the link.”


Kara
shook her head. “I don’t understand. How did it get there in the first place?”


The
oracle on the right answered. “Because it existed in Asmodeus. He became a
creature of the netherworld because he embraced its darkness until it consumed
him. And so he passed it on to you. The darkness lay dormant for a while inside
you, until the power of the elemental woke it. We’ve seen it happen before; we
just didn’t know when it would.”


 Kara
wished that the oracles had been more open about this when she first came here.
Perhaps she wouldn’t have been so freaked out. 


 “It
tried to draw you in,” said the oracle in the middle. “To consume you, to make
you a slave of its power—but you resisted.”


Kara
raised her brows. “So...I’m not evil? Really?” A hint of a smile reached her lips.


“Of
course not. Would we have entrusted such a delicate mission to you if we
thought you were evil?” the oracles shared a look and laughed.


Kara
rolled her eyes. 


The
oracle on the left spoke. “You see, you could have chosen to embrace the
darkness, but you chose not to. Power in itself isn’t evil—it’s what you do
with it that determines whether it is good or bad.”


Relief
washed over Kara. What the oracles said made sense. Her actions spoke for
themselves. She was a badass guardian angel—but now her career was over.
Emptiness welled inside her like a giant hole. 


Something
nagged at her in the back of her mind. “Um, if I’m made mortal again, what
about the terrorist thing?”


“All
taken care of,” said the oracle to her right. “The events caused by Lilith and
the Arath have been wiped out, so to speak. They have been erased from the
mortal world. It’s as though they never happened. All is well in the mortal
world, once again.”


“So...
that’s it then,” she said as she fought down the emotions that threatened to
take her over. “I’ll never be a guardian angel ever again. It’s all over for
me.” 


The
oracles nodded sadly, “It is.” 


The
oracle on Kara’s left shifted uncomfortably on his crystal ball. “I’m sorry,
but the law is the law. You killed a mortal, and you must suffer the
consequences, as other angels have done before you. But know this, Tara—only an
angel of pure heart would have sacrificed their soul for the life of a mortal.
It speaks greatly of you, and we will never forget it.”


“Thank
you,” said Kara, not knowing what else to say.


“You
have served the legion well, and we thank you,” said the same oracle. With a
smile, he lifted a grubby little arm and pointed it to the shower stalls behind
Kara. “And now your mortal life awaits you.”


“Right.”
Kara sighed and looked over to the showers. She remembered the grim faces of
the angels that stood in the showers. Her time had come. The cherubs waited
silently by the showers, their eyes all fixed on her. 


“May
the souls protect you, Clara Nightingale,” said the oracles together.


Dragging
her feet, Kara walked over to the first shower stall and stepped in. She saw
her sad face reflected back on the glass walls. In the corner of her eye, she
saw the cherub with the glass jar move closer towards her. She raised her head
and looked up at the large showerhead, wondering if the water would hurt.


Even
in her saddened state, Kara was glad to have had the experience of being a
guardian angel. Angels existed, and they existed to protect the mortals from
demons. It had been a supernatural experience of gargantuan proportions, and
she had loved every minute of it. She would do it again in a heartbeat—if she’d
ever have the chance again.


But
now she looked forward to a normal life. A mundane life with David, she hoped.


“See
you on the other side, David.”


Kara
reached out and pulled the chrome lever on the right of the shower. Sparkling
water gushed from the shower head. It hit her face and washed over the rest of
her body. The water was warm and smelled sweet, like sugar, not at all like the
salt water from the pools in Horizon. Tiny crystals formed over her body until
her skin was completely covered in a coat of glittering diamonds.


Drowsiness
came over her. She tried to keep her eyes open, but her heavy lids fluttered
shut. As the particles started to dissipate, Kara finally allowed herself to
drift into sleep. The water spilled over her and disappeared into the drain.


With
a last shimmer Kara, the guardian angel, was no more. 
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“Mr. Patterson? Where does
this one go?” Kara held up an old book. She wiped the layer of grime from its
cover and read the inscription. “Uh...Nineteen Eighty-Four, by George
Orwell. Where do you
want me to put it?”


“In
the classic novel section, dear.” Mr. Patterson gently polished a fist-sized
crystal ball. He raised it above his head and twisted it in his hand slowly,
marveling at its brilliance. Placing it back gently beneath the counter, he
reached in and pulled out another identical crystal from his collection. He
started polishing it with a piece of white cloth.


The
crystals were the only things in the entire bookstore that Kara wasn’t allowed
to touch, which only made her want to touch them more. As she watched him gloat
over the crystals, she wondered what his attachment was to these brilliant
spheres. Why were they so important to him? Were they priceless? They looked
like regular crystals you could buy at the local new-age shops. So why couldn’t
she touch them?


She
watched the old man spit and then buff the crystal in his hand as though he was
trying to wipe out a stain on an old shoe. Maybe Mr. Patterson was a
clairvoyant when he was away from the bookstore. That would explain the odd
times when he would shuffle around the store, mumbling about top news reports
before they were released to the public. He always seemed to know more than he
let on, especially when it came to her future. He had known about her
acceptance to Dawson College’s Art program even before she had opened the
letter. 


“Do
you want me to help you polish those when I’m done with this stack of books?”
Kara gestured to the remaining pile of books on her metal trolley. “I don’t
mind, really.”


Mr.
Patterson didn’t even look up. “No thank you, dear. You know I don’t allow
anyone near my crystals.”


“I
know, but I thought I could help . . .”


 “It’s
quite all right, dear. Only the hands of a true seer can manipulate the essence
of the crystals.” Mr. Patterson examined his crystal more closely. “There is a
unique bond between a crystal and its handler—one cannot see into it without
the special eye—so to speak.”


Kara
sighed and shook her head. She’d gotten used to Mr. Patterson speaking in
riddles. Most of the time she had no idea what he was talking about, so she
would nod her head and pretend that she did just to keep him happy. Maybe one
day he would trust her enough to handle at least one of his precious crystals.
She wondered how they would feel against her palm.


Having
placed the rest of the old books in the classic novel section, Kara hauled the
metal trolley to the back of the store.


“Clara,”
called Mr. Patterson from behind the counter, still eyeing his precious
crystals. “Would you mind putting the closed sign on the front door?
It’s almost five o’clock.”


“Sure,
Mr. Patterson.” Kara parked the trolley and crossed the store. A wooden sign
with the word open painted in white hung from the top of the front door
by a single string. She flipped it over so that the word closed was now
visible against the door’s glass window. 


Clink.


“Oh
dear!” screeched Mr. Patterson.


Kara
turned around. Mr. Patterson stood with his arms in the air and a panicked look
on his face as a crystal ball bounced off the counter and rolled across the
floor towards Kara. It sparkled as it rolled slowly towards her. She reached
down . . .


“No!”


Kara
picked up the crystal ball. She peered closer and noticed a light inside, as
though a light switch had turned on. Suddenly, a series of images flashed in
her mind’s eye. She saw herself fighting a man with black eyes and white skin.
Next she stood in an elevator with a large and angry chimpanzee pointing a
finger at her. Then she stood in a large round chamber with a glass dome, in
front of her a group of men and women dressed in robes sitting around a
half-moon desk. The image changed—now she was covered in wisps of golden
current. And then she stood before a massive creature with rotting flesh and
gangly sinuous arms. It opened its maw . . .


 “I’ll
take that, thank you.” Mr. Patterson took the crystal from Kara’s hand and
walked away hurriedly.


Kara
stood frozen as the images in her head blurred and then disappeared all
together. Frowning, she tried to make sense of what she has seen, but the
images wouldn’t come—she couldn’t remember. It was like when she’d wake up from
a dream, and seconds later couldn’t remember what the dream had been about.
With every passing second, the images vanished from her mind entirely, until
there was nothing left to remember.


“What
just happened?” she asked, looking around the bookstore. “My head feels funny.”


“Nothing
dear. You were just locking up, that is all.” Mr. Patterson shuffled back
towards the counter and placed his crystal ball into the glass compartment. He
locked it with the key that hung from around his neck and started to wipe down
the counter with an old multicolored rag.


“I
was?” Kara stood in the middle of the room with her hands held out in front of
her, feeling a little light headed. She sighed and dropped her hands. “Great,
I’m losing my mind . . .”


“Of
course not,” said Mr. Patterson. “You’re just a little tired, that is all.”


The
wind chime sang as the front door flew open.


“Sorry,
we’re closed—” Kara’s heart shot into her throat.


David
sauntered into the store. His blue eyes flashed dangerously. “Hey, Kara. I
thought you might still be here. Feel like going for a bite to eat?”


Kara
bit down on her tongue to stop the smile that threatened to creep onto her
face. 


“Sure,
I was just locking up.” 


“Great.”
David smiled, and she quickly looked away. The blood rushed to her face, and
she was afraid he could hear her heart beating through her chest.


David
stroked his finger along a row of books. “I thought we could catch the seven
o’clock show at the Cineplex afterwards...if you don’t have any other plans...”


A
smile broke onto Kara’s face as her heart pounded in her ears. “I don’t have
any plans tonight. A movie sounds great.” She caught David smiling at her and
she looked away. 


She
inspected herself discreetly. Her jeans were covered in grime—not exactly an
appropriate date outfit. Normally, she would have gone home to change, but she
wouldn’t dare say so now, in case she jinxed their second date. Besides, David
didn’t seem to notice. 


“See
you tomorrow, Mr. Patterson,” called Kara. 


She
ignored the butterflies fluttering in her stomach and made her way towards the
front door. David beamed at her with a playful glint in his eye. Kara dug her
nails into her palm. Even if this was only their second date, she felt more
nervous this time around.


Mr.
Patterson looked up from the counter and smiled. “Enjoy yourselves. I’ll see
you tomorrow, Kara, bright and early.”


Kara
closed the door behind her and followed David across the street. Although her
nerves still prickled inside her, she allowed herself to relax a little and to
enjoy walking next to David. She felt a sense of comfort and trust with him—not
to mention a persistent feeling of having known him before, as though they had
somehow met before in another life. Whatever force pulled them together, Kara
surrendered herself to it gladly.


As
she reached the sidewalk on the other side of the street, a sudden feeling of
being watched came over her. She looked over her shoulder. Mr. Patterson stood
by the front door of his shop. After measuring her for a moment, he smiled and
waved. Kara waved back, wondering why he was watching them so intensely. Maybe
he was being overly protective of her, although she didn’t know why. She felt
safe with David. With a smile on her face, she turned and followed David down
the street.


As
she got to the end of the block, a short man with wispy white hair and a beard
waddled up the sidewalk towards the bookstore. He clutched a small crystal orb
and was barefoot. He hopped over the cracks in the pavement as though it was a
game of hopscotch. His blue shorts and colorful shirt flapped in the air, and
with a last hop he landed in front of the door. His bony knees cracked as he
stood up straight. He glanced at Mr. Patterson and grinned. 


 “Hello,
Jim.”


“Good
evening, Sam. Ready to punch out?”


“Five
o’clock sharp, as usual.” With his hands on his hips, they both turned around
and looked down the block. “She’s one of a kind, that Clara.”


“Indeed.”
Mr. Patterson stroked his beard with his grubby little fingers. “She is truly
in a class of her own—a real fighter that one, a pure soul—pity we can’t use
her as a guardian anymore; I’m rather very fond of her. In fact, she occupies a
special place in my heart.”


Tucking
in his beard, Sam crossed his arms over his chest. “You know, Jim, I was
thinking...we could use her talents again. She did save Horizon and the mortal
world. She is quite unique—there is no other angel like her.”


“I
agree.” Mr. Patterson nodded his head. “Such extraordinary talent and
bravery—it is very rare. It would be a great shame to waste her tremendous
abilities.”


 “Yes,
a great shame.”


“Indeed.”
Mr. Patterson watched as Kara and David disappeared around a corner.


“Perhaps
we shall call on her again. What do you say?”


“Perhaps
we might, Sam. Perhaps we might.”


“Perhaps
we should discuss her future with the legion at the next High Council meeting.
What do you think, Jim?”


Mr.
Patterson raised his eyebrows. “That we shall, Sam. That we shall.”


Sam
tossed his crystal ball in the air and caught it easily. “Well now, I must be
off. There’s a mix-up with identical twins at Orientation—seems as if we took
the wrong one. I’ll see you later, Jim.”


“See
you on the other side, Sam.”


Sam
stepped through the threshold of the bookstore, clutched his crystal ball, and
vanished.


Mr.
Patterson smiled. “See you soon, Kara Nightingale.”
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Chapter
1


Curfew


 


 


 


Kara sat on the edge of the bed and
watched as beads of sweat glistened on her mother’s forehead. She hoped the
fever had reached its peak. She leaned forward and pressed a cool cloth over
her mother’s forehead. Her skin was pasty and sickly—grey, like a day—old
corpse. Her lips twitched in her uneasy sleep, but she didn’t wake up. Kara
watched her mother slipping away, and she feared the worst. Her eyes stung and
tears rolled freely down her face. 


“It’s
just the flu virus,” the doctors had said, “nothing to do but rest and wait it
out.” 


They
had pushed Kara and her mother out of the local clinic and locked the doors
behind them. 


That
was three weeks ago, and her mother was getting worse.


It
wasn’t just a normal flu virus, Kara was certain of that. Her mother hadn’t
woken this morning, and it was now early in the night—it was almost as though
she were in a coma. Whatever it was, she could see her mother was struggling
against it. Something was definitely wrong. 


A
pale sliver of light poked through a gap in the curtains, and her mother’s pale
face glowed white in the darkness. The small room was lit dimly by the single
tiffany lamp that sat on the bedside table. Like all the rest of the furniture
in the apartment, it had belonged to her grandmother. Kara took comfort from
their familiarity. She reached out and clasped her mother’s hand—it was ice
cold. 


She
wiped the tears from her face and glanced out the window.


Snow
brushed gently against the glass. The heavy darkness outside sucked all the
happiness out of her. The winds intensified and drummed along to
her heart’s rhythm. She felt like she was having an anxiety attack. She
let out a long shaky breath as she tried to calm herself. Gently, she let go of
her mother’s hand. 


She
picked up her cell phone on the wooden bedside table. 


No new calls.


The
cell phone felt unnaturally heavy in her hand, like a bucket of paint. She placed
it back on the small table, before it slipped from her sweaty fingers. She felt
uneasy.


David
was the closest thing she had to a family, beside her mother, and she needed
him with her now. But where was he? It wasn’t like him not to return her calls.
Had he gotten sick, too? Kara fought to control the panic that rose in her
chest and wiped her clammy palms on her jeans.


But
what if something else entirely had gotten to David?


Goosebumps
pebbled her skin as black shapes haunted her again. Darkness had always seemed
to follow her, and as time had worn on, she had begun to see more and more
unexplainable things, just as her mother had done. Kara saw creatures from
nightmares creep from the shadows. More than once she had the distinct
impression that foul beings, not of this world, had tried to attack her on her
way home from her night classes. She had never shared her fears with David; she
was sure he’d think she was crazy. But she knew that whatever abnormalities her
mother suffered from had been passed on to her. It was in her blood. And she
wouldn’t risk losing David’s friendship by telling him she could see monsters. 


Kara
sighed and turned her attention back to her mother. Her face was contorted in
pain, and then she started to shake. A lump formed in Kara’s throat. She had to
do something. The least she could do was find something to help relieve the
pain; she couldn’t just sit and watch her mother suffer. There was a twenty-four-hour
drugstore two blocks away. 


She
rose from the bed—something passed over her mother’s face like a shadow.


Bright
green markings appeared along her mother’s forehead and the side of her face
like glowing tattoos. They were like words, but Kara couldn’t make sense of
them. What were they? She had never heard of a virus that caused markings on
the skin. What was happening? She leaned closer for a better look—


Knock. Knock!


With
her heart in her throat, Kara whirled around and strained to listen. The sound
had come from the apartment’s front door. 


David! Thank God!


Kara
sprinted into the hallway and made her way to the front door. 


Two
police officers stood on the threshold. 


The
woman was a head taller than Kara. She had cold calculating eyes and the
pinched expression of a schoolteacher about to scold. Her long black hair was
pulled back into a ponytail behind her navy—blue cap. She clutched a stack of
papers and a note pad importantly.


 Her
partner looked like a linebacker, ready to charge. Nearly as thick as he was
tall, his muscular shoulders bulged under his navy—blue patrol uniform. 


Snow
melted off their black polished boots and left a watery trail down the hallway.


Kara
exhaled when she realized she was still holding her breath and forced a smile.
“Can I help you?” 


She
hoped they couldn’t hear the disappointment in her voice.


The
woman’s brown eyes sparkled, and she smiled at Kara. “My name is Officer
Norman, and this is Officer Baker. Are your parents home?” 


She
looked over Kara’s shoulder. 


Kara
studied the police officers’ faces for a moment before answering. “Yes. But
it’s just me and my mom.”


“Can
we speak to her?” asked Officer Norman.


Kara
felt tightness in her throat. “Uh...no. She’s not well, you see.
She’s...she’s...sick.” Her voice cracked. She saw fear flash in officer
Norman’s eyes, for just a second, long enough to see it. 


“What
is it that you want?”


Officer
Norman scribbled something on her notepad, and then she looked up. “We’re
patrolling the neighborhoods tonight. Making sure everything’s in order.”


Kara
shifted her weight. She didn’t like the way they were staring at her.


“Why
are you patrolling the neighborhoods? Is there something wrong?” 


The
two officers exchanged a look. 


“What’s
going on?”


Officer
Baker looked familiar to Kara, but she couldn’t recall where she had seen him
before. Was he a bus driver?


“We’re
asking everyone to stay inside. We need to know where you are, and that you are
safe, ma’am.”


Kara
didn’t like the sound of this at all. 


“Why
do you need to know where I am? Is this a curfew...seriously? It’s the common
cold! I doubt a curfew is going to solve anything. Is there something else
you’re not telling me?” 


From
their edgy expressions, she got the unmistakable feeling that something more
was going on.


“We
just want to avoid more people getting sick, that’s all,” said Officer Baker. 


His
voice was hoarse as though he had never used it before. He measured Kara from
under his cap, and she could see the tightness around his mouth. His aftershave
was so strong that she thought he must have applied it to cover up some other
nasty odor. She forced herself not to grimace. 


“In
the meantime,” he continued, “you stay home and look after your mother. They’ll
find a cure and then things will get back to normal.” 


A cure? What were they not telling her? 


The
glowing symbols on her mother’s forehead weren’t normal. Something was terribly
wrong. 


Kara’s
fingernails dug into her palms. “My mother’s in pain, she needs medication. I
just need to step out for a few minutes and go to the drugstore—”


“You’re
not going anywhere tonight.” Officer Baker pointed a large finger at Kara. “You
understand me, kid? Don’t think of doing anything stupid. Nobody out after
seven o’clock. Those are the rules.”


Kara’s
lips trembled. Nobody called her stupid— and she didn’t care for rules. As her
temper rose, so did her voice. “But my mother needs help. I’m going to get her
some meds—”


“No
you’re not. There’s nothing you can do to help her now. You stay put, you hear
me?” said Officer Baker.


Kara
glowered at them. She felt her hatred rise from the top of her head like steam
from a pot. “Fine. Whatever. Officers.” 


Officer
Norman shared a sidelong glance with her partner before turning back to Kara.


 “Good,
so we’re clear. We have to keep moving, we have a lot of ground to cover
tonight. Lock the door once we’re gone—”


Kara
slammed the door in their faces. She didn’t need to be told twice. She wasn’t
even sure that they were real police officers. She waited until she heard the
sound of their heavy boots tapering away before she kicked the door with her
foot. She felt nauseated, but she knew what she had to do.


Kara
dashed across the hallway and made her way towards the living room’s large bay
window. She peered through the plastic white horizontal blinds, her nose inches
from the glass. Below, the streets were covered in blankets of white. Street
lamps cast tiny yellow lights that sparkled in the snow. Headlights illuminated
the street for a second, and Kara saw a black cat scurry under a parked car.
Two shapes emerged from below, and she watched them make their way towards the next
building to her left. She smiled when they disappeared inside. 


Her
mother needed meds. And no curfew was going to stop her from getting them.


“I’ll
show them the meaning of stupid.”


Kara
ran into her room and pulled open her closet doors. After rummaging inside, she
withdrew a black winter sky jacket with a faux—fur lined hood and pulled it on.
Then she grabbed her backpack and stuffed wool mitts into her pockets. She ran
back to her mother’s bedroom and grabbed her cell phone. Her mother’s forehead
glowed sporadically with toxic green symbols that looked almost as though they
were breathing. 


Kara
bent over and kissed her mother’s cheek. “I love you mom. I’m going to the
drugstore. I’ll be back soon. I’m going to make you better again, I promise.” 


Her
mother didn’t show any signs that she had understood, and Kara’s eyes burned as
she ran to the kitchen. 


She
grabbed the flashlight from the cabinet above the fridge and then dashed
towards the apartment’s front door. She pulled open the door and locked it
behind her with a click. 


Her
backpack bounced against her back as she rushed down the hall, and she jumped
down the stairs two at a time. The lobby was a blur of beige and brown. Once
she had emerged through the glass doors, Kara was glad of the cool December air
that soothed her hot face.


She
caught her breath. The wind swirled around her as she stood facing the
darkness. Thick snowflakes fell from the black sky like leaves from a tree. She
looked over to her left. The police officers were still inside the apartment
building. Snow lifted off the ground and twisted around in white whirlwinds. It
was unusually quiet for a Friday night—nobody was on the streets.


 The
decrepit street lamps gave off just enough light for Kara to recognize the
snow—covered sidewalks. The local drugstore was just two blocks away.


She
would run it.


As
she ran, her breath escaped her lips in rolling coils of white mist. She
hurried up the quiet street, but her tread crunched against the packed snow and
echoed around her too loudly.


She
heard muffled voices in the darkness and threw herself down behind a parked
car. Her knees stung with pain as she grazed them against the sharp edge of its
rusty bumper. 


Two
more police officers emerged around the street corner. They walked towards her.
She cursed softly and crawled around to the other side of the car. Kneeling,
she watched their boots make their way past her hiding place and then disappear
down the next block. She stood up slowly. Both her knees throbbed in pain. She
pressed her fingers against them, her jeans were torn, and she could feel
wetness on her fingertips.


Too
late to go back home for some Band—Aids—besides; it was only a little
scrape. Kara made her way around the car and back onto the sidewalk.


Something
moved in the corner of her eye. 


Kara
froze. She peered into darkness that stared back at her. Was the night playing
with her mind? Had she imaged a tall shape gliding across the street up ahead? 


She
turned to see a green mist pour into the street toward her like a great wave.
It flowed above the snow, moving fast, against the wind. What is that? Kara
shook her head and ran into the dark snowy wind. The drugstore was just ahead.
The police would never see her in this blizzard. 


SMACK!


Kara
stumbled backwards and nearly fell. She steadied herself, blinked through her
snow—caked lashes and looked up. She had crashed into someone. At first she
panicked thinking it was a police officer, but she quickly recovered when she
saw the girl’s face.


“Sabrina?”
said Kara. The young girl from first floor in her building was shivering. 


“Oh
my god, where’s your coat? Why are you out here in the cold in a t—shirt?
You’ll catch your death out here.”


Snow
clung to Sabrina’s hair like thick icicles. Melted snowflakes dripped from her
nose. She trembled uncontrollably. Her pale skin shone in the moonlight.


“There’s
some kind of curfew, you know. You’d better get inside before the police catch
you.” Kara leaned closer for a better look at her neighbor. 


“Sabrina?
Are you all right? You’re shaking like a leaf.”


Sabrina
lifted her head, and Kara’s blood froze. Green symbols flashed across her
face—the same as her mother’s. Her face was hollow and sunken like she hadn’t
eaten in a month. Her sad empty eyes stared as if she had lost something close
to her. She reminded Kara of the living dead in the zombie—movie she had
watched with David. 


Sabrina’s
lips moved aimlessly as she brushed past Kara and walked off into the darkness.


“Sabrina!”



The
girl disappeared. Kara knew she could do nothing to help her.


Straining
through the blizzard, Kara scanned the street up ahead. There was nothing
there, but she couldn’t shake the strange feeling that she was being watched. 


And
then she saw it.


On
the other side of the street, something massive and slippery glided towards
her. For a moment a street lamp illuminated the raw blood—red flesh of its
twisted body. It looked like a cross between a skinned gorilla and a giant
beetle, with glassy red eyes and a gaping maw.


The
wind carried a putrid smell, like a mixture of vomit and decaying flesh. The
snow around the creature melted away from its heat. It suddenly moved towards
her. She dared not breathe. 


With
a giant leap, the creature came at her, thrashing massive clawed hands. 


Kara
tripped and fell hard on the ground. She pulled off her mitts and rummaged
through her backpack, madly searching for her flashlight. She clasped it in her
hand and brandished it like a weapon. As strange as it was, she found courage
somehow, courage enough to go down fighting this thing.


Its
razor-sharp claws scraped the ground as it charged. The ground vibrated, and
Kara fought the urge to vomit as the putrid garbage truck smell of the creature
filled the air. She looked into its red glowing eyes as it lunged.


Kara
impulsively flicked the switch and pointed the light straight at the creature. 


She
heard a scream but couldn’t tell if it was her own or the creature’s. 


The
creature fell back shrieking horribly, and her legs exploded in burning pain,
as though a bucket of acid was eating away at her flesh. She dragged herself a
few feet away from the thrashing creature. She blinked away the tears from her
eyes and looked upon the thing that attacked her.


Steam
rolled off the creature’s front and back. Its rotten flesh slid off its body in
clumps, and the smell of burnt flesh made her lungs burn and her eyes water.
A large open wound in the shape of a lightning bolt zigzagged across the
creature’s chest, exposing the red rotten flesh beneath. Even in the darkness
she could make out black liquid oozing out of the large gash.


She
watched the creature howl in pain as its body sizzled and popped, thrashing
around on the ground over and over. The flashlight. Somehow, the light had
burned the creature.


Her
legs felt warm—horrified, she realized she was sitting in a puddle of her own
blood. The creature had struck an artery on her leg. She was bleeding out. If
she didn’t get to a hospital soon, she would die...


She
dragged in a single breath, then another. She choked on the smell of burning flesh.
She could barely see through the layer of snow that stuck over her eyes. Then a
low growl came from behind.


Kara
turned the flashlight in the direction of the noise. Too late. 


She
soared through the air and smacked into a parked car with a sickening crack.
The flashlight flew out of her hands, hit the car and landed in pieces on the
ground. The light flickered for a moment and then went out.


She
lay crumbled on the ground, broken. She couldn’t move. She looked into the red
maddened eyes that glared down at her. She thought of her mother. The beast wailed in
fury. It
was going to tear her apart.
It raised its giant clawed arm for the kill...


A
glowing red sphere flew across the night sky and hit the creature. The sphere
exploded on impact like a firebomb. Instantly, the creature’s body was engulfed
in red light. Its ear-splitting wails filled the night sky and then the red
light went out and the creature vanished.


“Kara!”


A
young man kneeled down beside her. His bright blue eyes glistened with concern.
She had a strange feeling she’d seen his handsome face before. But it didn’t
matter. It was too late. She knew she was dying. She thought of her mother,
waiting alone in her room. Hot tears rolled down her cheeks. Kara didn’t care
if she lived or died—she only wanted the pain to end.


Let it end...


“I’m
so sorry, Kara, this wasn’t supposed to happen. You weren’t supposed to feel
any pain. This is all my fault!” 


As
she felt her life slipping away, she looked at him more carefully. His skin
glowed as though a halo surrounded him. His blond hair illuminated his head
like a golden crown. Who was this stranger?


“You’ll
be all right soon,” continued the stranger. “The guardian angel legion needs
you. This is only a changeover...this isn’t the end.”


Kara
struggled to keep her eyes open. She was hallucinating about legions of
angels—a sure sign that the end was near. She felt so cold.


The
stranger took her hand, and she felt a little warmth from his. She tried to
speak, to ask him who he was, but her lips were like cement blocks.


“Man,
you’ve always been a freaking demon magnet, you know. They’re always looking
for your soul,” she heard the stranger say. “I’ll never let them take you.
You’re safe with me now. I’ve got you.”


As
she succumbed to the darkness, her last thought was that this guy was
definitely just as crazy as her mother.


And
then she didn’t remember anything else.











Chapter
2


A
new threat


 


 


 


Kara tried to avoid the unblinking
stare of the ancient primate and looked to the ornate wood panels of the
elevator instead. She could see her anxious reflection in his single round
monocle. He was nearly hairless, and the sparse hairs he did have were
snow—white. If the elevator jerked again, he looked as if he would burst into a
cloud of white dust. Even though she’d taken the ride to the fifth level in
Horizon many times, the old operator always gave her the creeps.


With
its rich wood panels and tan marble floors, the elevators always made her think
that they belonged in some grand hotel. She traced her fingers gently along the
golden—wing crests carved into the wood panels. She was shaking. She hid her
trembling hands behind her back and shuddered lightly. She had abandoned her
sick mother. 


Kara
turned towards David. “I didn’t think I’d ever see the inside of this elevator
again. The oracles had made it clear, my GA days were over. Don’t you think
it’s weird that I’m back? I keep thinking I’m dreaming, and any second now I’m
going to wake up and forget everything.”


“You
won’t, ’cause you’re not dreaming,” said David with a hint of a smile in his
voice. 


He
was much calmer inside the elevator. He had only just stopped apologizing for
being late to escort her back to Horizon. 


“I’m
really glad you’re back. Things just aren’t the same without you. You’re part
of the legion—in a big way. Probably one of the best guardians the legion’s
ever had. So it’s not really a surprise that you’re back so soon.” 


He
leaned over a little closer and lowered his voice. “Besides, I knew you
couldn’t resist my angelic—charms, my heavenly good looks. The fact is, woman,
I’ve supernaturalized you.” 


Kara
rolled her eyes and pushed David playfully. “Oh, please. Get over yourself.” 


She
shook her head gently. “Do you even know how this is possible? I mean...I
killed a mortal, remember? I broke the sacred law.” 


From
the corner of her eye she saw the old primate lift its ancient head towards
her. She forced herself not to meet his eyes. 


“I
wonder why they decided to reinstate me. It’s not like I had everyone’s vote—I
was never a favorite in the legion. I’m sure most of the GAs despise me.”


“You’re
back because the legion says you’re back, that’s all there is to it. Just as
long as you’re here with me, that’s all that matters.” David searched her face
with his intense blue eyes.


She
remembered his panic when the crystal timer had run out and she had
disappeared. She remembered his pain. But they were together as GAs once
again—all was well for now.


“So
what did I miss since I’ve been gone?”


David
took a moment before answering. “I don’t really know...they shipped me back to
my mortal self soon after you’d left. It’s weird, it’s like they didn’t want me
back either.”


Kara
felt a pain in her chest. She knew how much David loved his job as a guardian.
This had something to do with her, she was certain of that. “That’s impossible,
you’re a great guardian. I’m sure you’re wrong, David.” 


“Am
I? It doesn’t feel like it.” David’s expression tightened. He pulled out his
soul blade and flicked it between his fingers. “It’s the only thing I’m good
at—fighting demons. There’s nothing for me as a mortal, no real future. I don’t
have any real talent like you. My parents don’t have money for me for college.
Well, maybe that’s a good thing, I hate school anyway.”


Kara
wanted to say that she was there for him as a mortal, but her words died on her
lips when he turned away from her. It was like being stabbed in the chest.
Maybe he was right. Maybe he felt tainted by association with her. Was there
something else?


She
had to admit, it was great to be back. She wondered what the other GAs would
think. Peter and Jenny would be on her side; she knew that, but what about the
others? Would they accept her return? The guardian angel legion had been wary
of her ever since they discovered her demon father and her elemental abilities.
Kara was different. She would always be different. She set her jaw. Whatever
happened, she would just have to wait and see. She pushed her doubts away
resolutely.


She
watched David for a moment and said. “I think something bad is happening to my
mom.”


David
edged closer to her again. “The flu virus, yeah I remember. How was she before
you left?”


Kara
lowered her eyes, did her best to ignore the reproving stare from the operator,
and told David about the mysterious green runes on her mother’s face. 


David
fixed his eyes on Kara. “That’s some seriously freaky stuff. Never heard of
glowing green tattoos on anyone’s face before, what do you think it is?”


Kara
dreaded to think what it might be. “The more I think about it now, the more it
sounds like some demon virus. I wouldn’t put it passed them, they’ve been very
resourceful in the past.”


“I
think you might be right,” David said. “But don’t worry, whatever it is, Ariel
will know.”


Before
Kara could answer, the elevator stopped with a loud ting, the doors slid
open and Kara followed David out into Horizon. She was glad to put some more
distance between herself and the ancient white monkey. 


The
Counter Demon Division looked exactly as she had remembered. Hundreds of
guardian angels rushed up and down metal stairs from second and third floors or
busied their fingers on keyboards as they sat at desks spread out around the
giant circular room. It was like being on the bridge of a great battle ship.
GAs were huddled together around holographic screens that flickered with images
of major cities around the mortal world. Were they looking for demon Rifts?
What other possible threats could the legion fear?


As
Kara and David made their way quietly between desks with holographic screens, a
silence spread across the great room. Heads lifted, and Kara could feel their
stares burning the back of her head. She straightened herself and prepared to
challenge them with her own stone cold look. But her expression softened as she
realized they weren’t the angry faces she’d expected. They were dumbfounded,
speechless, with their jaws hanging open. They were in shock. They had not
expected to see her again.


Kara
followed David to the large round desk on a raised platform in the middle of
the chamber. Their footsteps echoed around them unnaturally loudly, as though
they were walking on drums. Kara couldn’t wait to sit down. A dozen stone—faced
angels sat around the round desk and watched Kara warily. 


Then
she saw Peter and Jenny, whose grins were larger than life. 


Jenny
jumped from her seat and wrapped her arms around Kara’s neck, “I told Peter
you’d be back. I told him you would. I just knew it!” Her green eyes sparkled
as she let Kara go. 


“Hi,
Kara,” said Peter. 


He
fumbled clumsily with a flat metal contraption on the table. “You can’t imagine
how happy I am to be wrong. I didn’t think we’d see you again.” He laughed
nervously and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose.


“Well
that’s a first,” said David. He smacked Peter on the shoulder, and they both
started laughing.


Kara
smiled at her friends. “It’s nice to see things haven’t changed around here.” 


“Jenny
got reprimanded for punching another GA,” blurted Peter suddenly.


“You
didn’t?” said Kara, looking at Jenny who shrugged with a smirk on her face.


 “I
don’t know what he’s talking about.” Jenny picked at her fingernails.


Peter
laughed. “It was awesome. The guy had it coming though. He was teasing her
about her hair—and then whack! It was great!”


Kara
smiled warmly, grateful to be back amongst her friends again. “I still can’t
believe I’m here. It still feels like a dream.” She looked around the table.


The
archangel Ariel sat at the end of the table. Her mocha colored skin shone under
the light, making it look almost golden. She looked like a goddess who didn’t
want to attract too much attention. She wore a simple short—sleeved black shirt
and black cargo pants. Her toffee—colored eyes measured Kara for a moment, and
then she spoke.


“Welcome
back, Kara Nightingale.”


“Thank
you,” said Kara awkwardly. “It’s good to be back.” 


She
looked over to the angels sitting around the desk and smiled. None of them
smiled back, so she lowered her eyes and stared at the desk instead.


“Thank
you for bringing her back to us in one piece, David,” said Ariel. Kara detected
a little irritation in her tone.


David
looked utterly abashed by the statement. “I’m offended by your tone, your
supreme godliness. I promised I would get her back safely, didn’t I? Which, as
you see, is what I did, your royal holiness.” He pressed his right hand on his
chest. “I am an angel of my word, your grace.”


Ariel
favored him with the faintest of smiles. “We shall see.” She gestured to them
with her hand. “Please, sit down. We have lots to talk about.”


Jenny
pushed an empty chair towards Kara. David flung himself dramatically in an
empty chair between Kara and Peter, who did his best not to laugh at David’s
theatrical performance. But Kara could see the stress on David’s face. He was
putting up his usual front. Under his cheeky grin, she knew he was hurt.


“Well
then,” began Ariel, her voice was smooth but demanded attention. She interlaced
her fingers on the table. “I’m sure you have lots of questions regarding your
return, Kara, and I will get to that in a minute. And from the expressions on
the faces here, I can see that most of you were not expecting to see Miss
Nightingale amongst us again. Your eyes do not deceive you—she is back.
And I am very glad for it.” The archangel smiled tenderly at Kara. 


If
Kara had any blood in her system her face would have been tomato—red. But at
the same time, she felt an overwhelming gratitude towards the archangel. Being
back with an archangel’s approval was bound to help smooth things over for her.
She looked over to David who winked at her. Typical.


But
Kara’s smile quickly faded. Sitting across from her was a guardian with hazel
eyes and a long blond braid. She was a little older than Kara, with sharp
features and a plain face. She looked as if she loathed Kara, as if she would
have spat at her from across the table if Ariel hadn’t been there. What was her
problem?


Kara
shifted uneasily in her seat and looked away.


“Although
I cannot disclose to you the details of Kara’s reinstatement as a guardian,”
Ariel continued, “rest assured it was with the best interest of this legion and
honored our mandate to the mortal world. The matter was brought before the High
Council, and Kara has been granted the same privileges as any member of the CDD
unit.”


For
the first time, Kara heard the muffled discontent of the other guardians around
the table. The blond girl whispered to the angels seated next to her, but Kara
couldn’t make out what they were saying to each other. But from the pinched and
disgusted expressions on their faces it was clear to her that they were not as
pleased as the archangel that she was back. The hostility edged around the
great table like a sudden frost. With the exception of Jenny, Peter and David,
it was clear that the other field agents were unsympathetic to her miraculous
return. They all loathed her.


Ariel
gave an impatient shake of her head, and her short curls bounced lightly above
her head like soft springs. “It is time to put aside any petty differences you
might have—and I don’t care to hear them.” 


Ariel’s
voice rose dangerously. “I see only guardian angels seated before me, and I
will not have any divisiveness amongst you, especially now that everyone needs
to work together on this special assignment. You have all sworn the same oath,
and we are all here for the exact same reason—to fight evil.” 


Ariel
glared around the table, waiting for anyone to defy her. The guardians didn’t
move a muscle and so she continued.


“Once
again the mortal world is in great danger and in need of our help. An ancient
evil plagues the Earth and is taking innocent lives. It is a great malevolent
force that moves like a tidal wave from town to town. We have been unsuccessful
in our attempts to uncover its weakness and defeat it. We’ve already lost five
teams—and we cannot afford to lose any more. Needless to say, this will be a
very challenging assignment.”


“What’s
the new threat?” interrupted David as he interlaced his fingers behind his
head. “It sounds pretty bad. Are we talking Seirs again? Because if we are, I’d
like to volunteer to be the first to give them a serious kick in the—”


Kara
kicked David from under the table and glared at him. Something in Ariel’s eyes
told her that the archangel wasn’t in the mood to have her patience tested by
David’s shenanigans. Grinning like a schoolboy, David laughed playfully before
settling down again. 


Ariel
cleared her throat. “The Seirs present a constant threat, but this is something
far worse than mere mortals, David. This new threat is something we haven’t
seen in over a century.”


“The
suspense is killing me,” mumbled David under his breath.


Ariel
looked at the faces around the table and said calmly, “This new enemy is a dark
warlock.”


David
leaned forward on the table. “A warlock? Seriously? With the long black cloak
flying on his broomstick shooting spells? Whoa! I thought they were only a
myth. I used to role—play as a warlock in Dungeons & Dragons.” He
leaped from his chair and started to mimic himself riding on an imaginary
broomstick. “I’ve always wanted to fly on a broomstick—” 


“Can
you shut up and let her finish,” said the same blond girl that had given Kara
the look of loathing. Her voice was like ice. She smiled defiantly. “Warlocks
don’t fly on broomsticks, stupid. But you wouldn’t know that. I guess the
rumors are true...you’re just a pretty face with nothing between the ears,
David McGowan.”


David’s
face hardened. “Relax, friend. No need to get your panties in a bunch.” 


He
sat down and crossed his arms over his chest. Kara could almost see the steam
shooting from his ears. Kara felt her temper rise as well. She glared at the
blond girl, and to her surprise she was not looking at David at all, but at
Kara—and with the same distasteful look on her face as before.


“Enough!”
Ariel hit the table with her hand, sending a great boom across the chamber. “I
don’t have time for your childish games. You are soldiers of Horizon, guardians
of Earth—act like it. Now listen up. I will not repeat myself. Are we clear?”


Kara
turned away from the girl. Why did she loathe her so much? Kara had never even
seen her before. What was her problem?


“Good,
now let us continue,” said the archangel with a touch of venom in her voice. 


Ariel’s
eyes darted to David for a moment. “Warlocks are masters of the demonic arts.
They can summon demons as their minions, and they use an ancient evil called
dark magic. A dark warlock can take his victim’s soul and leave the body behind to
die. A dark warlock is an evil trickster of the worse kind imaginable.” 


“Sounds
like a few angels I know,” whispered David so only Kara could hear. She
silently prayed that he would stop. Ariel looked livid and ready to kill anyone
who interrupted her again.


“Mortal
souls have a unique, pure energy,” explained Ariel. “When you combine the
energy of many souls together—it becomes a great power—and warlocks crave power
for themselves. The warlock has already begun collecting souls across North
America, and soon he will plague the whole earth with his dark magic. With the
energy from millions of mortal souls, he will become unstoppable. The mortal
world as you know it will cease to exist. All living things will die.” 


Kara
thought of her mother and Sabrina with the green symbols on their faces. It had
to be connected. She began to grow angry. 


“Archangel
Ariel, the recent flu epidemic...my mother’s sick...she has these green
markings on her.”


“She
is not sick, but infected by Dark magic—her soul has been taken,” said Ariel
somberly. “The markings on your mother are the marks of a dark warlock. The
sickness that is spreading and killing the mortals is caused by his dark
magic.”


Kara’s
expression turned sullen. “I need to get to her. She needs my help.”


“There’s
nothing you can do for her now,” said Ariel gently. “Only the death of the dark
warlock will reverse the effect and save her soul. There is no other way.”


Kara
leaned back in her chair and tried to stretch out the tension in her back that
her rage was causing. She couldn’t feel her arms anymore. One thing was for
sure—she was going to kill this warlock.


Ariel
raised her voice. “This dark warlock has been dead for over a century. Something
or someone with great knowledge of dark magic has raised him back from
the dead. They have unleashed an unspeakable evil upon the mortal world.”


Kara
chewed her lip uncertainly. She didn’t like the wavering in Ariel’s voice; it
was almost as though the archangel thought they couldn’t defeat this guy. 


“I’m
sure we can defeat this dark warlock,” said Kara, aware of all the eyes
watching her and thankful that her voice came out strongly. “I mean...we’ve
defeated demons before. We’ve been to the Netherworld, and we’ve faced some
pretty gruesome creatures. I’m sure we can defeat one warlock?”


Kara
heard murmurings around the table, but they were quickly stilled.


“He’s
not just any warlock, Kara,” said Ariel. “He is the warlock, Wergoth, a
creature born from darkness and skilled with dark magic. As supernatural
beings, we angels have abilities beyond the mortal realm, but we do not possess
magic, especially dark magic. No ordinary angel can defeat him.”


David
whistled loudly. “So that rules us out. What the heck are we doing here then? To
play board games? I’d kill for a game of Dungeons & Dragons right now.”


Kara
screwed up her face. “I don’t understand. What do you mean we can’t defeat him?
We have to! I have to save my mother!” 


The
archangel’s eyes flashed ominously. “The warlock cannot be destroyed by any
means we possess. Soul blades, firestones, moonstones, or any other weapons we
use on demons, will not affect him. Only magic can defeat him.” 


“And
how are we supposed to get magic?” asked Kara, fighting to stay calm. 


“Maybe
if you’d stop asking stupid questions, she would tell us,” said the blond girl
in a flat voice. 


Kara
glared at the girl across the table. She wanted to slap her for being so
impertinent. Before she knew what was happening, she stood up, her hands curled
into fists.


“Kara!”
whispered Jenny, her eyes wide as she grabbed a hold of Kara’s arm and pulled
her down. She shook her head gently. “Don’t. Not now. She’s not worth it.”


“Oh...she’s
worth it,” whispered David. “I’d say she’s really worth it.”


A
smile spread on the girl’s face. “Did the famous Kara wish to say
something to me?”


“That’s
enough, Ashley,” said Ariel, her lips pressed into a hard line. “There’s no
need for that now.”


Kara
lowered herself back into her seat and hid her trembling hands under the table.
She was surprised at her sudden outburst. Something about that girl made her
hair stand on end. She gritted her teeth and tried hard not to imagine a fight.


Ariel
leaned forward. “Magic was what defeated the warlocks long ago. The angels and
white witches fought side by side to destroy the last of the dark warlocks. And
as the mortal world evolved, the white witches died out—and their secrets died
with them.” 


She
folded her hands in front of her. “And yet there is one who can help us. You
must seek the help of an old Cornish witch who goes by the name of Olga. She is
the last of the dark witches and over a century old. The legion knows that she
has been dabbling in the Dark arts for many years. You will find her in the
remote village of Boscastle, in Cornwall, in the United Kingdom. The old witch
is skilled in necromancy. Her charms, spells and dark incantations make her the
terror of the village.


“She
alone holds the knowledge and the means to destroy Wergoth. Your job is to
convince her to fight with us—to destroy the dark warlock once and for all.”


“Why
do I get the feeling it won’t be easy to convince her to help us,” said Kara,
reading Ariel’s face.


“Let’s
just say witches and angels haven’t always been allies. In fact, they hate us.”


Kara
frowned. “They hate us? Why would they? What happened?”


Ariel
shook her head and sighed. “It’s a very long story, and we don’t have time to
get into it. Olga is a dark witch, which makes her extremely powerful and very
dangerous. She doesn’t care much for the Legion, and she despises angels. She
will not be easily persuaded. In fact, she has already killed five field
teams.” 


David
and Kara shared a look. 


Ariel
paused and glanced around the table. “But because her magic is the only thing
that can destroy the warlock, it is a risk we must take. We know the warlock
plans to perform a ritual with the souls he’s collected, but we are ignorant as
to what kind of ritual. He will use the longest night of the year to perform
this rite. We cannot allow it to happen. If he is not defeated by the winter solstice, then all
the mortals whose souls he has stolen will die. Their souls will be destroyed
forever.” 


“When’s
the winter solstice?” asked Kara.


“December
twenty first.”


Kara
wanted to jump out of her seat. “But that’s in three days!”


Ariel’s
expression was grim. “I’m
sending out two of my best teams to the witch’s village. Sasha, Raymond,
Ling—you’ll be on Ashley’s team.” Ariel’s eyes moved across the table. “Jenny,
Peter, David—you’re on Kara’s team.” 


Kara
saw the relief on David’s face.


“Both
teams must work together and watch each other’s backs. You understand me?” 


Ariel
focused on Kara and when she spoke next her voice was even. “And now, Kara, I
must tell you specifically why you’ve been summoned back.” 


Kara
squeezed her hands together under the table. Ariel’s toffee—colored eyes
mesmerized her, and she couldn’t look away.


“This
assignment needs your special talent, but in a very different
way. The dark witch can detect angels. She can kill you in a blink of an eye,
and not before she has enjoyed torturing you first.”


“Sounds
like fun,” whispered David. 


“So
far, it has been impossible to seek her help without suffering causalities.
Kara, we need you to approach her without her detecting that you are a
guardian. Think of it as an undercover assignment. We believe your elemental
part will act as a distraction. The witch will be unable to see your angel
essence. Where ordinary angels have failed, we believe you will succeed.”


Kara
could feel the tension across the table. She started to panic. Her throat was
tight, and she thought her head was about to explode. Her elemental power was
still very wild and hard to control. Simply snapping her fingers wouldn’t
activate it; it was triggered by her emotions—and they were extremely hard to
control. Her elemental power was more like a time bomb with a short fuse.


Ariel
paused, as if giving Kara the time to prepare herself for the worst. “The
legion has never asked another guardian what I’m about to propose to you,
Kara.”


Kara
could feel the unease in the chamber. The field agents and GAs strained to
listen. 


Kara
leaned forward and shook her head. “But I’m still an angel. If, like you say,
she can detect angels, then surely she can detect me too? My elemental part is
still only one part of me; the rest is angel. She’ll be able to see right
through my M—suit.”


“Not
if you’re not wearing one.” Ariel held Kara in her gaze. “You see, Kara, on
this assignment, we need you to be a mortal.”











Chapter
3


Memory
Projection


 


 


 


Kara followed David, Jenny and Peter
past the thousands of anxious faces who stood in line to be sorted into their
new guardian angel lives at orientation. Their voices buzzed like millions of
bees as they waited in the holding chamber that was as large as ten football
fields. The air was humid with a smell of the sea. Most of the newly dead that
Kara passed were happy, but amongst the cheerful faces a few miserable looking
souls stood out.


A
young boy of about fifteen with disheveled brown hair in a black t—shirt and
faded jeans nibbled on his nails. He shook as if he were about to write his
final school exams and hadn’t studied. Kara remembered how terrified she had
been when she had died and found herself amongst thousands of dead folk for the
first time. The unknown is a terrifying thing. She felt sorry for the boy, but
soon he would be all right. His petty officer would take care of him, just like
David had taken care of her on her first day.


Her
eyes wandered over to David. Were they ever going to have a normal life together?
It seemed every time they felt like they were getting somewhere as mortals,
they would get called back to the GA squad. She had never truly shared her
feelings with David as a mortal. It would have been so much easier if she could
remember the adventures they had shared as guardians, but as mortals their
relationship had to grow on its own terms. He knew she liked him, but it was
much more than that. She could never bring herself to say it—the words simply
died in her throat like a bad cough. What if he didn’t feel the same way?


Kara
felt like a fool. She was on guardian angel duty. Any kind of emotion was
taboo. Her feelings towards David would have to wait. She had more pressing
matters to worry about. She could see the tiniest of frowns on David’s face.
She could tell he was worried—and with good reason—the legion was sending her
out on a suicide mission.


At
first she had thought Ariel must have been joking. But Archangels never joked.
The entire CDD unit had stood frozen, waiting to hear if she would dare to
confront the dark witch as a mortal. She had stifled a nervous laugh and then
had nodded her head. 


It
still felt like a dream. To be a guardian angel, you had to be an angel,
not a mortal. And yet, here she was on her way to meet with an oracle
who would help her prepare for this extraordinary quest. 


They
passed several different offices with colossal wooden doors and flashing neon
signs that flickered and buzzed. A door stood ajar and Kara could see a room
with papers scattered on the floor and half a dozen oracles scurrying around on
their giant crystal balls.


She
followed David down a hallway. Kara could feel Jenny’s anxious eyes on her the
whole time, but she ignored her. She didn’t want anyone to know how nervous she
felt. She wanted to jump out of her angel skin, get back to the mortal world
and help her mother. Thinking of her mother gave her the courage she needed to
keep walking.


Think of mom...


The
hallway ended suddenly, and they stood in a large opening. A single door was
set against the far wall in the massive space. It was like a Super—store with
only one door for the main entrance. Bigger and bolder than the other doors in
the orientation area, it seemed out of place.


David
walked up to the door and scrutinized it. “This is it.”


Kara
stepped closer and examined the door. It was ancient, with half—moon scuffmarks
on the front that had worn away the stain on the wood giving it a two—toned
effect. There was no handle. Above a large wooden frame was a brightly lit neon
sign: 


 


Manufacture Division # 000—0001


Below
the neon sign, someone had taped a note:


CAUTION, MESSY OFFICE


ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK!


 


“Sounds
like my old bedroom,” said Jenny. “I used to drive my mom crazy with my clothes
lying all over the floor. She was such a neat freak. I told her I was
expressing myself.” She twirled on the spot. Her purple hair sparkled against
the neon lights, and Kara thought she looked like a military fairy with her
combat boots and purple bomber jacket.


“Nothing
wrong with being a little neat,” said Peter looking as though someone had taken
away his favorite toy. “It makes finding things easier when you’re organized.”


Jenny
pressed her ear against the door and wrinkled her face. “I can hear voices and
some sort of tapping. Maybe they’re rehearsing some tap—dancing moves for the
next big Horizon dance—out challenge. I can totally picture the oracles line
dancing with those giant crystals.”


Peter
pulled Jenny gently from the door. “Oracles don’t dance, purple—head. They see
into the future.” 


Jenny
blew him a kiss and twirled away laughing. 


“Shall
we?” said David. And before anyone could answer, he kicked the door. It swung
open easily. David marched across the threshold, followed quickly by Kara,
Jenny and Peter. With a boom, the door shut behind them.


The
gigantic circular room looked to be the size of half a level in Horizon—a world
in itself. A cluster of sliding contraptions lined the perimeter of the room
like a moving train. Golden smoke puffed out of the chimneys of this
steam—powered assembly line. White fluff covered the floor like a foot of snow.
At first Kara thought it was snowing, but quickly realized that the white
flakes raining on them were from the hundreds of oracles chiseling away at huge
boulders of transparent rock overhead. They stood on their crystal balls above
a moving platform and sculpted their masterpieces feverishly.


Kara
watched in awe as an oracle transformed one of the giant pieces of rock into a
perfect crystal ball in a matter of seconds. The crystal shimmered and a light
emanated from inside it. The oracle clapped excitedly and flung his tiny arms
around his newborn crystal, sobbing in happiness. 


She
had never seen so many oracles in one place at the same time. The tiny men were
hard at work, and Kara felt as if she had just stepped into Santa’s workshop.
She smiled. It was all strangely beautiful.


The
sound of hammering and the constant puttering of the machine engines thundered
around them like a great storm. Apart from the oracles working on the boulders,
other oracles swept up mountains of the white fluff onto a second level where
it was stored out of sight. Deep paths snaked around the chamber floor in
intricate designs where the oracles had ploughed trails for the pedestrians. A
few oracles stopped hammering and waved happily at the group. 


“Come
on, let’s find who’s in charge here.” David lead the way on one of the trails,
he was the only one who didn’t seem impressed with their surroundings. Kara
knew he was worried and angry. He hadn’t said much since they left CDD.


Kara
rushed to catch up to David, and Peter pulled Jenny along as she waved at the
oracles. The sound of their heavy boots was muffled by the soft white particles
from the crystals. After a few minutes of walking, they stood before a large
in—ground pool. Steam rose from the silver—colored water that sparkled in the
soft light. Twelve crystal spheres were half submerged in the water like eggs
in a pot. One single crystal rested in the middle. Directly above it was an
enormous spinning model of the solar system, with planets orbiting around the
sun.


David
whistled loudly. “Anyone care for a skinny—dip?”


It
was the first time he had smiled since Ariel had told them all Kara would have
to go on her next mission as a mortal. Kara needed him to smile, to show his usual
confidence. His scowl hadn’t reassured her. She needed David’s encouragement
and strength—if he didn’t believe she could do it, then how could she believe
she could? 


Kara
forced a smile. “Not sure the oracles would be happy to see your uncovered
self.”


“You
never know, they might enjoy the show.” David’s expression darkened and
hardened again.


Kara’s
knees buckled, and she felt her last thread of confidence drain away. She
reached out and grabbed David’s hand. “David, don’t be angry. I need you to believe
in me—”


“Uh...guys,”
said Peter, his eyes were wide, and he cocked his head forward.


Instinctively,
Kara let go of David’s hand as an oracle sped towards them.


“Hello,
hello! Welcome, welcome!” The oracle’s silver robes billowed behind him like a
large rippling flag. He reminded Kara of a circus clown she had once seen
performing a balancing act on a great rubber ball. White fluff rose and sprayed
out on either side of his great crystal ball, like giant waves from a soaring
boat. He came to a stop in front of them.


The
oracle clapped his hands excitedly. “Welcome guardians! This is a very
exhilarating occasion. We are going to perform the very first memory projection.”
He jumped with his finger in the air, slipped and steadied himself before he
fell. “I do hope we get it right, it’ll be our very first attempt with a
non—oric.”


“A
what?” said Kara, smiling in spite of herself.


The
oracle gave her a curious look. “A non—oric, of course—non—seers,
non—clairvoyants—those without the inner eye. We’ve never done it before with a
non—oric, so we’ll just have to see what happens, won’t we.”


“Great,
that’s comforting,” grumbled David. He crossed his arms over his chest and if
Kara didn’t know any better, she’d have thought he was about to punch the
oracle.


The
oracle’s piercing blue eyes searched the group and settled on Kara. His eyes
widened. “And you must be the lucky winner! You are Kara, are you not?—the one
with the tainted essence—the guardian chosen for the very special,
never—heard—of assignment. A one—of—a—kind mission for a one—of—a—kind
guardian.” 


The
oracle’s eyes shimmered, and Kara felt he might have been searching her body
for her tainted part. She was being dissected like a lab rat, and she hated it.
She fidgeted on the spot uncomfortably.


“Yup,
that’s me. I’m the lucky one.” 


She
didn’t feel lucky at all, in fact she felt as though she had been cursed. She
looked over to Jenny, who gave her a worried smile. She felt the first stages
of panic rise in her chest. Straining to remain calm, she looked over to the
oracle. 


“Oracle,
so what’s this memory projection? I don’t remember ever hearing about it
before,” she said, glad her voice sounded even.


The
oracle took a moment before answering. “Memory projection is what we oracles
use to see the future, or the future of the world. It is a powerful tool, yet
not an exact science, mind you.” 


The
oracle scratched his head, lost in thought for a moment. Wisps of his long
white hair wavered on the top of his head like tall grasses. “It’s not always a
hundred per cent accurate, you see. Futures change. They evolve and disappear
only to be replaced by new ones. With every decision one makes, the path of
one’s future changes. Sometimes the future we see does not come to pass. In
certain cases we can also use memory projection to change the course of the
future, to alter one’s path. But meddling with the future has its risks.
Altering the future can be devastating...but let’s not get into that right
now.” 


The
oracle tilted his head and lost his smile.


Kara
was even more confused. It was no wonder the oracles were always a little bit
off. She rubbed her temples feeling a jumbo headache on its way. “So how is
this supposed to work on me? I’m not even sure why I’m here. How is this
memory—projecting thing supposed to help me on my new assignment? Do I have to
see into my future or something?”


The
oracle stared into space. “Hmm? I’m sorry dear, what were we talking about?”


Kara
frowned. “The memory projection? Remember?”


The
oracle shook out of his trance, his smile returned. “Well of course dear! This
is so exiting!” As he leaned forward slightly, his crystal ball squished the
top of Kara’s toes, and she just had enough time to pull them out before they
got stuck. “You have been chosen to perform your next mission as a mortal.”


“We
already know that,” interrupted David, “why don’t you tell us something we
don’t already know.” 


The
oracle’s eyes had a cheery glow in them—the look of a mad scientist eager to
demonstrate his latest invention. “You see, once you return to your mortal
body,” continued the oracle, “all your memories and abilities as a guardian
will be lost to you. You will have no recollection of your guardian angel days.
You will not remember your friends here, or me, for that matter. It will be
just like before when you returned to Earth after your previous assignments.
Your memory will be erased—” 


The
oracle snapped his fingers. 


“...which
is why we have decided to use the memory projection on you. It will help you
remember and see through the veil of the supernatural. You’ll be able to
see your friends as guardian angels, and your eyes will be open to your
enemies.”


Kara
could already see fragments of the supernatural as a mortal, but she kept that
to herself for now. She didn’t want to confuse the oracle. “So...once I’m back
in my mortal body, I’m going to remember my mission as a guardian angel. Okay,
I get it. Will it be instantaneous?”


“We
hope so,” said the oracle, not looking too convincing. His fingers twitched
nervously at his side. 


“Is
it dangerous?” demanded David. “You said you’ve never done this before to a
non—oric. So, you’re not even sure it will work, am I right?”


The
oracle folded his hands together. “We are fairly certain it will work on
Miss Clara—”.


“Fairly
certain is not certain.” David’s voice rose, and he stepped forward
towards the oracle. 


“So
there’s a chance it won’t work. What if something goes wrong, did you think of
that? What if something bad happens to her? What if this hurts her, or she
loses her mind? Have you thought of that?”


“It’s
all right, David,” said Kara. “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she lied and clasped
her trembling hands behind her. “I’ve agreed to do this. It’s my job. I have to
stop the dark warlock from taking more souls. I need to save my mother. If I
have to be mortal to do it, then so be it. It’s a chance I have to take.” She
realized she sounded braver than she felt. She hoped that David was buying her
performance. 


“This
is crazy!” David’s voice trembled with rage. “She can’t do this as a mortal!
She won’t be strong enough. Mortals are just a bag of blood and bones. She’ll
be vulnerable to demons, to the Seirs. She won’t be able to defend herself.
She’ll be tortured and killed. I won’t let you do this to her!”


“But
you must,” said the oracle in a soothing voice.


“I
won’t!”


“But
you will.” He fixed his eyes on David. “Clara must complete her mission as a mortal
guardian. It is the only way to get close enough to the dark witch. As a
guardian angel, you know the importance of the mortals and their souls. It will
be your job to protect her once she joins her mortal body. She will rely on you
and this group to protect her. We do not know if her elemental abilities will
surface. But it is a chance we must take—for the sake of all the mortal souls
in the world.” 


Kara
didn’t like the sound of that. As a guardian angel, she could always rely on
her special elemental power, even though it was unpredictable. At least it was
there as a safety net. Now she was going back out there to fight a demon with
nothing. She felt naked, as defenseless as a mortal. 


The
ground shook suddenly, and Kara turned to see eleven more oracles approaching
on their crystal balls. Their big smiles should have reassured her, but they
didn’t. She tried to smile back.


“Ah,
here we are,” the oracle smiled brightly as he greeted his brethren. “Now we
may begin.” The eleven oracles rolled their crystal balls around the pool in a
straight line. One by one the oracles settled themselves in front of the pool
and jumped off their crystal balls to land on the other crystals that were
submerged into the water.


“It
is time, Tara.” The oracle stretched out his grubby little hand towards Kara.
“Come now, we shall begin the memory projection.” He joined the other oracles
in the pool. 


Kara’s
skin tingled. It was too late to back out now. She caught Jenny staring at her
and offered her a brave smile, even though the worry in her eyes gave her away.
David’s cold gaze was fixed on the pool, and Peter tried unsuccessfully to
blend into the background.


As
she took a step forward, David grabbed her arm and steered her towards him.


“Wait,
I have something for you.” He pulled up the sleeve from his jacket and untied a
thin brown leather bracelet. “Give me your wrist.”


Obediently,
Kara held out her left arm and watched David as he tied it securely around her
wrist. Just by the way he was handling it, she knew it was important to him.
She had seen the bracelet on David’s wrist many times, but had never thought of
asking where he’d gotten it or why he wore it. It had never seemed important at
the time. It looked like a regular leather bracelet with strips of leather
braided together with a few multicolored beads. Was this David’s way of saying
their relationship was going to the next level?


“Why
are you giving me this?” she asked awkwardly. Her mouth felt like it was full
of cotton balls. He had never given her anything before, and it made her even
more nervous.


“It’s
my lucky charm,” said David. “I’ve had it since my first assignment as a
guardian. I was overconfident and stupid, and I failed to save the mortal. He
was a guy around my age...he even kinda looked like me in a weird way. Anyway,
I managed to save his soul, but it wasn’t good enough, I should have saved him,
too. He had this bracelet on him, so I took it to remember him...I never wanted
to forget.” He stared at the ground for a moment. “It’s always brought me luck,
and I think you should have it now.”


Kara
felt like her chest was going to burst. She didn’t know what to say. She wanted
to kiss him, but everyone was waiting for her and watching.


“David...I
can’t accept this...”


“Didn’t
your mother tell you it’s impolite to refuse a gift?” He teased. “You need this
more than me, and I’ll feel better knowing that you have it.”


She
rolled the bracelet gently over her wrist. “Thanks David, this means a lot.”


“Miss
Tara!” called the oracle. “We need to start the projection. Hurry up please!”


Kara
and David locked eyes for a moment before she pulled herself away reluctantly.
With her fingers still twisting the bracelet, she made her way to the edge of
the pool and watched her silver reflection waver in the water, like a foggy
memory of the girl she once was. 


With
some effort, the oracle leaped above the water and landed effortlessly on a
crystal ball. “Right then,” he said. “You must stand on the middle crystal,
Tara. Once you’re settled, then we shall begin.”


Kara
was just about to tell him her name was Kara and not Tara, but she bit her
tongue. She looked around. She felt like she was part of some weird ritual
where the girl would be placed in the middle of a circle and then cut into tiny
pieces as offerings to some pagan god. All of a sudden, the pool seemed very
cold and uninviting.


Someone
grabbed her hand and pulled her around. Jenny smothered Kara in a bear hug and
whispered in her ear. “See you on the other side, girl.” 


Kara
smiled uncertainly and let go of Jenny gently, like she was forced to do so,
even thought she didn’t want to.


“Good
luck, Kara,” said Peter awkwardly. “I’m sure everything will be all right.
We’ll see you soon.”


Kara
smiled and tried to answer, but the words died in her throat. 


David
edged closer and interlaced his fingers with hers. His face was so close that
she was tempted to kiss him. She forced the thought out of her head. 


“If
it doesn’t feel right, you jump off.” His blue eyes pierced into hers. “If it
hurts, or you know something is wrong, you get off. You get me?”


Kara
found her voice. “I will, don’t worry. I’m sure the oracles know what they’re
doing...hopefully. ” 


But
Kara was terrified. It took her some time to let go of David’s fingers. 


She
stood by the edge of the pool. The water looked like melted iron. Her feet felt
like concrete blocks. 


She
lifted her right boot and stepped into the pool.


The
silver water only rose to her knees, and she relaxed a little. She swished her
fingers through the water. It was thicker than normal water, like liquid soap.
It was cool, but not uncomfortably cool. She climbed easily on the top of the
crystal in the middle of the circle and stood up, waiting. 


She
looked to David who gave her a thumbs up and a quivering smile. 


“One
more thing,” said the oracle, “If you die as a mortal, then the link will be
lost. And we will not be able to perform another memory projection on you. It
can only be done once. If we do it again, your soul will be destroyed. A mortal
soul cannot take that much projection.” All the oracles bobbed their heads up
and down in agreement.


“So
if I die as a mortal, then I won’t be able to finish the job,” said Kara. “The
dark warlock will win. I get it.”


“Sometimes
sacrifices are inevitable,” said the oracle. “The blood of the one that walks
alone will free the souls.”


Kara
wasn’t sure what that meant. She hated when oracles spoke in riddles, and she
didn’t feel like trying to understand it at that moment, since she was already
scared to death.


“Let
us begin.” All the oracles lifted their arms in the air. Kara watched anxiously
and wondered if she should lift her arms, too. She grabbed hold of the bracelet
and twisted it with her fingers, grateful for its small comfort.


Crack! 


Electricity
filled the air above the pool. Kara’s clothes and hair flapped in an invisible
wind. A coolness sucked out the hot air. The oracles reached out and clasped
their hands together in a circle around her. 


Kara
watched mesmerized. Their blue eyes glazed over with a golden color. They
started to chant in a language that Kara couldn’t recognize. As their chanting
grew louder, thunder rumbled overhead. Jenny and Peter stepped backwards with
fear in their eyes. But David stood still. His fingers were curled into fists
and his eyes locked onto Kara with an expression as if to say, ‘say the word
and I’ll come get you’. Part of her wanted him to.


Lightning
flashed from crystal to crystal, until they were all connected like a white—hot
spider web. Kara’s feet slid, and she strained to keep her balance. The silver
waters bubbled and mist coiled above its surface. She didn’t want to slip and
fall in.


Suddenly
the water from the pool rose all around and formed a ring around Kara and the
oracles. David and the others disappeared behind the wall of rolling water. She
was inside a tornado of water. The chanting grew even louder. She thought she
heard David calling out to her, but there was too much noise to hear anything
clearly.


A
bright light burned her eyes. It was miracle she still stood on the crystal
ball. She blinked the blotches away. Images appeared on the water like a giant
movie projection. Kara watched amazed as images of people, places and things
blurred passed her as though they were on fast forward. The images began to
slow until she could make sense of them. She saw faces of different men and
women and children. She saw a field of orange poppies swaying in the wind, then
a city’s skylight. 


Then
the images shifted, and she saw her reflection in the water.


She
saw herself walking down the street with her portfolio and cell phone. A scream
died in her throat as she witnessed her body slam against the front of a bus.
The images changed. She saw herself standing in the elevator with Chimp 5M51.
Then she was a guardian, fighting shadow demons with David. The image shifted
again, and she saw herself at a breakfast table, laughing with her mom. A blur,
then she was in the Netherworld fighting a higher demon with David. More and more
images of her life as a mortal and as a guardian flashed before her eyes. She
felt dizzy. She wavered on the spot. Her body felt cold. The visions spun
faster and faster. Her head throbbed, and she screamed. Her mind was on fire. A
bolt of energy flashed through her like chill. She looked down. Her body was
enflamed in white fire. 


The
white fire exploded. Kara screamed, and her body disappeared. 


 


 











Chapter
4


Amnesia


 


 


 


Kara knew she was dying.


She
closed her eyes and let it come. It was only a matter of time now before her
heart stopped pumping oxygen to her brain. She had no idea one person could
lose so much blood. She sat in a pool of her own blood, and she could smell it.
The demon had killed her. 


She
was numb. She could feel herself drifting towards sleep. It was too late to get
to a hospital. She would never have the chance to tell David how she truly
felt. She would die cold and wet in a dark alley with a stranger who held her
hand and knew her name...


But
death wouldn’t come.


Then
a gush of warmth spread through her as though she had been submerged in a hot
bath. The veil of weakness lifted and was replaced by a surge of strength. She
trembled as blood gushed to her limbs. She sucked cool air into her lungs and
felt warm again. Her heart pounded strongly in her chest. She opened her eyes.


It
was dark, and snowflakes gleamed under the streetlight that flickered and
buzzed. She blinked her snow—crusted eyelashes. A full moon peeked through
thick navy—blue clouds. 


A
young man peered down at her. 


Kara
sat upright. 


The
stranger smiled warmly. Snow fell from his tousled blond head. His clothes were
covered in snow. As he searched her face, Kara looked away, abashed. There was
something about his piercing blue eyes that unsettled her. It was as if they
could see her deepest thoughts and secrets. 


She
strained to see into the darkness, suddenly anxious. Where was the creature
that had attacked her? She remembered a flash of red light. The creature had
attacked her. She remembered the piercing pain. She was bleeding. Instinctively
her hand went to her leg. She wriggled her fingers through the rip in her jeans
and pressed her hand on her skin. There was no gaping wound. She searched the
ground around her. Not a drop of blood anywhere. What was going on? Had she
imagined the whole thing? Impossible...


“Kara,
how are you feeling?” said the stranger in a voice that made Kara’s skin ripple
with goose bumps. Where had she heard that voice before?


She
stared at the stranger, frowning. “How do you know my name?” 


There
was something very familiar with this guy, but she couldn’t figure it out. Who
was he?


The
stranger leaned forward with an anxious look on his face. For a moment he just
stood there, rocking back and forth on his heels, staring at her uncertainly.
“It’s me...David...don’t you recognize me?”


“Nope.
I only know one David, and you’re not him.” 


Kara
pushed herself back onto her feet, surprised at her own strength. She felt
better with her feet on the ground. Apart from the rip in her jeans, there was
no sign that anything had attacked her. She couldn’t help but wonder if she had
imagined the whole thing and that she was going mad.


The
stranger’s face fell, and Kara felt a sting in her chest. He backed away
slowly, his eyes never leaving hers. He raked his fingers through his hair.
“Maybe it needs time to work.”


Kara
brushed her hands on her jeans. “What does? And how do you know me again? Do we
share a class together or something—you kinda look familiar to me.” 


Her
fingers were stiff and cold. “Do you see any mitts on the ground?” 


“What’s
the last thing you remember?” said the stranger as he studied her face.


“Why?
What’s it to you?” Kara kicked the snow with her boots looking for her mitts.


“It’s
important.” 


Giving
up on her mitts, Kara jammed her hands in her coat pockets and searched the
street. “Well, I was on my way to the drugstore when something attacked me.
It’s a bit blurry. I think I hit my head and passed out.” 


She
wasn’t about to tell a complete stranger that a demon had tried to kill her and
by some miracle she had survived. He would definitely think she was as mad as a
hatter.


The
stranger watched her closely. “You don’t remember anything else...anything at
all?”


“Like
I told you, no.”


He
pointed at her left arm. “So—who gave you that bracelet then?”


“I’m
not wearing a brace—” the rest of the word died in her throat. A leather
bracelet was wrapped around her left wrist. Kara narrowed her eyes. How did
that get there? She didn’t remember putting it on. But one thing was for
certain—it wasn’t hers. So, who’s was it?


The
stranger eyed her worriedly. “I gave you that bracelet. Don’t you remember?”


Kara
didn’t like the intense way the stranger was looking at her. He looked a little
crazy, and she didn’t have time to fight off crazies right now. 


“Look,
David, if that’s your real name, I don’t know you, sorry. Listen, thanks
for watching out for me...but I need to get going. My mother needs me.”


The
stranger stepped up to Kara. “What do you see when you look at me?”


Kara
raised her brows and tried hard not to laugh. “I see a guy in a flimsy leather
jacket who’s probably freezing. It’s December you know, winter—you
probably need to put on a warmer jacket.” 


His
jaw clenched, and he started to pace around nervously. Where had she seen him
before? He was acting a lot like someone she knew...but who? She just couldn’t
figure it out.


“You
don’t see anything different about me...about my skin?” His voice rose slightly
in alarm.


Kara
shook her head and wiped the snow from her eyes. “Nope, sorry. Should I? It looks
pretty normal beige to me. I don’t see what you mean by different.” 


She
was beginning to think this guy was a little off. She should be wary of
strangers, but somehow she felt comfortable around him. It was like being
around an old friend, even though he wasn’t. She pulled her hood over her head
and shifted her weight uncomfortably. Something was off about him all
right...but what?


Kara
exhaled, her breath coiled around her in a white mist. But the stranger’s mouth
was mist—less. He didn’t appear to be breathing at all. Kara waited and watched
for vapors to come out of his nose. Nothing. A tinge of fear rippled inside
her. If he wasn’t breathing, that meant he wasn’t human. If he wasn’t
human...then what was he?


The
guy pulled up his sleeve and waved his bare arm in front of Kara. “You don’t
see it glowing? You don’t see through the veil?”


“Glowing?
Veil?” Kara laughed nervously and stepped back. She didn’t want to offend him,
but he was acting a little schizo, and he still wasn’t breathing. “Are you feeling
all right?” she said, “Are you sure you didn’t bump your head—”


The
rest of Kara’s words caught in her throat. Suddenly, the stranger’s forearm
started to glow faintly as though liquid light flowed through his veins. She
looked up. Where his skin had been a normal beige color moments before, it now
radiated a soft yellow light. She could see two stars etched across his
forehead, as though he had been branded.


“What
are you? You’re not human!” Kara backed away from him again, frightened. What
if he was a demon disguised as a hot guy, just to trick her? The stranger had
appeared at the exact moment that the creature that had attacked her had
disappeared. What if they were working together?


The
stranger lifted his hands up. “Kara, don’t be afraid, I won’t hurt you. It’s
me, David. Don’t you recognize me? You know me, remember? We’ve fought
in the legion together. We’ve combated demons, saved mortal souls, we’re
friends—well, maybe more than friends.” 


“I
don’t know you,” said Kara. But somehow it felt like a lie. She let out a sigh
of frustration. “What is going on? Why do I feel like I know you and then
don’t? And please tell me why you’re glowing?” 


“Because
I’m in my M—suit—my mortal suit. I’m an angel, Kara,” said the stranger in a
soothing voice. He drew closer and reached out to grab her hand.


ZAP!


Kara
jumped back. An electric shock surged through her from his touch. It was like
touching an electrical outlet with her fingers. 


“What
was that?”


The
stranger shook his head bewildered. He stared at his hands. “I don’t know. It’s
never happened before. Maybe because you’re mortal, and I’m in my M—suit.” 


Kara
took another step back. She couldn’t find her voice. She breathed heavily and
stared at the stranger through her icicle—clustered eyelashes that kept
sticking together every time she blinked. In a weird way, she believed him. But
how could she? She was definitely losing her mind. Angels? Could he really be
an angel? He was freaking glowing!


“You
can see through the veil now, the cloak that hides us from regular mortal
eyes,” said the stranger, as relief spread quickly to his face. “That’s how you
can see my skin glowing a little; it’s my angel essence beneath this mortal
suit. It’s how you were able to see the demon that attacked you. You can see
angels and demons, Kara.”


That
part she knew was true. Lately she had been seeing more and more ghastly
creatures in the night. She always felt them near her, their evil sneaking up
on her. But angels?


Kara
watched the snow nestle gently on his head. “So, how come I can see these
demons, like you say?” She thought about telling him that her mom could see
them, too, but decided against it. He was a stranger after all. She didn’t want
to tell him her whole life’s story.


“Because
you’re part elemental.”


“I’m
what?” Kara nearly choked. Wild—eyed, she stared at him. Elemental, she
repeated. Somehow that word did sound familiar.


The
stranger David kicked the ground in frustration. Puffs of snow flew in the air.
“I knew it wouldn’t work!” he yelled. “I knew it! I told them, but nooooo,
they didn’t believe me. Idiots!”


Kara
pressed her hands on her head. “What didn’t work? You’re not making any sense.
What’s an elemental? If you know so much, then how come I can see these demons?
And why are they attacking me? Tell me—”


“Soon.”
He grabbed her sleeve, careful not to touch her skin and steered her towards
him.


 “I
need to get you to the safe house. Come on. Let’s get you out of the cold.” He
pulled her into a jog, but Kara wrestled out of his grip.


“Let
go of me! You know something about me, don’t you? Why can I see these things
and you...I’ve seen you before, haven’t I? I can see it in your face. You’re
hiding something. I’m not going anywhere with you unless you tell me what’s
going on.” 


Kara
crossed her arms over her chest and stood her ground.


“It’s
complicated,” said the stranger a little annoyed. “Very complicated...”


“I
like complicated.” Kara raised her brows. “Go ahead. I’m waiting.”


He
let out an exasperated sigh. “You won’t even believe me if I tell you. It’s
pointless, and we’re wasting time. We should go before it gets dangerous—”


“Try
me.”


“Fine,”
said the stranger. “You’re a guardian angel, just like me. You can see demons
and angels, just like me. And right now you’re on a special assignment as a
mortal. There—you happy now? Good, we have to go—”


“This
is crazy,” said Kara, even though she felt everything he said was true. “I’m
not going anywhere with you. I don’t know you.”


The
stranger grabbed her by the shoulders and made her face him. “I’m David.
It’s me. There is no other David. I know this isn’t making any sense right now,
but believe me; I’m your guy. Trust me on this, Kara. I’m David!”


Kara
stared into the stranger’s blue eyes. They were a lot like David’s, which was
weird. He had the same nose, same square jaw, same hair, same little scar on
his chin, same little dimples when he smiled, he even smelled like David, but
at the same time he appeared different. He wore the brown leather jacket, black
T—shirt and faded jeans that looked a lot like David’s. In fact, they were
identical in every way, down to the maroon stain on the jacket’s left shoulder.



Her
jaw fell open. “Where did you get these clothes?”


He
turned his head quickly, as though he heard something. Then he pulled a silver
dagger from his jacket and stood protectively in front of Kara. Somehow, she
wasn’t surprised to see the weapon in his hand. She looked over his shoulder
and followed his gaze.


A
shadow clambered down the street towards them. It was huge, with glowing red
eyes and gangly limbs. It moved like a wild animal, but somehow its movements
were jagged and twisted. At first, Kara thought it was a regular dog, but it
was too big to be a dog. It moved into the light. Instead of fur, tentacles
covered its back like coiling snakes. It focused its glowing red eyes on Kara.
Black pus oozed from its body and dripped onto the snow like hot oil. A gust of
cool wind brought with it the smell of rotten flesh. Its unnatural growl cut
through the eerie silence. A chill rolled up her spine. Kara winced at the
sound of its nails scraping the pavement, like knives down a blackboard. Her
heart pounded in her ears. Then a second identical creature joined it, then
another. As soon as she saw them, she knew they were evil.


 “Hound
demons,” said the stranger through gritted teeth.


Kara
took a step back. “They don’t look very friendly—”


He
grabbed her hand, and Kara felt a jolt of electricity surge from his fingers. 


“They’re
not. RUN!”











Chapter
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Brain—zapping


 


 


 


Kara did not want to be demon dog
kibble. She liked the stranger’s grip on her hand as they raced down the
street, even if it did feel a little electrifying. He was fast, really
fast, with super strength. He had to be an angel. There was no other
explanation, unless he was Superman’s half brother. He pulled her along like a
doll, as though she didn’t weigh anything at all. Her feet soared above the
pavement and only touched solid ground every few seconds. It was the closest
thing to flying she’d ever experienced. She stole a look behind her.


The
hound demons ran like giant grey wolves on steroids. She wasn’t sure the
stranger’s super speed would be fast enough. They made her skin crawl. And soon
they would catch up to them.


“Behind—us—the—demons,”
said Kara trying to catch her breath. “Go—faster!”


Suddenly,
the stranger spun Kara around, and in the same movement he propelled his body
forward and threw his dagger with his other arm. It sliced through the air like
a bullet and perforated the closest creature’s head with a thud. The
beast stumbled and toppled over with an ear-splitting howl. Kara covered her
ears with her hands as the demon hound convulsed and twitched, its skin
sizzling and popping like oil in a frying pan. Within seconds there was nothing
left but a small pile of black ashes in the white snow.


Kara
searched the darkness for the other creatures. Something moved up the street
between two buildings. But when she blinked, whatever it was had disappeared.


“Where
did the other two go? They were right there?” she said.


“I
don’t know, but they’re not far. Probably watching us right now, waiting for us
to make a mistake.”


 


Kara
inspected the remains. “Is it dead? It looks pretty dead to me.”


 “For
now. Its spirit is back in the Netherworld where it belongs,” answered the
stranger. 


He
swept the ground near the kill, picked up his silver dagger, wiped it clean on
his jeans, and sheathed it back inside his jacket. “We can’t stay out here it’s
too dangerous. I have to get you to the safe house where the demons won’t be
able to sense us.”


Kara
brushed the ashes with her boot. “What are these things anyway? One minute they
were solid, and the next they just disintegrated into dust, like some weird
spontaneous combustion phenomenon.”


“Hound
demons are hunters and guardians of the Netherworld. They’re expert trackers
and killers. Think of them like police dogs, only bigger and a million times
more evil—and they’re here to kill you. Someone sent them after us.” 


The
stranger grabbed her hand jolting her with electricity again. 


“They
found our scent, and once they’re locked on to it—there’s nothing to be done.
They’ll hunt us down forever if they have to. They’ll never stop until they
destroy you, and more will come. We have to get out of here—it’s not safe for
you anymore.”


As
if on cue, an angry pack of giant rabid hound demons crawled from the shadows
and advanced slowly towards them. The growling hounds lifted their noses in the
air, smelling their scent. Kara felt like a hundred ants were crawling up her
spine. Her heart pounded in her ears. 


“I’ll
never be rid of them, right? They’ll always find me no matter where I go?” She
knew it was true.


“You’re
like a demon—magnet,” said the strange David, glancing quickly at her. “You’ve
always been. But this is weird—I’ve never seen so many at once. Usually they’re
sent as a pair—not a pack. I can’t fight them all. We’ll have to
make a run for it.”


The
hounds howled and charged.


“Unless
you want to become a new brand of dog food, we have to go!” 


He
pulled Kara and ran until her legs were on fire and felt like concrete blocks.
Every breath was like swallowing razor blades. Her throat was raw. She couldn’t
keep going. The guy who called himself David didn’t even break a sweat. Maybe
angels didn’t have the need to perspire? She hoped he would need water and
rest. How far was the nice warm safe house? 


The
foul smell from the hound demons burned Kara’s nostrils. She swallowed back the
bile in her throat and tried to breathe through her mouth, but the cold air
scorched her throat. 


They
sprinted down another dark street, turned a corner and tall street lamps
illuminated the dark like brilliant stars, and Kara could see where they were
going. The David guy didn’t seem to mind the darkness. Did angels see in the
dark? Kara shivered in a cold sweat. If she didn’t get warm soon, she would get
sick or die of exhaustion.


The
wild wails and scraping nails of the beasts tearing down the street behind them
were so close that Kara could almost feel their foul breath on the back of her
neck. If they didn’t get to safety soon, they were dog—chow. 


A
green street sign caked with snow read: Saint—Marc. The street was covered in
drifting snow and the shops that lined either side were dark and closed. 


All
except for one. They raced towards the soft yellow light that emanated from a
shop nestled between Mario’s all you can eat Pizzeria and One—eye
Bill’s Bakery. As she staggered forward, Kara turned—her heart skipped. 


The
hound demons were feet away. Their putrid hot breath made her gag. She lost her
footing and tripped. In an instant the stranger grabbed her jacket and pulled
her up just as a giant claw slashed so near her face she could smell its stink
of rotten flesh. 


The
stranger pushed Kara forward, to protect her with his body. 


He
turned to face the demons.


He
hit the first one between the eyes with a powerful blow, and the beast fell to
the side—only to be replaced by another larger one. Its sharp fangs snapped
towards his face and the tentacles on its head lashed out at him like a nest of
hungry snakes. He screamed and when he pulled the barbed tentacle from his
neck, brilliant light seeped from the gash on his skin.


Kara
was breathing hard. She heard a grunt and turned to see rows of pointy teeth
that glimmered in the dark like the jaws of a great white shark. Red eyes
glowered with hatred. Kara was staring at death. Instinctively, she kicked out
with her leg and managed to make crunch her boots into its head.


The
creature howled and leaped for her throat—


The
front door of Jim’s Old Bookstore exploded open.


Mr.
Patterson charged madly into the street with two glowing crystal balls the size
of grapefruits in his hands. He whipped them hard towards the demon hounds, one
after another, like a baseball pitcher. The stranger pulled Kara down, and the
crystals soared inches above their heads.


The
ground shook. Thunder and lightning cackled overhead, and an intense white
light illuminated the street. 


The
demon hounds’ bodies blazed in white fire. The creatures tore at their own
skin, howling. And then they dissolved and the fire subsided. Except for the
piles of ashes on the white snow, the street was deserted. The hounds were
destroyed. 


Kara
stood up on shaky legs—amazed she could still stand. She held the cramp at her
side. Her throat burned with every intake of air, and she choked and coughed as
she fought for air. She wiped her wet face with the sleeve of her jacket.


 “Filthy
creatures! How dare you show yourselves on my street! Go back to the
Netherworld!” spat Mr. Patterson. 


He
paced around the street, kicking up snow as he went. 


“And
don’t ever think of coming back, you hear? I’m warning you, keep your dogs
on a leash! The light will always prevail! Darkness will never conquer the
light!” 


Kara
had no idea who he was ranting at out there in his Hawaiian shirt and green
Bermuda shorts. 


Mr.
Patterson turned and beamed at Kara and the stranger. 


“Ah!
Finally, there you are. You’re a half hour late. I was beginning to worry.
Messy business this is, sending hound demons in the streets—my street.
Dark days are coming, mark my words—I have seen it. We mustn’t linger, there
are worse things than hound demons out tonight. Come inside, quickly.” 


He
waddled past them hurriedly, mumbling to himself and then disappeared through
the front door of his shop. 


“Mr.
Patterson?” Kara watched her boss disappear behind the door. 


She
tensed, a cold shiver on the back of her neck. The stranger was staring at her
like she was some sort of experiment gone wrong. 


“So...
this is your safe house? Is this for real? I work here!” 


“Come
on,” he said. “We’ll explain everything to you inside.” 


Before
she could argue that she wasn’t going in until he explained himself, the guy
turned and pushed open the front door. Curiosity and the fear of more hound
demons got the best of her. As she stepped across the doormat she could hear
muffled voices. Wind chimes sang faintly from above the front door as she
pushed in.


Jim’s Old Bookstore was in its usual
borderline—hoarding state. The air smelled like a mixture of old glue and
mildew, and the single flickering light bulb on the loose wire in the center of
the shop illuminated the dust particles like miniature snowflakes. Crooked
stacks of books teetered perilously in piles that went all the way up to the
ceiling. 


Mr.
Patterson stood behind a glass case on the right side of the shop, frantically
polishing a crystal ball as if it were stained, and he couldn’t get it out no
matter how much he buffed it.


Movement
in the back of the store caught Kara’s eye. A girl around her age emerged from
behind a bookshelf. She looked like a combat elf, with sharp features and a
short purple pixie—like haircut. She wore a purple bomber—style jacket, black
cargo pants and matching purple boots. 


A
shy, nerdy—looking boy with glasses followed closely behind her. He fidgeted
nervously and eyed everything in the shop with great interest. He was dressed
in the same military—style black clothes, and finished the look with a green
T—shirt that read, Nerds rule! Their skin gave off a subtle glow, just
like the stranger’s.


The
girl came skipping towards Kara. “So—how does it feel? Are you filled with disgustingly
sappy mortal emotions? Are you all giddy inside? Do you feel like crying all
the time? God, I miss a good cry. Is it different from when you’re in an
M—suit? I bet it is.” 


The
girl smiled, her large green eyes sparkled like giant emeralds.


Kara
stepped away from the girl. 


“You’re
an angel, too—aren’t you? And him,” she said, pointing a shaking finger at the
boy.


It
was warm inside but somehow she was still shaking. She wrapped her arms around
herself. Why were there angels in Mr. Patterson’s bookstore? 


She
watched as the girl and the stranger who called himself David exchanged a
worried look.


“She
doesn’t remember anything,” he told them. “It didn’t work.” 


His
face was deflated, and he kept glancing at Kara as though she might fall to
pieces at any moment. She felt as if she had just walked in on a private
conversation, everyone knew what the subject in question was—except her. It
annoyed her a little.


“But
they told us it would work on her?” said the boy with the glasses. “This
doesn’t make sense—oracles don’t usually get anything wrong?”


The
girl examined Kara closer. 


“Nothing,
really? You don’t know who I am?” she asked Kara, and then she lowered her
voice, as if somehow that would help her remember. “It’s me...Jenny, your gal
pal. I was the first GA to greet you on your very first day at CDD. Don’t you
remember?”


Kara
shook her head. 


“Never—seen—you—before—in—my—life,”
she said. 


Kara
was cold—her teeth chattered together. Her nose began to run, and she wished
she had a Kleenex.


“Oh
dear,” said Mr. Patterson. 


He
placed his crystal gently beneath his glass counter and made his way towards
them. His bare feet slapped the wood floors, and his large footprints smeared
the top layer of grime. “Now we’re in a pickle.”


 “You
think? You oracles told us that it would work. Obviously, it didn’t.” The
strange David guy paced around the room in a rage and punched the nearest
bookshelf. It wavered and a selection of books banged to the floor.


Mr.
Patterson ignored the guy’s tantrum and clasped Kara’s hands into his. His
eyebrows shot up. “Dear me, your hands are cold as ice!”


“I
lost my mitts,” said Kara grumpily. “My mom knitted them for me.” Her throat
throbbed and her eyes began to burn. 


She
hated herself for forgetting about her mom. Her mother still needed
medication—she had to get out of here. She forced herself not to think of her
mother. She didn’t want to cry in front of these strangers.


Mr.
Patterson smiled kindly. “Well, let me fetch you a cup of hot chocolate to warm
you up. And if I’m not mistaken, I think you’ve left a pair of mittens here.
Just a second dear.”


“I’d
like that, thank you,” said Kara.


Mr.
Patterson disappeared behind his counter, clicked on a microwave, and returned
moments later with a cup of hot chocolate and a pair of grey and black wool
mitts.


Kara
wrapped her stiff fingers around the warm cup. She took a sip. The hot
chocolate warmed her and soothed her throat. It rejuvenated her.


“So
that memory—charm thing didn’t work, then, huh,” said Jenny looking worried.
“That’s a real bummer. They said they could only do it once—so what are we
going to do? Ariel told us that Kara was the only one going on the job as a
mortal. It’s not like we could do it?”


“It’s
much worse than that,” said the stranger David angrily. “Somehow, she’s
attracting more demons than before. That pack of hound demons nearly finished
us. Whatever the oracles did to her, they marked her as an easy target. It’s
like she has a sign on her forehead that reads, free soul for demons—come
and get it.” He turned to Mr. Patterson and his expression darkened.


Mr.
Patterson frowned. His eyes disappeared into his wrinkles. “Oh, dear, I’m
afraid we had not thought about that. If you’re right, then she’s tainted—in
more than one way. Her true self is exposed.”


“Exposed?”
Kara watched the scene unfold like a miniseries on television except that it
was about her! 


“Like
a guardian without an M—suit,” said Mr. Patterson matter of factly.


Jenny’s
jaw dropped. “A skinned chicken. Now that sucks.” 


The
stranger David pulled at his hair. “I should have never let her do this! I
should have known it wouldn’t have worked! The legion has always used her to
their advantage. And now she’s as good as—”


“As
what?” said Kara, “...dead?” 


She
stared at the guy, challenging him to speak his mind. He opened his mouth, but
no words came out, then he looked away. Something about his nervous expression
made her uncomfortable. Could there be some truth to what he was saying?


“Oh,
man,” the nerdy guy with the glasses rubbed his forehead. “How is she supposed
to complete her mission like this? She doesn’t even know who we are. We should
head back to CDD and brief Ariel. I mean—we’re stuck aren’t we? It’s not like
we can move forward with the mission now, with her like that.”


“This
royally sucks.” Jenny threw herself in a chair and crossed her arms over her
chest.


“Mr.
Patterson,” said Kara as she edged into the group. “What’s going on? Do you
know these people?” 


She
wanted to say angels, but she felt it would just be too weird asking him that. 


Mr.
Patterson sighed. “Yes, dear, I do. And so do you, but you just don’t
remember.”


“But
I don’t.” Kara shook her head and did her best to hide her annoyance. “I’ve
never seen them before. I think I would remember them—they glow in the dark.” 


“See?
What do we do now?” shouted the stranger David, before Kara could ask another
question. “We’re finished! There’s no way we can get to the witch now. Let’s
face it, the mission’s over. We’re done.”


Kara
frowned as she repeated the word witch in her mind. What was that about?


“It
is not as bad as it seems. We foresaw a few flaws in the procedure,” Mr.
Patterson twirled his white beard between his fingers. He was silent for a
moment then said, “I believe she just needs a little push—in order for
her memories to return. But we must move quickly before the projection wears
off completely.” 


The
stranger David stopped dead in his tracks. “What kind of push? You better not
mess this up more. I’m afraid I might go a little crazy in your store.”


With
a hop in his step, Mr. Patterson scurried over behind his counter. He pulled
the sliding top across and grabbed the largest of his crystal balls. As he held
it up, it glistened in the light like a miniature moon. He grinned like a
schoolboy. 


“We
need to jump—start her brain.”


Kara’s
mouth fell open. “You want to do what to my brain?” 


Mr.
Patterson suddenly looked a lot like a miniature Dr. Frankenstein—he had a
crazed mad—scientist look in his eye. 


“I
don’t think I want you to do anything to my brain,” she continued, “I like my
brain the way it is, thank you.”


The
tiny old man hurried over, cradling his crystal ball like a newborn child. “It
won’t hurt, dear, I promise.” His eyes widened. “Actually, it might sting just
a little—”


“It’ll
bring back her memories,” interrupted stranger David, “you’re quite sure it’ll
work? Are you a hundred percent positive, old man?”


“We’ll
just have to see, won’t we? But I believe that just the right amount of crystal
propulsion should do the trick. Just a little zap! But we must hurry.” 


Mr.
Patterson measured Kara. “I can hardly see the projection on her anymore. It’s
fading. Quickly now.” 


Kara
frowned. “H—e—l—l—o—I’m right here! And I don’t want anyone doing anything to
my brain. Do you hear me?”


Mr.
Patterson ignored Kara and looked over to Jenny. “Penny, can you bring your
chair over here, please.”


Jenny
shook her head and shrugged. “Penny was our dog, Mr. P.” 


She
jumped up and shoved her chair over to Kara. “Sit,” she ordered with a huge
smile. “You be a good girl now.”


Kara
stood her ground. “Just a second, none of this is making any sense—”


The
stranger David reached out and held Kara’s hand. She cringed at the electric
shock that pulsed through her palm again. “Trust me, Kara. You need to
do this. It’ll all make sense soon, I promise. The Kara I know would want this.
She would want to remember—she would want to finish the mission.”


Kara
pursed her lips. She was in a room packed with angels and Dr. Frankenstein, who
was about to fry her brain. No big deal. To top it off, demons were trying to
kill her, and her mother lay dying from an incurable virus. What could be
worse? She couldn’t shake off the feeling that the stranger David was telling
the truth—somehow she trusted him.


Against
her better judgment, she sank into the chair and shrugged. “Now what?”


“Hold
this in your hands.” Mr. Patterson handed the crystal ball to Kara. 


“It
might feel hot and you could get a shock, but whatever happens...don’t drop
it,” he said. “It would be very bad if you did. Stand back everyone!” He let go
of the sphere, lifted his arms dramatically, and jumped back. 


Kara
wanted to reply that she wasn’t planning on dropping it, but as soon as her
hands touched the crystal, her body stiffened, and a series of images flashed in her
mind’s eye. It was like a television had turned on inside her head. 


She
saw herself fighting misshapen demons with glowing red eyes. Then she jumped
into a pool of salt water and watched as her body sparkled and dissolved into
tiny particles. Next she was tied to a chair as a mechanical man drained her of
her blood. The images changed again, and she saw herself fighting against a
group of evil—looking bald men with eyes tattooed to the back of their heads.
She wanted to scream. The images shifted—golden electricity danced along her
body until she was ablaze in golden fire. 


She
clamped her hands tightly around the crystal as a wave of cool energy washed
through her. Her legs shook. The crystal suddenly felt heavy in her hands. Her
hands started to sweat, and she felt her fingers slip. She strained to hang on.
Faster and faster the images flashed inside her mind, until she felt she might
go mad...


Silence.
The last images wavered and disappeared. Kara blinked. Sweat dripped down her
back, and her heart raced like she had run a marathon. She rolled the crystal
ball gently in her clammy hands. 


She
remembered. She remembered it all!


Kara
looked up—she recognized his face. He had been telling the truth all along. 


“David,
I’m so sorry.”


David
beamed. “Welcome back.”











Chapter
6


Boscastle
village, Cornwall


 


 


 


Kara hated airplanes.


It
wasn’t so much the actual plane, but rather the feeling of not being in
control. What was worse was the constant throbbing pain in her head that had
begun at Mr. Patterson’s shop. The jump—start on her brain had worked all
right, but she couldn’t stop feeling that something had gone terribly wrong.


As
the captain announced their descent, she grabbed her chair’s armrests, her
heart in her throat. They would be landing shortly—the death—ride would soon be
over. 


She
could make out the outline of Cornwall through the white puffy clouds. Villages
glittered in the sun along a long strip of land surrounded by a blue ocean.
Boats and cottages lined the shore. Vast fields and mountains spread out into
the distance, and tiny homes speckled the snow—covered land.


Kara
and her team had not been separated for such a long period of time before. She
had had to fly alone—she couldn’t do any of the supernatural GA things to which
she had been accustomed. She felt more alienated from the legion than ever.


She
pulled at the leather bracelet that David had given her. For something so
small, it somehow made her feel safe, and she took comfort from it. 


Kara
hadn’t slept. While rest of the group would have used the pools to Vega
themselves to Cornwall, she had endured eight hours of moldy cheese, BO and the
screaming of children who kept kicking the back of her seat. The adrenaline
from being chased by demons and then getting her memory jump—started was yet to
subside. She couldn’t stop replaying the events from the day before over and
over in her head. 


She
thought of her mom, and her insides twisted. The only chance her mother and the
others had of fighting the warlock’s virus was if Kara could kill him. And she
swore that she would—no matter what. 


Kara
wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans and tried to breathe normally. She needed a
dark witch, who despised angels, to help her defeat a dark warlock—and she
needed to fight him as a mortal. The only thing going for her was that she
remembered how to use her blade. 


The
archangel Ariel had told her that every minute the dark warlock killed another
hundred souls. They had about two and a half days before the winter solstice,
so they would need to find the dark witch quickly. No pressure.


Kara
was thrown gently forward as the airplane made contact with the runway. The
seatbelt light went off and with her backpack secured comfortably on her
shoulders she followed the horde out of the plane and made her way through the
airport.


“Kara!
Over here!” 


Kara
spotted David, Peter, and Jenny standing near the main exit. David looked
hotter than ever. And to top it off, he was freaking glowing. With his blond
hair and brilliant golden skin, he looked like a glowing god. It wasn’t fair.


Jenny
welcomed her with her usual bear hug and Peter just smiled awkwardly, looking
for something to do with his hands. Much to Kara’s horror, Ashley and her team
came strolling towards them. She met Ashley’s glare and didn’t look away.


“What
are you doing here?” said Kara, with a little more malice than she
intended.


Ashley
flipped her long blond braid off her shoulder and smiled. Her sharp features
twisted in mock humor. “What? You’re not pleased to see me?” She laughed and
turned to her team who grunted in approval. 


For
the first time, Kara really looked at Ashley’s team. They were all about the
same age as her group, between sixteen or seventeen years old. Sasha was a
mousy girl. She was short with shoulder length straw—like hair and blinked her
eyes like she was trying to focus. She fidgeted nervously behind Ashley.
Raymond was thick and tall, with red hair and a face like a bloodsucker. Ling
had a thin face and long fingers that looked like they needed something to do.
He had the long black greasy hair of some grunge band member. His black eyes
never left Ashley. Kara was sure he sought her approval, like a good little
puppy. 


“We’re
here in case you fail, freak.” Ashley sneered, and her minions snorted. 


Heat
rose to Kara’s face. “Who said anything about failing? I’ve never failed
an assignment, and I’m not about to start now.” 


But
Kara didn’t feel so sure of herself. The truth was she was utterly terrified
going on this mission as a mortal. She felt her eyes sting and struggled to
keep them dry. The last thing she wanted was to shed angry tears in front of
Ashley. It sucked to be mortal right now.


Ashley
crossed her arms. “We’ll see about that, won’t we? Ariel sent two teams on this
mission—and we’re going to complete the mission—not some half—baked wannabe
guardian. I don’t know what Ariel was thinking. The legion always gave you far
too much credit, if you ask me. The old witch is going to kill you, you know. I’m
going to get the old hag to help us.”


Kara
sneered and stepped forward. “Sure you are. Go ahead. Let’s see you try—”


 “Kara,”
interrupted David as he pointed to his watch. “I hate to interrupt this lovely
cat—fight, but we should get going. It’s a twenty-minute drive to Boscastle
from here, and it’s not like we have loads of time.”


Kara
turned away from Ashley even though she wanted to slap that stuck—up smile off
her face permanently. “Yeah...let’s go—”


A
sudden pain erupted in Kara’s head like an explosion. White—hot fire burned her
brain. The pain was so intense she wished she could just pass out. A flash of
white light burst behind her eyes. She staggered and pressed her hands against
her head.


David
rushed to her side. “Kara, what is it? What’s wrong?” He searched her face.


Kara
rubbed her temples. 


“It’s
nothing,” she said, feeling the sudden pain lessen and disappear. “Just a
massive headache—it’s gone now—probably something to do with the pressure from
the plane ride. I’m fine—really—don’t worry about it.” 


The
last thing she needed was for them to call off the mission because they thought
she might be too fragile.


She
felt sudden wetness drip from her nose. And when she reached up and wiped it,
red stained her fingers. She frowned as she stared at the blood on her hand.
She had never had a nosebleed in her life. She knew David was watching her. She
dabbed the blood with a tissue from Mr. Patterson’s store. After a moment the
blood stopped. 


“Kara,
you’re freaking bleeding.” 


David’s
expression darkened. “Is that normal for you? Did you used to get them before?”


Kara
put the tissue back in her pocket and did her best not to look panicked. “Not
really—but it’s nothing, look, it’s stopped now. It’s just a little blood.”


David
narrowed his eyes. “I have a bad feeling about this, something just doesn’t
feel right.”


Kara
felt the strength return to her legs. “David, stop looking at me like I’m about
to faint. I’m fine—”


“Didn’t
look fine from where I am,” said Ashley. “Sudden nose bleeds are a bad sign. It
looked like you were having a meltdown.” 


Kara
glared at the girl with what she hoped was her best mean face. “I’m not. I’m
perfectly fine.”


“Oh,
but you’re not—and that was a meltdown.” Ashley matched Kara’s glare.
“You’re obviously too weak to finish the mission. It’s like I said...you’re as
good as dead.” 


David
stepped up to Ashley. “Back off air—head. Calling you an idiot would be an
insult to all the stupid people.”


Ashley
laughed softly. “I feel sorry for you David. She’s a freak. I’m not alone when
I say that she should never have been allowed to join the legion in the first
place. You’d be surprised at how many true guardians want her gone.
She’s not truly one of us—and she’ll never be. She’s tainted. She’ll let you
down—and bring you all down with her. You’re going to fail. Ariel can’t trust
her. No one can. We’re your replacements. We’re the backup team.”


Jenny
stood by Kara’s side. “Don’t listen to her, Kara—she’s full of it. She’s just
jealous because you’re nice and pretty, and she looks like a Pug.”


“She’s
right,” said Peter, “she probably envies you, that’s why she’s being so nasty.”


But
it was too late. Ashley’s words stung. Did Ariel not trust her? Were Ashley and
her team here in case she went schizo? Was she meant to fail? 


“If
you’re not back in three hours, we’re instructed to go in,” said Ashley. 


She
smiled at Kara. “Good luck, freak.” She snapped her fingers and walked away
with her goons trotting behind her looking very proud and important.


“That’s
it,” said Jenny. “It’s official—I hate her.” She stuck out her tongue
and made a face.


Peter
shook his head. “Let’s not give her reason to gloat. We need to get a move on.”



David
eyed Kara carefully. “He’s right, we’ve got to split. Peter, do you know how to
get us to Boscastle from here?”


Peter
pulled a flat square device that looked like a cell phone from his jacket pocket.
He slid his finger across the screen and a small holographic version of a map
appeared and hovered in front of him. He waved his hand, and the map
disappeared. “Yup. Let’s find a cab and get out of here.” He pocketed his
contraption.


“Forget
Ashley,” said David, as he watched Kara’s face. “It’s not true what she said,
you know. She’s just trying to break you. She wants you to fail. Don’t believe
her lies.”


Kara
avoided his eyes. “I don’t think all of what she said was lies. Part of me
believes her. I see how the other GAs look at me. I’m not blind. I know most of
them want me gone.”


“We
want you with us.” 


David
reached out to take Kara’s hand, and she flinched at the sting of current from
his touch. “You, Jenny, Peter and me—we’re a team. You’re one of us.”


“No,
I’m not—I’m different. I’ll never be like you.” Kara turned away from David,
but not before she saw the pain in his face. 


 


Kara
didn’t utter a single word during the twenty—minute cab drive to Boscastle
village. She sat in the back seat of the dark blue minivan, glaring at her
reflection in the window, angry with herself for looking like such a fool in
front of Ashley and her entourage. The nosebleed didn’t help—but worse was how
David was watching her now—like she was about to have a major breakdown at any
minute. No one tried to speak to her, and she was very glad, for fear that she
might actually have a meltdown.


The
drive passed like a blur, and the next thing Kara knew, the minivan had
stopped. David paid the driver and everyone climbed out of the car. 


They
stood in a large parking area overlooking a quaint village with houses painted
in every color of the rainbow. The village of Boscastle lay at the foot of
three great valleys. To the south, in a deep cleft on the coast, where two deep
and steep valleys met the sea, was the harbor. It wended through the valley in
the shape of a Z on its way to join the sea. Picturesque boats bobbed on the
sheltered water, and a few villagers strolled the streets. A young couple held
a map and pointed to one of the houses. Other than that, the village was nearly
empty.


Kara’s
long ponytail flapped in the cool wind, and she was glad of her goose—down
coat. Her breath came out in spirals of white steam. The distant smell of fish
and seaweed drifted off the ocean.


Jenny
pulled her bow from the trunk and swung it over her shoulder. She caught Kara
staring. “I know Ariel said our weapons would be useless. I could have been
more incognito with just a blade—but I feel naked without my bow, like
something’s missing. I feel safe and complete with it. And by that look in your
eye—you think I’m as crazy as my hair, don’t you?”


Kara
smiled and shook her head. “Of course not, I know exactly what you mean. And I
love your hair.” 


Kara
felt so unprotected without her m—suit. It was like she had jumped into the
deepest part of a pool without knowing how to swim. And she was sinking to the
bottom.


David
smacked his hands together. “Okay, ladies and gents—now that we’re here, how
about we ask around for the whereabouts of the old bag. I’m sure someone knows
where she’s hiding.”


The
early morning sun warmed Kara’s face although snow topped the roofs and
sprinkled the streets of the little village. Merchants were opening their shops
for the day, putting out signs and shoveling the snow from the front doors. A
man in his sixties with white hair and trimmed beard was doing some repairs on
the nearest cottage. His long green coat flapped in the wind.


“Come
on, let’s ask him.” Kara hurried forward towards the man, the others following
at her heels.


The
old man looked up as they approached. His weather-beaten face broke into a wide
grin. “Visitors, eh? What can I do for you on this cold morning? Can I offer
you some breakfast?”


Kara
smiled. “No thank you. Uh...we were wondering if you...” she faltered. She knew
how crazy it was going to sound asking about a witch, but she had to try. She
said, “Could tell us where the witch Olga lives?” 


The
old man’s smile disappeared, and he blanched. He eyed Jenny’s bow suspiciously
and frowned. “I don’t know no witch. I don’t know where you tourists get your
crazy ideas. Leave me alone.” 


He
turned, headed quickly back inside his cottage, and slammed the door shut with
a bang.


“Nice,”
said David as he laughed. “I was looking forward to some breakfast. Nothing
like fat juicy sausages, bacon, and pancakes to start the day. Man, those were
the days...”


“Did
you see how scared he was when you mentioned the witch’s name?” said Jenny. She
glanced back at the old man’s cottage. “It’s like he froze up or something.”


“Yeah,
he totally spazed,” agreed Peter, and he examined the street. “At least we know
we’re in the right place—we should definitely try someone else.”


Kara
sighed and looked across the street. A young woman in her twenties was
adjusting Christmas lights and red Christmas bows around a small shop’s bay
window. She wore a tomato—red coat, and her silky raven hair fluttered in the
wind. The words, Margaret’s Marvels, were etched in red on the glass. 


“Well,
maybe this lady knows.” Kara jogged across the street towards the shop. 


“Excuse
me,” said Kara with the best smile she could muster. “We’re looking for a woman
named Olga.” She figured she would leave the witch part out this time. “Do you
know where she lives? We really need to speak to her—it’s important.”


But
it was no use. The woman’s eyes widened and she ran back inside her shop and
flipped the sign to CLOSED. 


“What
did you do to her?” David ran to Kara’s side, a wide grin spread on his face.
“The last time a girl ran away from me like that was because I—”


Kara
shoved David. “Spare us the details, lover boy. We need to find the old witch.
Someone’s got to help us. Someone has to know where she lives!” She threw up
her hands.


“Well,
I don’t think the villagers are going to help. Look.” Peter cocked his head
towards the street. Kara saw frightened faces behind the windows. They shut the
blinds and pulled the curtains shut all along the street. The villagers were
shutting them out. 


“I’m
guessing they don’t like the witch,” said Jenny.


“Maybe
she tried to eat their children,” offered David innocently. “Have you thought
about that? Maybe that’s what the witches do here—kid—stew.”


“Peter,
you wouldn’t happen to have a witch—GPS on you?” Kara was desperate.


Peter
shrugged. “No, sorry. I wish I did though—it’ll take all day to try and look
for her on our own. She could be anywhere, and we don’t have much time.”


“You
don’t have to remind me.” Kara’s nerves were shot, and what was worse, her head
started to throb again. The ground shifted, and she fought a sudden dizzy
spell. They were getting worse. She focused on finding the witch. 


When
Ariel had said the villagers would know where to look for the witch, she hadn’t
anticipated this kind of hostility. Kara looked beyond the village. A vast
cliff stood at the edge of the village. She could just make out a small path
leading into it. 


David
danced on the spot and looked pleased with himself. “Our luck has changed,
mates.”


 He
pointed to a dingy old pub nestled between two cottages. “There’s nothing that
can quench a thirst, like a chilled lager on a cold day. My prayers have been
answered—and it’s a pub.” He started to walk, but Kara pulled him back.


“You’re
underage, dummy. You can’t just walk in there.”


“Guys!
Look!” said Peter, pointing.


Next
to David’s pub was a small shop made of grey stone with black shutters. A small
black sign with white painted letters read, Feats or Tricks, Witchcraft
Depot. 


David
whistled loudly. “Well, if they can’t help us find the witch Olga, then
I’m a friggin’ monkey.”


Kara
couldn’t believe their luck. There was only one way to find out if they were
right.


 “Come
on.” Forgetting the pounding pain in her head, she sprinted to the large black
door with peeling paint. A witch’s mask was carved out of the door. The handle
sprouted out of the witch’s mouth like a warped tongue. Kara grabbed the cool
handle and pushed in.


A
wind chime rang as the door swung open. The air was hot with the smell of
incense. Kara’s throat burned right away and she began to cough again. 


“Whoa...would
you look at this place.” David’s jaw dropped. “It’s awesome. I feel like we’ve
just stepped in a haunted fun house.”


Kara
wiped the water from her eyes and looked around. 


The
tiny shop was cluttered with witchcraft merchandise. Hundreds of cauldrons were
stacked on top of each other and grazed the ceiling in topsy—turvy columns.
Dolls with red eyes made of straw, pitchforks, brooms of every size and color
of straw, medallions, necklaces, crystal balls, and even sharp daggers carved
like claws filled the counters and shelves. The soft yellow light that lit the
store came from scores of candles that hung from the walls on iron sconces in
the shape of eyes. Incense burned in a burner in the shape of a horned god. A
large medallion with a spiral symbol etched into the metal hung from a nail on
the sidewall. 


Kara
suddenly felt eyes on the back of her head. She turned sideways. Three black
cats lay lazily across a counter on the far left of the shop. Their smooth
ebony fur glistened in the soft light like liquid tar. They watched Kara with
yellow eyes. Something brushed her ankles—another black cat swerved between her
legs. With its tail in the air, it walked calmly away and disappeared behind
stacks of boxes at the back of the store.


“Oh.
My. God. Aren’t they beautiful? I love cats.” Jenny leaned on the counter and
reached out her hand towards one of the cats. The cat bared its teeth and spat
at her aggressively. In a flash, it slashed her with its paw and ripped the
sleeve on her jacket. Jenny cursed loudly and pulled her hand away.


“Not
so pretty anymore, are they?” David and Peter exchanged a look and started
laughing.


Jenny
lowered her eyes. She turned to make sure the boys weren’t looking, and in one
swift movement she pushed the cat off the counter. “Scram. That was my favorite
jacket, fur ball.”


Kara
laughed. Just then she noticed a wooden sign hanging next to the counter. The
sign read:


 


Warning to all thieves:


Take without paying and be cursed!


 


It
occurred to Kara that perhaps the owner was a witch. What if this was Olga’s
shop? If it were, she would have a bit more time to convince her. She thought
about how her speech would go. Hi, I’m a guardian—please don’t kill us.


“Hey
guys, come check this out,” called David from the back of the store. “You won’t
believe it.”


Jenny
smiled, and they both walked over to David and Peter. Their foreheads were
pressed against a large glass wall—their eyes glued to something on the other
side. Kara moved closer for a better look. Behind the glass wall was an
assortment of metal shackles. An engraved metal plate was fastened to the glass
wall. The inscription read: 


 


WD
Number:
1677

Object Name: Shackle

Classification:
Persecution/Torture

Information: Early
waist band used in the torture of witches during the 16th and 17th centuries


 


The
hairs on the back of Kara’s neck stood up. “You think those things are real?”
She remembered reading about the torture of witches in the 16th
centuries. It made her sick how quickly people back then had accused women of
witchcraft, blaming them for their crops going bad or the lack of rain. Women
were even blamed for the death of newborns. In the 16th century, Kara would
have burned as a witch. 


“They’ve
gotta be real,” said David. “I don’t think they’d be protected behind this
glass if they weren’t. My guess is that they’re very real.”


Kara
swallowed. Maroon stains spotted the shackles, and her stomach gave a lurch.
“Is that—is that blood?”


Peter
lowered his head. “Looks like it, but it could be just dirt,” he added quickly
when he noticed Kara’s face. “Yeah—I’m sure it’s just dirt.” 


He
gave David a worried look.


Despite
the dry, hot shop, Kara shivered. She stared at the shackles, feeling cold and
disgusted. What kind of witch would put them up for display? Unconsciously, she
fiddled with her leather bracelet and wondered how those cold shackles would
feel against her skin.


“This
is seriously sick, if they’re real,” said Jenny, preoccupied with the shackles.
“It’s gotta be a joke, or just a hoax to attract more tourists to this lame
town—”


“I
can assure you that this is no joke,” said a raspy voice behind them.


Kara
whirled around. Her breath caught in her throat. 


The
weirdest thing she had ever seen stepped from the shadows. Connected at the
waist were the ugliest Siamese twins she had ever seen.











Chapter
7


Ms.
Fay and Ms. Fay


 


 


 


The Siamese twins looked like a
four—legged human spider. They shuffled forward, and Kara took an unconscious
step back and hit her head on the glass wall. They were dressed exactly the
same, in a black suit and tie. They looked like dreary funeral parlor directors
with haunted expressions. Their heads were large and oblong, and their haggard
faces drooped with wrinkles that made their wet eyes look unnaturally large.
Both had raven colored hair that hung in greasy clumps and was cut straight
across their jaws. Their eyes and eyebrows were unevenly lined in black kohl,
as if they had put on their makeup in the dark. 


One
of the twins was slightly shorter, and her head hung unnaturally sideways, as
though her neck had been broken. She sucked desperately on a cigarette, like it
was oxygen, and then her sister opened her mouth and exhaled puffs of white
smoke.


Their
yellow eyes brightened at the sight of Kara and her friends, just like the
cats.


“Look
here, sister,” said the taller woman. Remnants of the cigarette smoke escaped
her lips and her voice was rough as though she was suffering from a severe case
of strep throat. 


“We
have ourselves some visitors. Young, by the looks of them.”


Her
sister smiled and revealed a mouth full of rotten yellow teeth. She looked as
if she had smoked over a million cigarettes, and toothpaste hadn’t been
invented yet. She took another long haul of her cigarette. 


“Yes,
sister, four of them...but these are not ordinary visitors,” she
answered in an identical raspy voice. “No, these visitors are altered—disguised
as the living—very unnatural.”


“Yes,
sister, very unnatural. Why would the walking dead, spirit walkers, dare
to enter our establishment? Not the cleverest of abominations to come here,
where the dead are not welcome.”


“Indeed,
you are right to ask, sister. Except for one.”


“Yes,
sister, except for one.”


The
shorter woman lifted her head, closed her eyes for a moment and sniffed the
air. 


“I
can smell it on her, sweet like candy and dandelion syrup. Hmm—very strange for
one so young, but it’s there all right, and no mistake.” 


Her
eyes popped open suddenly, and she shook her head looking disappointed. 


“You
keep very strange company little girl,” she said, her eerie yellow eyes focused
on Kara. “It is very odd that someone like you, should be with the likes
of them. Are you aware of what company you keep? Do you know what these
creatures are? They are abominations walking the Earth. Very unnatural—and a
threat to the world of the living.”


Kara
shifted uneasily on the spot, but she stood her ground, determined not to let
those eyes creep her out. There was something very odd about those yellow eyes.
It was almost as though they could see things that other mortals could not.
Could they see through the M—suits?


 “I
feel like I’m in the twilight zone,” whispered David in Kara’s ear. “Look at
them. I’m going to have nightmares for years—mark my words.”


The
twins’ eyes widened, and they shuffled with surprising speed towards David.
They glared at him with their hands on their hips and measured him like he was
a curious object. Their yellow eyes glistened. 


The
shorter twin pointed a bone—thin finger with a long dirty nail at David. “You
must knock on wood three times after mentioning cruel words, or the evil
spirits will ruin things for you, spirit walker,” she said and then
sucked on her cigarette.


David
lifted his hands in surrender. “Uh...sure...right, whatever you say.”


The
other twin blew what looked like a broomstick made of smoke in David’s face. 


“You
spirits who walk the Earth would be wise to hold your tongues in the presence
of the Fay sisters. We have lived with your spiteful remarks all our lives. But
despite how you perceive us, we are not unnatural. You are.”


David
shared a look with Kara that said, what the—and she could tell he was
straining to keep from laughing out loud. She knew he couldn’t keep his mouth
shut for long. This was going to end badly if she didn’t intervene. Jenny and
Peter both looked at Kara and shrugged, they seemed to be waiting for her to do
something.


“I
beg your pardon, Miss Fay,” said Kara to the shorter twin, “and to you Miss
Fay,” she said to the other, “my friend didn’t mean what he said, and he is
very sorry. Aren’t you David?”


When
he didn’t answer, she kicked him.


“Uh...yes,
yes, of course,” David tried to compose himself. He pressed his hand to his
chest and said with fake humility. “I apologize. I am deeply ashamed and
grief—stricken for the pain I have caused to such admirable women.” 


The
Fay sisters scowled at David. Their ugly faces twisted even more. They stared
at the group intensely, their wet yellow eyes never blinking. 


“Why
are you here, spirit walkers?” asked the shorter sister. “Why have you spoiled
our shop with your corrupted presence? It’ll take all day to wash your scum
from our floors. You shouldn’t be here.” 


Her
warm putrid breath reached Kara’s nose, and she took another haul of her
cigarette.


David
smiled innocently. “I thought we could borrow those handcuffs over there for a
game of—ouch!” He cried out and rubbed his shoulder.


Kara
shook her fist at him. “Stop being an idiot! We don’t have time.” 


She
looked over to Peter and Jenny who looked as annoyed by David’s reaction as
Kara had been. Jenny rolled her eyes and Peter avoided David’s triumphant
expression.


The
taller Miss Fay blew an impressive cat—shape smoke silhouette in the air. 


“Why
have you come to seek the wisdom of the Fay sisters, spirit walkers? I doubt
you’re seriously interested in our merchandise. Spirit walkers don’t mingle with
witchcraft—unless we are mistaken. Are you here to purchase a cauldron,
perhaps?” 


The
old woman wheezed as she tried to laugh. She started to cough, and her sister
smacked her on the back until the woman coughed up some phlegm and spat it out
on the ground near David’s feet. He jumped back just in time as the green gunk
hit the floor.


“Why
are you calling us spirit walkers?” asked Kara, as she pulled her eyes away
from the greenish slime on the ground. “What does that mean exactly?”


The
taller sister scratched the top of her greasy head and flicked off what Kara
hoped was just dandruff. 


“They...”
she pointed slowly to David, Jenny and Peter, “are spirit walkers, spirits of
the dead in mortal bodies. They are as unnatural as they come, a disgusting
corruption of nature. Our mother earth is a world for the living—not the dead.
They are nature’s enemy—therefore they are our enemy. They should not
be.” 


“Look
who’s talking,” mumbled Jenny. She lowered her eyes and crossed her arms over
her chest. She looked prepared for a fight. Kara had never seen her look so
angry. 


“But
you, little one, you are not one of them,” continued the old woman. Her yellow
eyes fixed on Kara once more. “And yet, there is something different in
you—something special.”


Kara
frowned, feeling uncomfortable. “So, obviously you know they’re supernatural
beings. You can see through their M—suits.”


“Of
course we can, we are the Fay sisters,” chorused the twins looking very pleased
with themselves.


Kara
wasn’t sure what they meant by that. But something nagged her. Those unsettling
yellow eyes...


“So
then—I’m guessing you’re witches, aren’t you?” she asked. “You have to be.
Regular mortals couldn’t see past the M—suits.”


The
Fay sisters both smiled, showing rows of rotten teeth. They tried to turn their
heads to look at each other, but only got halfway.


“Clever,
that one,” said the shorter sister. “Of course we are witches.” 


She
pulled another cigarette from her jacket pocket. With a flick of her hand, a
flame sprouted from her fingertips, and the witch sucked on her cigarette
happily as though it were a lollypop.


Kara
felt relieved—two witches were better than one. The Fay sisters would help them
destroy the dark warlock. She was certain they were the ones Ariel called dark
witches. What better to fight off a dark warlock than a couple of dark witches
who just happened to be stuck together by the hip? Perhaps they were stronger
that way, witch magic to the power of two.


A
smile materialized on Peter’s pale face, and Jenny almost seemed pleased,
although she kept glaring at the witches. David raised his brows as he met
Kara’s eyes, a smile twitched on his lips. 


Kara
bounced on the spot. “Thank God. Listen, you have to help us. We need your help
to vanquish a dark warlock. I’m sure you know all about warlocks—see, he’s
stealing souls from mortals, and he’s going to perform a ritual on the winter
solstice that will kill thousands of innocent mortals—”


“We
cannot help you,” chorused the witches. 


“But...”
Kara watched the witches in disbelief. “Please—you don’t understand. My...my
mother’s been infected by his dark magic. She’s dying. We need your magic to
destroy him. Our weapons are useless against him. Your magic is our only
chance. Please.” Kara started to sweat. A cat jumped from a top shelf onto the
tallest sister’s right shoulder. Intelligence flashed in its yellow eyes. The
old witch stroked the cat as she spoke. “I’m sorry, but we cannot help you,
child.”


“Why?”
said Kara, her voice rising with her temper. “You would be helping thousands of
innocent people. I’m sure you want to do the right thing, don’t you? You
wouldn’t want innocent people killed, right?” 


“You
don’t understand,” said the witch. “It’s not that we don’t want to help you...”


“...we
can’t help you,” finished her twin sister as she took a drag from her
cigarette.


Kara
felt the blood drain from her face. The words wouldn’t come. 


“Why
not?” said Jenny, in a voice that matched her scowl. “You’re obviously
witches—you have magic fingers. We just saw you do magic. I know you hate us spirit
walkers, you made that obvious, but you’d be helping the mortals. Don’t you
want help them?”


The
short witch flicked the ashes from her cigarette on Jenny’s boots, sneering at
her like Jenny was some sort of ugly insect. 


“Our
magic is limited, spirit walker. We can make fire...cast a few spells. We can
even make love potions for the desperate lover, but that is all.” 


She
raised her arms in the air. “This is why we have this establishment. We are
more businesswomen than actual witches. We do not possess the necessary skills
that you are looking for.”


“It
takes a very powerful witch to bring down a warlock,” said the taller sister.
“One with old magic—dark magic—a sorceress skilled in the dark arts. There is
only one witch who possesses the knowledge and ancient wisdom of the dark arts.
All the creatures of the earth and of the spirit world fear her. She is the
only one who holds the power to destroy your warlock.”


Both
women stared intensely at Kara. It was almost as if they wanted her to guess
the answer. And Kara had already guessed.


“Olga,”
she said, and the witches seemed pleased. “You know where she is, don’t you? If
she’s the only one who can help us, then I need to know where she is,” she
demanded.


The
sisters smiled, as if this was a game to them. “She lives in the deep, darkest
part of Shadow Cave,” chorused the twins.


“Sounds
spooky,” whispered David. “I’m tingling all over.” 


“You
must leave the village and go south,” said the shorter twin. “Follow the red
path down past the harbor and continue down the cliff. And at the edge of the
cliff where the ocean meets rock, is where you will find Shadow Cave. You will
see a break in the cliff, and that is where you can enter.” 


The
witch raised her skeletal finger in Kara’s face. “You must keep to the path
once you’re in the cave. Do not stray from the path.” 


Kara
gagged as the woman’s rancid breath shot up her nose.


“Why
not?” asked David. “I was a boy scout once—I’m pretty sure I can find our way
back.”


“Dark
things live in Shadow Cave,” said the witch. 


She
kept her focus on Kara as though the others weren’t important. “Creatures from
the depths of darkness will drink your blood and eat your soul if you stray
from the path. You must never leave the path! The path will lead you to the
witch—amongst other things...”


“Sounds
easy enough,” said David. “Just follow the path. Let’s get to it—”


The
witches pointed crooked fingers at David, then at Jenny and Peter. 


“You
spirit walkers cannot enter Shadow Cave. It is forbidden. Only natural living
creatures can enter. And even then, they might not make it out alive. Many
mortals have ventured into the cave and have never been seen again. You are
taking a great risk just to step foot into this cave. This quest you’re on, it
better be worth risking your life.”


Kara’s
sudden burst of triumph was deflating rapidly. It wasn’t going to be as easy as
she first thought. If the others couldn’t come with her... 


“So
what happens if we do enter,” asked Peter politely. “We won’t disturb anything,
I promise, we only seek help.”


The
witches turned on him. “Unnatural creatures like you will be destroyed,” said
the taller sister while the other sucked on her cigarette once more. “The cave
will sense it. It will want to protect itself from your abnormality. It
will see you as a threat, a foreign entity, and it will kill you. And if the
cave doesn’t destroy, then the witch Olga will. She has killed many spirit
walkers before. If you dare to enter, then prepare yourselves, spirit walkers,
to meet your doom.” Their yellow eyes focused on Kara. “Only she can
enter.”


David
paced on the spot. “We’re angels, ladies, and we’re not afraid of any big
spooky cave or an old hag. We’re going with Kara to see the old witch and
nothing’s going to stop us.” 


He
stood with his hands clenched into fists, daring the twins to say anything.


The
shorter sister flicked her cigarette to the floor and squished it with her
pointy black leather boot. 


“We
sense something in you,” she said, looking at Kara and ignoring David
completely. “We see a special aura around you. It’s powerful, but we don’t know
what it is. It hides from us, and we don’t have the talent to see more.”


“Like
a light,” said the other sister. “That switches on and off.”


“Perhaps
you might live—after all. Perhaps the witch Olga will let you live.”


“Jeez.
Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Kara sighed. 


She
felt worse than ever and looked at her friends. “We should get going. It’s
quite the hike up the hill, and I’m just a mortal. I don’t have a special
suit.”


“I
can carry you if you want.” David flashed his usual smile. “I don’t mind, fair
lady.”


“I’m
sure you don’t.” 


Kara
looked to the witches. “Um, thank you for your...help.”


“We
hope you find what you are seeking, child,” said the taller witch as she
stroked the cat’s head. It closed its eyes and purred loudly. “You should take
care of those nose bleeds.”


“Huh?”
Kara reached for her nose, it was bleeding again. 


The
taller sister pulled out a yellow handkerchief with the initials F.S.
etched in black and gave it to her. 


“Well,
you have a... lovely shop,” Kara said awkwardly, pressing the handkerchief
against her nose, “but we really must be leaving now.” She offered back the
handkerchief that was now stained with blood, but the twins waved her off.


“Keep
it,” they said together. “Good bye.”


“Good
bye.” Kara pocketed the handkerchief. 


They
all walked out the front door, anxious to get out of the stuffy store and away
from the Siamese twins’ hypnotic yellow eyes. Kara stepped into the street and
gladly gulped down buckets of fresh air. 


“Good
luck, spirit walkers,” laughed the twins from the threshold of their store.
“Don’t say we didn’t warn you. Prepare to die.”











Chapter
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Water
surprise 


 


 


 


After Jenny had thrown every curse
in the Book of Curses at the Fay sisters, the sisters slammed the shop’s
door in Jenny’s face. Kara and her team left the little village and headed
south towards the harbor. 


The
harbor lay between two giant masses of rock that meandered out into the ocean.
As soon as they put the quaint cottages behind them, a narrow path of stone
stretched out before them and snaked down along the edge of a three—hundred-foot
cliff. And somewhere below the cliff lay Shadow Cave. Even from the distance
Kara could sense a presence about that cliff, something unnatural and dark. 


Frost
covered the wild flowers and dense shrubs that lined the path on either side.
The cold air made every breath harder on her lungs. She was determined to make
it to the bottom without stopping to catch her breath. Without her elemental
power, she was nothing more than a little mortal girl, a weakling with
nosebleeds.


Kara’s
leg muscles strained as she climbed down the winding path. She did her best to
match the others’ pace down the hill, but they were like robots, supernatural
machines that never showed any sign of fatigue. Her puny little chicken—legs
were no match for their powerful M—5 suits. 


A
pulsing pain began to throb against the back of her eyeballs. She rubbed her
temples and did her best to hide the pain. She pressed on like a good little
soldier and hoped she wouldn’t get another nosebleed.


“I
hope I never see those ugly twins ever again,” said Jenny as she marched
purposefully down the hill. 


“I
bet they lied to us. I have a feeling they’re sending us into a trap. It was
obvious they hated us, spirit walkers. I mean, we’re the good guys, and
they still treated us like dirt.”


“It
wouldn’t surprise me if it were a trap,” agreed Peter. “I couldn’t help but
feel creeped out by them—and those weird yellow eyes? What was up with that?”


Jenny’s
voice rose. “Calling us abominations, unnatural! I’ll show them what’s
unnatural with my boot up their—”


“Ugh!
I don’t want to think about what they might—” said Peter, with a twisted
expression like he just bit into something sour.


David
threw up his hands. “—too late! I’ve already damaged my virgin mind with a
mental image of their butts.” 


“Can
we talk about something else, please?” said Kara, a little out of breath. 


David
jogged over to Kara’s side. 


“Are
you doing all right? You know, my offer of a ride still stands if you want—I
don’t mind.” 


In
the sun, his skin sparkled as though it was painted with liquid diamonds. His
arm brushed up against hers, and a spark vibrated inside her. He smiled; his
lips were just too perfect, too close...


Kara
looked away as blood rushed to her face. “No, I’m fine, but thanks. I think I
can manage the rest of the way without one of my lungs collapsing. It can’t be
much further.” 


She
hoped she sounded convincing enough, and that it was just the long walk that
was responsible for her flushed face. 


“My
sole life’s purpose is to please your, ladyship,” said David, his eyes
twinkled. “I am at your disposal,” he bowed very low, and Kara heard Peter
snort.


Kara
smiled slowly, and she felt her ears going hot. “Don’t make me laugh. It’s hard
enough without laughing. I need all my strength to keep going down this hill
without falling over,” she said in rapid breaths. 


David
stared at her for a moment. His smile disappeared. “I hope the legion knows
what they’re doing—sending you in as a mortal.” He searched the shoreline below
as they walked. 


Kara
didn’t answer. She was wondering the same thing. 


She
searched his face. It was strange having David the angel beside her when she
was a mortal. They had fought together, side by side as GAs, their friendship
growing tighter with every new mission. Their special bond was unbreakable. She
knew he would give up his soul for her, and she would do the same. 


And
as mortals, she and David had begun a life together. It had felt natural. But
now she felt more unsure of herself and nervous around him. She wasn’t sure how
to act with David anymore. Even with the memories, it was almost like the first
time they met. Her heart hammered at her chest whenever their eyes met. Was
this because she was mortal now? She felt confused, her feelings blocked. She
wondered if her doubts were an after effect of the memory projection. Maybe the
oracles had damaged her somehow. It would explain the headaches and nosebleeds—
and the lack of energy.


After
an hour descending the valley, they had made it to the edge of the cliff. Kara
cradled the cramp in her side and looked around over the edge. Her hair and
jacket flapped in the strong wind. The great blue ocean spread out below them.
Massive waves crashed onto the rocks below.


She
could see a zigzag flight of wet stone steps that had been cut into the stone
and followed a steep descent to a small patch of golden sand. It was about a
hundred and fifty feet down from the top of the steps, and each step was coated
with a deadly combination of slippery green moss and snow. A shadow passed down
the cliff, and Kara looked to the sky. The sun had disappeared under a layer of
dark grey clouds that had moved in on them with unnatural speed. The winds
intensified. She had the feeling someone was watching them. 


David
stood next to her. “You want us to take a few minutes break so that you can
catch your breath?” 


Kara
shook her hot face and wiped the sweat from her forehead. 


“No,
I’m fine,” she lied. Her head spun as she hyperventilated.


“Going
down is easy, but the climb back up will be a challenge.” 


She
wondered if she’d survive the cave—to make the trip back up. She saw David and
Jenny share a look, but they said nothing. 


She
wanted to rest until she could breathe normally, but she refused to show them
how weak she was. She could see their doubts in their eyes. They didn’t believe
she could do the mission either—their doubt inspired her to prove them wrong.


“There’s
only one way to find out where these stairs lead. Come on, let’s go say hi to
Olga.” She walked around the edge of the cliff, and the blood began to flow
back into her cramped-up legs. 


David
examined the stone stairway and whistled loudly. “That’s a lot of steps. You
sure you can handle it?”


“I’m
sure.”


Kara
didn’t wait for David to respond. She climbed down the slippery steps
carefully, one at a time. She knew that one wrong move—and she’d be doing a
double—dive into the freezing ocean below. David’s boots clomped behind her,
and she could hear Jenny arguing with Peter as they made their descent.


Icy
winds pushed against Kara, almost knocking her sideways. Debris and snow
flapped against her face. Her foot slipped, but she steadied herself. She
squinted into the storm. It was as though the winds didn’t want them to go
down. Was the wind protecting them—or trying to kill them. Was this part of the
old witch’s magic? Could her magic reach as far as the cliffs? 


Halfway
down the steps, Kara was shivering and sweaty. It was so steep that she could
press her uphill hand against the rocky ledge for support the rest of the way
down. Another strong gust of wind struck her as if giant invisible hands were
pushing it. The clouds were getting thicker and darker. Someone or something
didn’t want them here—


Her
feet slipped, but as she started to slide down the wet stairs towards the
cliff, she felt a strong hold on her arm. Through the gusts of sand, sea, and
snow she could make out David’s silhouette. 


“What’s
happening,” she yelled through the wind. “It’s like the wind doesn’t want us here?”


“I
have no idea,” yelled David. “It’s getting worse—we better hurry and get down.”


Kara
didn’t like the sound of that. If she went any faster, she’d slip and keel over
into the sea. Determined, she stepped down carefully and descended the slippery
stones as fast as she could. The feeling of being watched settled over her
again. She looked up.


Grey
tornados the size of a garage sped towards them. At the last minute they
shifted course and dove into the sea below. The water’s surface bubbled and
white foam formed on the top. Suddenly, a pair of giant arms made of seawater
sprouted from the ocean below, as though the god of the sea was reaching out to
them with giant semitransparent gloves. Water rolled off them in never—ending
waterfalls. 


“What
the heck are those?” cried David through the storm.


Kara
didn’t answer. Paralyzed, she stared as the enormous hands the size of SUVs
curled their fingers and formed two massive fists. 


Like
water hammers, the fists came crashing down on them.


Kara
leaped sideways. The fist missed her by an inch and left her drenched in
seawater. Then she saw Peter flatten himself against the cliff’s ledge just in
time to avoid being smashed by the other fist. Water splashed against his
glasses, as the fist collapsed back into water. But the water rolled back
together, like molecules forming something solid. 


As
the hands reformed, David jumped forward and swung at the first fist. His blade
passed easily through the water—with no effect. The hand seemed to crack its
knuckles in response to David’s attempt. 


“It
was worth a try.” David looked at Kara and shrugged.


Together,
the colossal arms lifted and swayed backwards as they prepared for another
deadly blow. 


“If
they knock us down into the ocean,” yelled David, “—you’re a goner. Our mortal
bodies will disintegrate, and we’ll be back in Horizon, but you’ll be alone. I
can’t let that happen, not when we’re so close.”


Kara
narrowed her eyes—she knew it was true. 


But
the hands came together, turned upside down and formed a mouth and eyes with
their fingers, like a shadow puppet. The mouth moved, and a voice thundered all
around. 


“Go
back, spirit walkers, or your souls will be mine!” 


“Fantastic,”
said David, “talking giant hands, that’s all we needed.” 


He
waved his own fist at the giant water—arms. “How about you cut us some slack?
Hey, man! Manicures don’t exist in your size—it’s not our fault!” 


“You’ve
been warned!” boomed the voice.


The
wind picked up with a vengeance. The entire cliff trembled as rock and sand
rained down on them. Kara’s jacket flapped madly in the wind. Her wet hair
slapped her face, and she had to squat to keep her balance. Shivering in the
cold, her face burned with every gust of icy wind. If the giant fists didn’t
kill her, then she’d die of pneumonia. 


Jenny
and Peter screamed.


A
giant fist came plummeting at them. Miraculously, they jumped out of the way
just in time. The fist crashed into the side of the cliff like a giant
exploding water balloon. 


The
other fist came straight for Kara.


She
didn’t even have time to blink as the giant water fist soared towards her. She
leaped, but she wasn’t fast enough. The great water fist crashed into the side
of her leg. She screamed, lost her grip, and fell.


Sharp
rock scraped her face as she smashed and slid down the cliff. Rocks and
boulders raced past her and wind howled in her ears. She flailed out her arms
and legs—desperately grasping for something to hold on to. She felt like she
had been falling for minutes. 


Her
boots found a small ledge and stopped her fall. Stinging with pain, she grabbed
hold of a crevice with her bloodied fingers. She hung on by her fingertips and
toes. Adrenaline pulsed through her body. Her heart thundered against her
chest—she dared not look down.


“Kara!”
David called above the wailing winds. “Don’t move. I’m coming down.”


She
looked up—she had fallen at least thirty feet.


She
turned her face towards the sea—another water—fist came at her. 


She
rolled to the side. 


SMASH!


Seawater
exploded on her back, and knocked the air out of her. It was like being hit by
a tidal wave. The cliff itself shook under the impact. Kara was drenched. 


Then
her fingers slipped, and she fell.
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Shadow
Cave 


 


 


 


This is it, Kara thought. I’m
dead.


Wind
whistled in her ears as she fell. The side of her face scraped against the
razor-sharp rock. She knew she shouldn’t fear death like a normal person would,
but she did—her instinct to survive was strong even though death seemed
inevitable. 


She
counted in her head.


One...


Kara
crashed onto something pillow soft. She spat the dirt from her mouth and sat
up.


“I’m
alive?” 


She
looked at her bloodied hands. They stung like she had soaked them in acid, but
blood meant life. She was alive. A little banged up, but alive. Apart from a
small strain in her foot, she seemed fine. She was sitting in a bed of moss and
stringy coastal vegetation. It had saved her. Sharp boulders lay to her left.
If she had fallen another few feet to the left she would have been human—mush.


Kara
examined the cliff above her. It looked like a regular cliff, made mostly of
jagged rock with a few spurts of vegetation in the crevices. The base of the
cliff disappeared into the ocean. Great ocean waves smashed onto the rocks on
the north side of the cliff. But she had landed near a small semicircle patch
of golden sand sheltered under the cliff. And at the edge of the sand, was an
opening—just as the Fay sisters had said—the entrance to Shadow Cave was a
perfect triangle like an upside—down piece of pie. Was it a death wish that
drew her towards the mouth of the cave? Only shadows lingered beyond the narrow
opening. Something was watching her from inside the cave—she could feel it.


David
charged down the steps at a frightening speed. He jumped the last step and
landed softly by Kara.


“Kara!
Are you all right? Are you hurt?”


Kara
took his hand, and he pulled her up. “Call it a miracle, but I’m fine.” Her
ankle throbbed and she adjusted her weight on the other foot. “I think I
sprained my ankle.”


“You
have cuts on your face.” David squeezed her arm and didn’t let her go. “They’re
bleeding—”


“Watch
out! They’re coming!”


Peter
and Jenny came crashing down the last steps but managed to stay on their feet.
Kara looked up. Seawater dripped on her face like an outdoor shower. The
sea—fists hovered above the cliff for a moment and then plummeted towards them
like giant water grenades. 


Kara
pointed towards the cave. “RUN!”


Jenny
and Peter dashed towards the cave. David pulled Kara with him. The ground shook
as the first fist hit the ground where Kara had stood seconds before. The
impact of the blow sent them sprawling. The second fist came at them with a
vengeance, as if it could see they were getting away. 


Just
as it hit, David pulled Kara out of the way. The water—fist exploded in a great
wave that pushed them like body—surfers all the way to the entrance of the
cave. As the water receded, Kara was dragged back towards the deep water.


With
lightning speed David hauled Kara out of the water, and they tumbled through
the entrance of the cave.


Even
in the darkness, Kara could see David’s smiling face. She pushed herself up and
turned towards the opening. “They’re gone.”


“For
now,” said David. “I don’t want to be here when they decide to come back.”


“You
guys all right?” asked Kara, seeing the whites of Jenny and Peter’s eyes in the
darkness. 


“As
all right as we can be,” answered Peter with his back pressed against the wall
of the cave.


Jenny
wiped herself down. “I’ve never seen anything like those giant hands before.
You think they had something to do with the witch?”


Kara
nodded. “I’m sure of it. Olga doesn’t want us here.”


“You
mean us spirit walkers,” said Peter.


Kara
didn’t answer as she inspected the inside of the cave. It was shaped like a
pear. The walls came together gradually and disappeared into the blackness above.
Icicle—shaped formations drooped from the ceilings and stood up from the floor
of the cave. Multicolored mushrooms spread on the ground like bumpy grass, and
seeping water covered the walls like sheets of a waterfall. The only source of
light came from the entrance. 


They
stood in a small oval—shaped underground chamber the size of a large room.
Thick roots covered the inside walls like cobwebs, and the cave walls shook
under the relentless pounding of the waves outside.


On
the opposite side was a large crack. Kara stepped towards the fracture in the
cave wall and peered through it. She could see a network of underground
passages that disappeared into shadows. Somewhere down there was the witch,
Olga. Kara couldn’t see the roof of the cave in the darkness above her. Humming
that sounded like a cross between a motor running and a language came from the
deep. Goosebumps rippled across Kara’s skin. 


“I’m
sure we haven’t seen the last of what the witch can do. Must be loads of
creatures deep in here,” said David as he peeled purple moss off the side of
the cave wall. 


“Anyone
up for a stroll in the cave,” he said and crossed the chamber. “Well, I am.
Let’s show these Fay sisters that we angels aren’t afraid of the dark.” 


“Did
you guys feel that?” Jenny looked over to Kara, her green eyes wide with fear.


David
shrugged. “I don’t feel anything?”


Jenny
edged back. “That humming—it’s like the cave’s telling us to get out.”


“I’m
feeling that, too.” Peter was glued to the side of the cave. “It doesn’t like
us, it’s telling us to go back.”


“I
feel it, too,” said Kara. 


A
shadow moved in the darkness beyond—a bat maybe? 


“But
it’s not like I have a choice. If you guys want to go back, I’ll understand. I
won’t force you to come with me. You heard what the witches said—”


“No
way, Kara,” said Jenny. “You heard what Ariel said too. We’re here to protect
you. We go with you, those are our orders.” 


Peter
nodded in agreement. 


David
pulled a soul blade from his jacket pocket and handed it to Kara. “I know our
weapons don’t work against warlocks and magic, but I’d feel better if you had
one with you, just in case.”


Kara
wrapped her hand around the hilt of the small blade. It felt awkward and heavy
in her hand, not at all like the lightness and balance of her blade when she was
a guardian. Could she even use it properly?


“Thanks,”
she said. “I guess I can hack some stalactites if they try to attack me.”


“Stay
close to me.” David was serious. “You’re not in an M—suit like us—whatever’s in
there is not friendly, and I don’t want you getting hurt.”


Kara’s
insides fluttered, and she stiffened with courage. “I’m not that useless, I
still remember how to fight. Besides, I’m more worried about you guys than me.
Remember what the witches said, spirit walkers are not welcome in
this cave. Olga isn’t going to roll out the red carpet for you. I might have a
better chance on my own—”


“Forget
it,” said David. “Besides, I think those two old bats smoke too much. It’s just
a cave, what could happen?” he said with a coy smile.


Kara
glanced at her watch. It was twenty past noon. Time was running out. “Let’s go
find this witch and hope she’s happy to see us.” 


But
Kara very much doubted that. She had a feeling it was going to take a miracle
to convince the old witch Olga. And Kara didn’t have a get—a—miracle—free card
with her.


David
climbed through the crack first, followed closely by Kara with Jenny and Peter
bringing up the rear. Immediately, Kara understood the meaning of the cave’s
name. Twenty feet into the first passageway, and Shadow Cave was as dark as
night. She waited for her eyes to get adjusted to the blackness, but it was
useless. It was pitch black and as silent as a tomb. The world outside was shut
out. 


Kara
unzipped her jacket. The thick air was humid, and it was surprisingly warm. She
smelled earth and limestone. 


“Uh...guys?
Who turned off the lights,” Jenny’s voice called out in the darkness. 


David
held a moonstone the size of a grapefruit in front of him with one hand and
brandished his blade in the other. The glow of light illuminated the
underground passageway and bathed David in a soft white light. Peter brandished
another, and between their two moonstones there was enough light to see the
network of passages more clearly. 


They
stood in the largest of the underground passages that they could see. Smaller
passages branched off in every direction. A thick mist coiled around Kara’s
boots and covered the path in white.


“Which
way do we go?”


David
cast a long black shadow as he explored the path by the light of his moonstone.


“Let’s
keep on this one. I think it’s the path the clown sisters talked about. It’s
the largest one—we should follow it.”


“Okay.”
Kara saw movement in the corner of her eye. She turned but could see nothing in
the black passageway. 


Jenny
slid her bow off her shoulders and nocked a silver arrow. 


“Something’s
watching us,” she whispered and stared at the passages to her left. “I saw
something moving in there.” Jenny eyed the cave walls suspiciously.


Kara
felt a shiver pass through her. She also felt watched. She strained through the
thick darkness and tightened her grip on her blade, but it was impossible to
see without night vision. She took a step forward and listened—


Suddenly
the ground shifted and trembled. The cave cracked like lightning. 


All
around them, gigantic mushrooms the size of fridges sprouted from the ground
and walls of the cave. They looked like a cross between a humanoid and a
vegetable, with long gangly limbs and roots that looked like fingers and toes.
They appeared to be eyeless. Their skin was rough like tree bark, and their
colors ranged from bright red to forest green. 


They
lowered their caps, as though they were going to curtsy, and revealed maws of
razor-sharp teeth on top of their heads. They slithered across the path and
created an impenetrable wall of twisted roots and limbs.


David
whistled loudly. “Got to admit, the witch has a wicked sense of humor.”


 A
thick mushroom thrashed forward and swung its limbs violently towards David’s
head. He ducked out of the way—just as another one sprouted from the ground and
launched another attack. He kicked out and thrashed at the mushroom with his
blade. But the more he cut and slashed, the more mushrooms appeared from the
darkness to replace the first attackers.


They
were outnumbered ten to one.


Kara’s
head started to throb again just as a massive killer—mushroom charged towards
her with a mouth full of gnashing teeth. It was going to crush her like a
tomato. 
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Kara flattened herself on the ground
just as the mushroom’s body passed over her head.


Whoosh!


Her
bangs lifted off her forehead in its wind, and a bit of earth spattered on her
face. She rolled over and jumped to her feet brandishing her sword. 


Her
friends were already in combat.


Jenny
kicked at a large mustard—yellow mushroom creature and leapt over it just as it
tried to wrap its limbs around her ankle. 


“It’s
an ambush! What kind of magic is this?” she screamed as she hit the mushroom
with her bow and it snapped back with an angry mouth.


“We
should have packed frying pans instead of daggers,” yelled David as he hacked
away at a blue and white polka dot mushroom. “We could have stopped for lunch.”


More
mushroom creatures shot out from the darkness and surrounded Peter. He jumped
back in surprise and hit at the attacking beasts desperately with his
moonstone. 


 “Kara!”



She
heard David’s scream before she saw that he was surrounded by a mass of
swirling mushrooms. “Get out of here! Run back to the entrance and get out!” 


Crazed
mushrooms launched themselves from the shadows and attacked him from every
side. He hacked away at their limbs with his soul blade, but the ground
trembled and responded by sprouting more of its creatures. For every one David
cut, ten more thrashed out at him. There were just too many.


But
Kara wasn’t about to give up—too much depended on her. She took courage from
her friends and jumped into the fray with the violent mushroom beasts. She
hacked and whacked with all her mortal strength. With every hit of her soul
blade, her bones reverberated all the way to her chattering teeth. But she
didn’t give up. She screamed in rage as she cut, kicked, punched, and pulled at
every giant vegetable that came near her friends.


“It’s
a trap!” cried David as he kicked back at a large purple maw that tried to puncture
his abdomen. “The witches sent us to our deaths! They’ll wish they’d been
separated at birth when I get through with them.”


“Then
why don’t you find us a way to escape, genius,” said Kara breathlessly. 


David
jumped over the tangled mess of snapping chops. The moonstone’s light bounced
off the black cave walls as he ran. He was covered in black earth. He fought
his way through the tangle of mushrooms and slipped into another passageway to
the right side of the cave.


After
a few seconds of silence, his voice rang out. “The cream—of—mushroom soup
didn’t follow me. It’s clear! Come on guys—we can’t fight these things—hurry!” 


His
moonstone’s light wavered.


Kara
waited for Peter and Jenny to make it through before she jumped over the
mushroom militia and slipped into the network of underground tunnels. She
landed softly next to Jenny and Peter who were dusting themselves off. They
were a little shaken and covered in dirt, but otherwise they didn’t look
harmed.


David
inspected the new tunnel. “Mushrooms belong on pizza—they don’t normally grow
arms and legs and want to eat us. First giant water fists, then man—eating
mushrooms—what’s next? Killer carrot sticks? Actually, that would be really
funny.” 


He
walked further down the passageway. The moonstone’s light made his blue eyes
sparkle.


“Don’t
get too comfortable,” said Kara. “I have a feeling we haven’t seen the worst of
it yet.”


Peter
adjusted his glasses. “The Fay sisters warned us about the cave—about the evil
that was in here. They said it wouldn’t like the spirit walkers.”


“I
don’t care what those stupid women said,” said Jenny. “I hate them.” 


She
flung her bow across her shoulders, and her face hardened. She looked at Kara
questioningly. “Which way do we go now? There are more tunnels up to the right.”


Kara
strained through the darkness. “Look, there’s light at the end of this tunnel.
It could be a trap, but it could also lead us to the witch. I say we follow it.
What do you—”


The
rest of her words were lost as a sudden dark presence overcame her. It was a
warning. She couldn’t shake off the feeling of danger. Her friends were in
danger—she was sure of it. Whatever was inside this cave—she knew it would be
the demise of the guardians—she would have to make them leave and go on alone.


“Uh...guys,
I think you should go back,” said Kara. 


She
addressed her friends as calmly as she could. “I can feel something dangerous
coming. The witches were right—this is suicide. Your souls are in danger in
here.”


“Never,”
David raised the tone of his voice. “I’m not abandoning you here in this freak
show. It’s not going to happen.”


“David’s
right.” Jenny squeezed Kara’s arm gently. “We knew what we were doing when we
took the assignment. We knew the dangers.”


Kara
shook her head. “But these dangers are not what we’re used to. This magic this
is different. We’re not fighting against demons anymore. I should go in there
alone. You can wait for me back at the entrance. I’m sure it’ll be fine—”


“Forget
it.” David set his jaw. “You don’t have a choice. We’re coming with you and
that’s the end of it.” He turned around but not before Kara saw the anger on
his face. She felt a stab in her chest.


Jenny
let go of her arm and smiled gently. “Like it or not, we’re coming with you.”
Kara opened her mouth to protest, but closed it again. She knew it was no use
to argue.


“Keep
your eyes open for any more killer mushrooms.” 


David
lifted the moonstone and lit the path in white light again. He looked up the
side of the passageway and raised his arms. 


“We
come in peace,” he said out loud. “Keep your broccoli and asparagus in their
pots.”


Kara
sighed. “Come on then, we have a date with a witch.”


They
walked in silence. The cave looked identical everywhere. It was a labyrinth of
underground tunnels. Water dripped and their treads echoed and were amplified
by the cave until they sounded like the beating of drums.


Suddenly,
the cave wall to their right was illuminated with spots of multicolored light.
At first Kara thought they were minerals in the rock, but she soon realized
that they were moving like glowing worms. They twisted and coiled around one
another until they formed a series of symbols. Then they held themselves in
position. They looked like words on a blackboard.


“Hang
on,” said Kara as she halted. “Look—do these look like words to you?” She edged
closer for a better look.


“Don’t
get too close,” said Jenny suspiciously, “it’s probably another trap.”


Kara’s
eyes widened. “I can read it...it says, ‘Spirit walkers beware. Go back if
you value your soul.’”


“We
already know that, cave.” David held the moonstone closer to the worms.
“Tell us something we don’t know.”


The
glowworms shifted and rolled and another series of words appeared. 


“Beware
of the witch,” read Peter. “This is fascinating. The cave walls are
actually communicating with us. Clearly, they’ve been bewitched or something.”


“Really,
you think?” said David sarcastically. “What—the killer fungi didn’t give it
away. I hadn’t noticed them attacking us.” 


Kara
watched him take a slow step back to keep more distance between him and the
glowing worms.


Kara
agreed that this was some sort of magic. And yet, she wasn’t frightened by it.
In fact, she felt drawn to it, curious as to how it all worked. The worms were
cute, in a slimy way.


The
letters shifted again and a new set of words appeared. “Watch out for the
big rocks, spirit walkers,” read Kara. 


She
frowned and looked to the others. “What do you think that means? What rocks?”
she searched the shadow covered path. “We’re in a cave—there are rocks
everywhere. Do you guys see any big rocks that stand out from the others?”


“Nope.”
David scanned the area with the moonstone. “The witch is toying with us. She’s
probably watching us right now and having a good laugh. Come on out, witch!” 


Peter
scratched his head. “It could be a clue...”


“I
doubt that,” said Jenny, “considering the cave’s murderous intentions.”


Kara
turned back to the sign. “What do you mean by big rocks? Can you tell us where
they are? We don’t see any rocks?” 


She
stood waiting for a moment for the sign to change, but it didn’t. When it
finally did shift, the words faded, and the worms disappeared back into cracks
in the wall as though the sign had never happened. 


“So
much for that,” said Jenny.


Kara
shrugged. “Come on, let’s keep moving—”


BOOM!


The
thick cave wall splintered in an explosion of dust and shards of rock. Two eight-foot-tall
man—like creatures stepped out from the shadows. They were stocky and massive—if mountains could have
offspring Kara decided they would be them. Their thick chests rose and fell
with every breath, and instantly she knew they weren’t demons—they were magic
forces sent by the witch.


Their
crusty gray hide looked like stone. Like great apes, they moved slowly, as if
they were struggling to move their stone bodies. The tallest and widest of the creatures
held a battle—axe in his massive hand. The other dragged a spiked club. Their
yellow eyes glowed with supernatural intelligence.


“Uh...guys,”
said David. “Who called for reinforcements?”


In
a great leap, the giants hurtled towards them.
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Attack
of the rock—men


 


 


 


 Peter tried to turn and
run, but he wasn’t fast enough. The battle—axe caught him on the side of his
legs and tore them off completely. He flew in the air like a ragdoll and landed
in a crumpled heap on the round. His mortal legs landed in a pile next to him.
He opened his mouth in a soundless scream. His face was a mask of horror, and
he cradled what was left of his legs with his arms.


Jenny
nocked two arrows at once and let them go. They hit the second giant in the
chest, but bounced off like tennis balls—they didn’t even leave a mark. She
nocked another three, let them go, and again they bounced off the creature with
no effect. She staggered back in shock. The giant lunged at her and hit her in
the chest with a great swing of his club. She flew into the air and crashed
into the cave wall. 


Kara
could see Jenny’s essence seeping out of the many deep holes in her body—as
though she was wearing a polka dot outfit. She slumped to the ground and didn’t
move.


Without
thinking, Kara charged at the giant that had attacked Jenny. She wasn’t sure
what she was going to do—she just wanted it dead, or at least hurt it. Her
anger surged through her like a hot fever. She thought she could sense her
elemental power awaken, like a light buried deep within her, slowly coming to
life. She felt her confidence return—she would blast them to pieces with her
power. She would save her friends...


But
then the light flickered and died.


Kara
staggered and nearly fell, the fear was so overwhelming, and for the first time
on a mission, she felt vulnerable and weak. Without her elemental powers to
fall back on, her mortal body was no match for the giant rock—men. She had
nothing but a puny dagger—as useless as a toothpick against mountains of rock.
She swallowed back the bile in her throat. What a fool she had been.


She
looked up into the wicked yellow eyes and prepared herself. A giant club with
spikes like razor-sharp knives flashed towards her. She lifted her arm to
protect her face—


Crack!


Pain
shot up her arm. She flew back and tumbled to the ground. Her eyes watered as
the excruciating pain emanated from her broken limb. Her cry died in her
throat, and her arm hung lifelessly on her side, as though it were dead.
Grinding her teeth, she felt the ruptures inside her arm. The shattered bones
felt like shards of broken glass poking her skin. Wetness trickled down the
side of her face. Her jacket sleeve was stained with red. The ground wavered,
and she felt herself drifting into the darkness...


“Kara,
get back!”


David
rushed past her, determined to attack the two rock monsters.


He
ducked as a giant battle—axe missed his head by an inch, displacing a few locks
of his blond hair. He rolled and jumped back on his feet, swinging his blade.
He barely dodged the great strikes, but he sidestepped and blocked them with
all the strength his M—5 suit could muster.


The
other monster charged again.


David
raised his moonstone in an arc and let it go. The brilliant globe left a single
trail of white light behind it as it lit up the cave and flew into the giant’s
face. 


The
moonstone exploded, and the rock giant disappeared behind a cloud of brilliant
white light. For a moment, Kara thought David had destroyed the creature.


But
when the mist evaporated the creature stood there, unscathed. Its ugly face was
contorted in an angry frown. It let out a battle cry and charged at David,
swinging its club.


“Oops,
I think the big guy’s angry—but it was worth a shot to see that look on his
face. Did you two trolls ever hear of moisturizers?” 


David
jumped in the air as the club grazed the soles of his boots. He landed on the
ground and rolled—again the giant spiked club missed him by inches. He pushed
up, parried, and jammed his blade with all his strength into the creature’s
chest—


The
blade bounced back. The giant wrapped his great hand around David’s neck and
lifted him up easily. David kicked out with his feet. His blade dropped to the
ground. The giant roared, and green ooze splattered David’s face. The rock—man
sneered and squeezed harder. Kara saw the panic on David’s face. The creature
smiled, exposing rows of crooked teeth. David was going to get squeezed to
death. 


Kara
ignored her panic. She searched the ground for her blade with her unbroken left
hand and touched its cool metal. With trembling fingers, she clasped the handle
as hard as she could and struggled onto her shaky legs. She waited until the
dizziness passed and staggered forward towards David’s attacker. She couldn’t
see the other monster, although she knew it was there somewhere. She could hear
it breathing. 


She
heard Peter’s moaning from behind her, but heard nothing from Jenny. Focusing
all her strength on putting one foot in front of the other, she thought only of
saving David. Blinking the wetness from her eyes, her right arm hanging loosely
at her side, she pushed on. She couldn’t just stand there and do nothing while
her friends’ souls were about to die. She knew she would die trying to save her
friends. There was no way she could defeat the stone monsters, but she had to
try.


The
other rock monster marched towards her. It watched her every move, and its
battle—axe glinted in the soft grey light. Kara cringed at the remnants of
Peter’s essence on the edge of the blade. It looked as though it had been
dipped into a bucket of glowing white paint.


She
measured them as best she could in the dim light. She knew their skin was
unbreakable and as solid as rock. It was like fighting off giant cement
boulders. And yet, these were living and breathing creatures, not demons. If demons
had weaknesses, then these creatures must have weak spots too. Maybe they were
like dragons whose underbellies were the weakest. 


“Kara,
run!” screamed David, as he dangled in the air, his face screwed up in pain.
“Get out while you still can.”


“No.
I’m not leaving you.”


Kara
set her jaw and planted herself before the two giants. She was surrounded. Her
heart thumped in her ears like a machine gun—she could hardly hear herself
think. She searched the giants’ skin, but she couldn’t see any weak spots on
them. Their skin all looked the same...except for a beige discoloration that
marked both sides of their chests just below their armpits—perhaps weakness in
their crusty hide.


It
was her only chance.


The
largest of the creatures stepped forward. With a wicked sneer he swung his
battle—axe skillfully and towered easily over her.


With
her last ounce of courage, and before the giant realized what she was planning,
she leaped forward and jammed the blade into the creature’s side.


The
blade perforated the skin.


The
giant threw back his head and howled. It thrashed its arms in the air and
knocked Kara to the ground. It yanked the blade out of its side. Dark blood
gushed from the wound. The giant staggered and fell on its knees. 


If
there was blood, then it could be killed. Kara pushed herself back onto her
feet. A wave of renewed strength washed over her. She could save them all—but
she needed another weapon. 


As
she searched the ground for David’s blade, something hard hit her head. Stars
exploded behind her eyes.


And
then everything went black.











Chapter
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Olga
the Cornish witch


 


 


 


Kara dreamed she was hanging upside
down like a piece of meat. Everything hurt, especially her throbbing head.
Usually in dreams, you don’t feel pain. Why did she feel pain?


It
wasn’t a dream.


She
peeled open her crusted lashes and looked around. Blood gushed to her head, and
she fought the urge to vomit. Pressure pushed at the back of her eyes, like
they were just about to pop out of her head. She was hanging upside
down. Her head hovered twelve inches off a moss—covered ground. As her eyes
adjusted to her surroundings, she could tell she was in a clearing in a forest
and not in the cave. A faint whisper of waves reached her, the ocean wasn’t too
far away.


The
air smelled like a mixture of manure and chicken noodle soup. A large cauldron
sat above a blazing fire in the middle of the clearing and right in front of
Kara. Yellow vapors coiled from the rim and disappeared into the dark orange
sky. A few skulls littered the ground around the cauldron. Because she was
upside down, Kara couldn’t tell if they were animal or human.


She
twisted her head around. Orange light poured between the gaps in the trees. A
great tree trunk was rooted in the middle of the clearing. Its top was cut, and
a crooked wooden house sat above it, nestled between branches. The house had a
moss—covered roof, and red light glowed from four round openings that Kara
guessed were windows. It had a wraparound porch. Ropes dangled from a wooden
platform, which was connected to a rectangular wood contraption with a door on
the ground below. It was the strangest house Kara had ever seen. A house in a
tree—it had to be Olga’s house. Only a witch could live in a tree...or
squirrels.


Looking
around, she couldn’t see any witch or any human form. Only crows nestled in the
trees nearby, their yellow eyes fixed on Kara. 


She
tried to swallow, but her throat was raw. She was incredibly thirsty. As if on
cue, her stomach growled loudly. She was starving, and she felt like she was
about to become someone else’s meal. She turned her head around and winced. Her
right arm throbbed. It was pinned against her body awkwardly, making the pain
worse. Her heart pounded, and her ribs ached. Sweat trickled down her back. She
swallowed back her tears. 


Moving
her head slowly to her left she could make out three other hanging bodies,
chained up like cocoons just like her. From what she could see, their M—suits
were still intact—their angel souls were still alive. David’s head was turned
to the side, so she couldn’t tell if he was conscious. But still, the situation
was worse that she could have possibly imagined. This was not how she planned
on meeting the witch, hanging from her feet like a bat. She felt the sickness
rise in her throat again. She had to get out of these chains... 


She
struggled against her restraints, but it was useless. She couldn’t break
through metal chains with a broken arm. She was just a regular mortal.


“Kara...”
whispered a voice. Kara turned her head to the left. David’s blue eyes were
staring right at her.


“David!”
she whispered back. “Thank God, you’re okay.”


“I
wouldn’t call this okay, but yeah—I’m still in one piece. But I can’t say the
same about Peter. He’s not looking good.”


Kara
looked past David and saw Jenny. Her wide green eyes looked her way, but
Peter’s eyes were closed. His skin was a transparent color, and he wasn’t
moving. Where his legs should have been, she could see short stumps with ends
that emitted dim light. She had to get Peter back to Horizon before his soul
died. 


“We
have to get him out of here.” Kara bucked and kicked as hard as she could. 


In
her anger, she forgot her pain and cursed herself for being so foolish. How
could she fight against giant rock men or metal chains? Had Ariel known about
this? Had she sent Kara and her friends to their deaths? 


Kara
felt it was all her fault, and if they died she would never forgive herself.


She
could not let her friends die. She closed her eyes and focused all her energy
deep inside herself, in her soul, where her elemental power once belonged.


She
felt something rise deep inside—there was something there—she could feel it.
She focused all her strength on it. She called to it. It answered with a spark,
then a warm ripple. It came to her—


“I’d
stop doing that if you know what’s good for you,” said a voice.


The
connection died, and Kara opened her eyes.


A
short and skeletal woman stood before her. If Kara had not known better, she
would have thought her a ghost. Her long yellow toenails peeked from under a
layer of shredded lace. A dilapidated gray wedding gown encrusted with dirt and
grime hung loosely on her skinny frame. Wisps of white hair peppered her nearly
bald head and made her unnaturally large ears stick out even more. Her olive
colored skin hung loosely around her face in many layers. She looked
ancient—her back was hunched over, and she leaned on a walking stick that
looked like an old tree branch. She wore a small leather pouch tied to a belt
around her waist. One glowing yellow eye focused on Kara. Where the other
should have been, there was only a blackened hollow hole.


But
her one glowing yellow eye was alert and full of vigor.


Kara
averted her eyes from the hollow eye socket. “I wasn’t doing anything—”


“Oh,
yes you were, girlie,” rasped the woman, in a voice that sounded like Fay
sisters’ voices. The old woman wobbled closer to Kara. Her bony knees cracked
as she came forward. 


Kara
opened her mouth to say, no I wasn’t, but decided to drop it. 


“Are
you...are you Olga?” she asked instead, in the most polite voice she could
muster hanging upside down.


The
woman ignored Kara as she inspected her closer. Kara could smell her sour
breath. The dirty lace dress tickled her face. 


The
woman stepped back after a moment. Then she reached up to her face with a pop—pulled
out her yellow glowing eye.


“What
the—” said David, as he stifled a laugh.


The
old woman bent over Kara with her eye in her hand and moved it along her body
like a magnifying glass, stopping every now and then. “Hmm...oh, yes, yes,
yes,” she mumbled while dragging her yellow eye over Kara. 


“I
told you she had it, Henry. It’s as plain as rain. I see it—it’s all over her.”


Kara
blinked. The yellow eye stared at her. The black pupil moved around inside the
glowing yellow ball. Kara opened her mouth to scream, but the woman moved her
eye away and was now inspecting Kara’s feet.


Kara
shared a look with David. Despite the fact that they were hanging upside down,
he was smiling. Jenny looked disgusted. 


Finally,
after a few minutes inspecting Kara with her eye, the old woman popped her eye
back in its socket and twisted it back into place as if it were a bolt.


The
old woman leaned on her stick with both hands. 


“See
Henry? I told you she had it. Haven’t seen one with so much of it for a very
long time, I must say. How very interesting.”


Kara
turned her head, but she couldn’t see the one she called Henry anywhere. Maybe
the old woman was senile. 


“Uh...excuse
me, but are you Olga?” 


The
old woman didn’t answer so Kara continued. “My friends and I are looking for
her. We were told we’d find her somewhere near the cave. It’s very important
that I speak with her.”


“These
spirit walkers,” the old woman spat, “are not your friends, girlie. You
should stay away from them. Spirits should stay dead—away from the world of the
living. It is against the laws of nature.” 


She
hit her stick against the earth, and the ground trembled at its touch like a
mini earthquake.


“Listen,
lady.” said David. “It’s not like we wanted to come here and ruin your tea
party, but we didn’t have a choice. Could you just answer her so we can get out
of here—”


“Silence!
Do not speak to me, spirit walker!” The old woman’s dress billowed around her
in a gust of wind. “Dare speak to me again, and I will destroy you like I
destroyed the others of your kind—”


“Mommy,
can I do it please?” whined a voice. And for the first time Kara noticed that
the rock giants were sitting comfortably in the shadows, looking bored. “Bill
crushed the last spirit walkers—and he didn’t even leave me one—it’s not fair,”
moaned the smaller rock giant.


The
rock giant, Bill, smashed the other giant on the head with his battle—axe.
“You’re such a baby, Will. It’s not my fault I’m a better fighter than you. Mom
always said I was the strongest—”


“Yeah...but
you’re ugly.”


BOOM!


Will
hit Bill in the chest with a powerful blow of his club, and Bill went crashing
down. Dust and pebbles flew in the air as the two giants attacked each other. 


“Boys,
enough!” The old woman slammed her walking stick on the ground. Two electric
tendrils shot out from it and coiled around the giants. With a zap, the current
separated them and blasted them apart. 


Smoke
rose from their bodies as they rubbed their heads. They stared across at each
other angrily, but didn’t go at it again.


“He
started it,” said Will with a pout.


“No
I didn’t, you did,” said Bill angrily.


Will
jumped to his feet. “You did!”


“Stop
this nonsense at once!” cried the old woman. “Don’t make me boil you for soup.”



She
lifted a bony finger at them. “You know what happened last time.”


Will
slumped to the ground and folded his arms around his chest. Kara thought she
saw a grin on Bill’s crusty face.


The
old woman turned her attention back to Kara. “Didn’t know what I was thinking,
when I adopted these rock trolls—should have left them in the woods to rot!” 


She
raised her voice. “And don’t you dare tell me I told you so, Henry, I’m not in
the mood today.”


Pain
shot through Kara’s arm. Tears rolled down her forehead and onto the ground
below. “Please Olga—I know you’re the witch—we need your help.”


“My
help? And why should I help you, girlie?”


“Because
you’re the only one who can help—” Kara faltered and winced. “—who can help us?
Please...my arm,” Kara cringed. “It’s broken. I need to sit down—”


The
witch snapped her fingers, and Kara fell to the ground headfirst. She lifted
her head—the chains had vanished. Hot pain exploded in her arm as she struggled
to her feet. She did her best not to cry out. The ground wavered, and she
steadied herself. Something was missing—her backpack. She must have dropped it
in the cave. She licked her dry lips—she was so thirsty.


“Here,
drink this.” A wooden cup appeared in Olga’s hand.


Kara
took the cup in her shaking fingers. Steam rose from the rim, and the sweet
aroma of tea rose in her nose. She brought the cup to her trembling lips and
gulped it down in two swallows. Warmth spread through her body immediately.
Only then did she think that it might be poison, but it was too late. She
stared at the bottom of the empty cup. It was the best tea she had ever tasted.


“Don’t
worry, it’s not poison,” said Olga, as though reading her thoughts. 


Kara
stared at her hands. The cup had vanished. She looked up into Olga’s yellow
eye. The old witch was smiling as though she was amused to see Kara so
bewildered. Kara’s arm started to hurt again, and she cradled it with her other
arm.


“Don’t
move,” ordered Olga, and she hit the ground twice with her staff.


“What—?”


The
ground shifted and moaned beneath Kara’s feet. The earth broke and soil spat
out from deep gashes like mini volcanoes. Then roots sprouted from the ground
near her feet. They rose and coiled around her like thick lassoes, until she
was covered completely, mummified by roots. They went up through her coat,
touched her skin, and coiled around her broken limb. A warm pulsing enveloped
her. The rough roots squeezed her gently, but she wasn’t afraid. It was like
she had been wrapped in a warm leather blanket. She was embraced in the warm
comfort from the roots. She could already sense its healing powers, like warm
sunrays. 


And
then all at once, the roots slithered off Kara and disappeared back into the
ground like giant worms. 


Kara
lifted her right arm and inspected it. There was no more pain. She flexed her
arm muscles—they were as good as new, maybe even better.


“That’s
amazing? How did they do that?”


Olga
grinned. “Our mother Earth has many healing powers.” Olga turned around and
spoke to no one in particular. “Of course, I know. You’d better be quiet,
Henry, or I’ll throw you in the cauldron again!”


Kara
searched behind Olga. “Who are you talking to?”


Olga
pointed to a human skull resting on a wooden stool near the cauldron—Henry. 


 “To
Henry, husband number thirteen—doesn’t even know when to shut up, even in
death.”


Kara
eyed Henry nervously.


“I
hate to interrupt your lovely bonding, but...a little help here?” David twisted
against his restraints. “I’m going to lose it if I don’t get out of this soon.”


Olga
snapped her fingers, and a metal chain twisted around David’s mouth, silencing
him. He frowned and yelled angrily through his metal muzzle.


Kara
lifted her hands in surrender. “Please, Olga. These are my friends. They mean
you no harm, I promise. They came here with me to find you.”


The
old witch shook her head. “Spirit walkers are sworn enemies of our kind. They
are not your friends, girlie.”


Kara
planted her feet. “My name is Kara. I’m on an important mission for the legion
of angels. And these angels here are my friends. Please let them go. They are
hurt and might die if I can’t get them back to Horizon—”


Olga
lifted her hand. “I’m not interested in the dealings of spirit walkers. The
dead should stay dead. They shouldn’t be roaming the earth in these
corrupted body bags. It goes against the laws of nature. Spirits should stay in
the land of the spirits and not mingle in the land of the living.” 


Kara
could sense that it wasn’t going to be easy to pursue her for help, if she felt
so strongly about the angels. Kara was angry with Ariel. Ariel knew that the
witch had already killed some guardians—and she had still sent them here
anyway. She wouldn’t forgive her for that.


“There’s
a Dark warlock that’s killing people,” Kara blurted before she knew what she
was doing. “He’s collecting souls—he’s infected thousands already. If we don’t
stop him, they’re all going to die, including my mom. Please—I beg you, help
us.” 


The
witch measured Kara for a moment then closed her single eye. She stood for a
moment without moving and then said, “Go. Fetch the pendant next to Henry.
Don’t worry, he can’t bite anymore, I saw to that.”


“Mom,
I’ll go get it for you,” said Bill. He grinned at Will, and his yellow eyes
glowed with mischief.


Will
jumped to his feet, and Kara felt a small tremor beneath her boots. “Not fair!
I want to go get it!”


“Both
of you shut up!” yelled Olga. “You can’t touch it with your big stupid
fingers—you’ll crush it into dust, and then where would we be, eh? Now sit and
be quiet!”


The
ground shook as Will fell back down. Both rock giants glared at each other. 


Kara
looked back at David who raised his eyebrows in a way that said, go get it.



Kara
could see that Jenny’s attention was focused on Peter, and if angels could cry,
she was sure she’d be balling her eyes out.


Olga
still had her eyes closed when Kara ventured towards Henry. She passed the
cauldron and stole a look inside. Carrot and potato cubes bobbed in a thick
creamy mixture. It looked like a giant vegetable soup, bubbling happily. It
smelled wonderful, and her stomach growled. It took a lot of effort not to dunk
her head in there and swallow a mouthful. Will and Bill were staring at her as
they polished their weapons. It was clear they wanted to use her as target
practice. 


Leaving
the soup behind, Kara had a good view of Olga’s little wooden cottage nestled
on the top of a great pine tree. Massive branches held it up, like a hand
clutching an ashtray. It was even more crooked up close. Wood planks and beams
jumbled together in a big puzzled mess. It was a miracle it didn’t fall apart
in a gust of wind. There were no visible stairs to go up. Maybe the witch floated
to the front door? A large hand—painted sign at the top read: “An Old Bat A
Witch & 3 Monsters Live Here.”


Kara
wasn’t sure whether to laugh or take the sign seriously. Maybe there were three
monsters after all—this was a witch’s house.


Without
further hesitation, Kara walked around the other side of the cauldron. Henry
the skull sat comfortably on a plush cushion made of red and gold silk atop a
small wood bench. It could have been his seat once upon a time, before he
became a human cranium. He looked like a normal skull, except for the fact that
his mouth was clamped shut with rusted nails. Kara wondered if he had acquired
them before or after he became just a skull.


The
pendant was wrapped around Henry like a large necklace. 


She
took a breath and grabbed the pendant. At first, she thought it might burn her
or turn her into a bug or something. But nothing happened. She held it up in
her hand. Runes were etched into a stone the size of her palm that hung from a
black leather cord. The leather was cracked and worn, but the pendant glimmered
without a scratch. Why did Olga need this?


Kara
marched up to the witch and held out her hand. “Here,” she said, “I did what
you asked—now will you let my friends go?”


Olga
examined the pendant, and then she pointed a skeletal finger at Kara. “You need
to put that over your head, girlie. It’ll protect you against evil.”


Kara
had no idea what she was talking about, but she lowered the pendant around her
neck anyway. She looked over to Peter. His M—5 suit’s skin was barely keeping
his essence in. He was leaking out. 


“Please,
you must release my friends—they’re going to die. I promise you, they’re not
the enemy.”


The
witch frowned and shook her head. “They were warned not to enter the cave. All
spirit walkers who dare to enter my cave suffer the consequences. I will use
their spirits for my spells. They are the most powerful, you know. But not to
worry, girlie—they will be put to good use.” 


Kara
approached Olga. 


“But
you don’t understand. We’ve been sent here on a mission by the legion—all four
of us. These spirit walkers are my friends, and we’re here to save the mortals
from the dark warlock. We were sent here to ask for your help. My boss told me
that years ago the witches and angels fought together to rid the world of the
dark warlocks. I’m asking for that allegiance once more.”


 Kara
searched the old woman’s face. “Please, Olga. Come with us and help us fight
this evil before it’s too late. You must help us.”


For
a moment Olga didn’t move or say anything. Then, she snapped her fingers.
David, Jenny and Peter fell to the ground, and their chains vanished.


Immediately,
Jenny rushed over and cradled Peter in her arms. She rocked him gently and
whispered in his ear. Kara felt a lump in her throat.


David
pushed himself up on his feet and then steadied himself. “Took you long enough.
Man, am I still upside down or are you upside down?” He rubbed his head.


Olga
shuffled forward. She pulled out her eye and moved it slowly around David. 


“Hmm.
I see many ruthless spirits in you, spirit walker,” she said and then wacked
him with her staff. 


“Ouch!
What did you do that for?” he said and jumped away looking disgusted. “Can you
put that eye back in its socket. It’s freaking me out, grandma.”


“Kara,”
said Jenny urgently. “We need to get Peter out of here. I think...I think he’s
dying.” 


Peter’s
M—suit was as thin as tissue paper, barely holding his essence. 


Kara
turned towards the old witch. “Please Olga,” she pleaded. “We need your help to
defeat the warlock. I’ll do anything you want. Will you not help us?”


Olga
twisted her eye back into its socket with a sickening pop. “I’ve already
given you what I can. You already posses the skills that you need.”


“Now
you’re talking crazy, grandma,” said David. He and Kara shared a look.


Kara
suppressed the panic in her voice when she spoke next. “We need magic to defeat
the warlock. We don’t have magic. You have the magic we need. Without you—we
can’t defeat him.”


“Listen,
madam witch, you’re the only witch left to help us,” said David. “Let’s face
it, you hate me and my friends,” he lifted his fingers in a quote sign, “spirit
walkers—we get that, but what Kara is trying to tell you is that your magic
is the only thing that can save the mortals. You’re the only one. If you don’t
help us—we’re all doomed.”


Olga
watched them in silence and then shook her head. “But you are wrong—there is
another who possesses the magic.”


“Really,”
said David, raising his eyebrows. “Well now, your royal witchness, who is this
person? Will they be as delightful as you?”


The
old witch raised her hand and pointed to Kara.


“Her.”
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David twirled his finger next to his
head and mouthed, crazy.


This
was a disaster. Kara rubbed her temples. She could feel a major migraine
coming.


 “Olga,
I don’t have any magic skills—I can’t even do a decent card trick. I’m just a
normal teenage girl, with nothing special—except maybe that I’m on duty with
the guardian angel legion. But I swear to you—I don’t know anything about
magic.”


“You’re
elemental,” said the witch. Her yellow eye twitched as she watched Kara
intensely.


Kara’s
blood froze. She forced her lips to move. “What did you say?”


The
witch smiled, and Kara noticed she only had one decayed front tooth. 


“You’re
an elemental. I can see it plainly. Shut up, Henry, it’s my time to speak. It’s
all over you, girlie. I’ve never met one with so much of it—how curious...”


Kara
frowned. The Fay sisters had said something of the sort, too. 


“I
don’t know what you mean by elemental. I know that I have elemental
essence in me. It’s what sets me apart from the other guardian angels—why most
of them hate me, really. But I don’t have any special powers as a mortal.”


Olga
stabbed her in the chest with her staff. 


“But
you do, girlie. You just don’t know it.”


David
folded his arms over his chest. “Am I the only one who’s confused here? Are you
sure you’re cooking soup in that thing? What’s the witch talking about, Kara?
Does this make sense to you?” 


Kara
met David’s confused expression, but she couldn’t answer him. It was making
sense to her.


Olga
ignored David and spoke only to Kara. “You know I speak the truth. You felt it
before; when you were hanging from the chains—you were trying to summon it. It
is why Shadow Cave opened up to you and let you pass—and why it let the spirit
walkers pass without destroying them.” 


Kara
shook her head even though she felt part of what Olga was saying was true.
“You’re wrong, Olga. I don’t have any magic. I don’t know any spells, I can’t
possibly be a witch.”


“You’re
not a witch, girlie,” laughed Olga. Wisps of thin hair swayed on the top of her
balding head. 


“You’re
an elemental. And elementals have a different kind of magic, a natural magic—a
magic that comes from the earth. It has nothing to do with incantations and
spells. It is nature’s energy. It is the flow of mother earth’s power.”


David
whistled loudly. “Whoa—that sounds wicked. I’d love to get some of that. I
never thought witches could be so hot.” 


He
smiled mischievously at Kara. “Can you curse me, sweet lady?” 


Kara
shot him a dirty look, and he pretended to seal hips lips with his fingers.


Olga
poked her in the stomach again, hard. 


“Listen
girlie, you are elemental. Nature’s strength lies within you. You have
the power to manipulate the energies, to summon mother earth’s power.” 


The
witch leaned on her staff, her yellow eye fixed on Kara. “You have the ability
to feel and control these energies. Elementals are very rare and extremely
powerful. You’ve admitted to having this power as a spirit walker—”


“Yes,
but, it’s not the same—”


“It
is the same!” Olga raised her voice and hit Kara in the chest once again with
her staff. “You are as elemental in spirit as you are in life. That doesn’t
change. You cannot change what you are—and that is, an elemental, a
unique child of our mother earth.”


Kara’s
head was spinning—an elemental in life as in death. Somehow, she believed the
witch. It made sense. The energy she sensed as an angel was also in her mortal
body, dormant and waiting to be awakened. Could it really be true? Suddenly,
she didn’t feel so weak anymore. Her elemental power was still in her—she just
had to figure out how to tap into it.


She
looked down at the pendant and took it in her hand. It was cool and light.
“Then...I take it you’re not coming with us. Am I right?”


Olga
leaned on her staff again, as though it took all of her energy just to speak. 


“If
I leave these parts, I will die. I’ve only lived so long because the woods and
the caves have protected me all these years. These retched bones of mine would
disintegrate if I stepped out. Even if I wanted to help you, I couldn’t.” 


She
bent closer to Kara. Her yellow eye twitched. “The Dark warlock is an evil
creature, and if what you tell me is true, and he has risen from the dead, then
you have a difficult and dangerous enemy on your hands. He will summon devilish
powers from the darkness of the dead. His magic will be great and his servants
plentiful. He knows I am a threat. Soon he will be coming for me—and you—you
must leave now, girlie.” 


She
pushed Kara with her staff. “He doesn’t know about you—and it’s best that we
keep it that way until the time is right. Off you go...”


Kara
knocked the staff away with her hand. 


“But
will you be safe? Can you protect yourself from him if he comes for you?” 


She
felt a sudden sadness for Olga and a need to protect her. She reminded Kara of
her grandmother. She was old and frail. Kara didn’t want anything bad to happen
to her, even if she had almost killed her friends. The old witch was starting
to grow on her, even Henry. 


 Olga
ignored the question and pointed to the pendant. 


“This
is a witch’s rune pendant of protection and elemental power. The pendant will
energize and empower the magical intentions of their wearer. Earth, air, fire,
water—the key to elemental power—these symbols are the mark of an elemental.
The pendant will help you draw your powers and protect you against the Dark
warlock.”


“But
how do I draw and use these powers?


The
earth shook under Kara’s feet. 


A
ball of liquid green fire fell from the sky and exploded in the clearing,
setting the ground and trees ablaze. An earsplitting screech came from the
trees, as though they were screaming in pain. Kara’s chest tightened. She could
almost feel their suffering as they burned. The green flames snaked up the
trees and cast an eerie emerald glow on the clearing.


Bill
and Will jumped up and brandished their weapons, a wild look in their yellow
eyes.


“He
has found me,” said Olga, her gown flapped in a gust of wind as a yellow aura
radiated from her skin. She turned to Kara. “There’s no time. Listen to me and
do exactly as I say.”


Kara
nodded and did her best to focus on Olga’s face and not the green fire that
threatened to burn her.


“You
must destroy the Dark warlock only on the winter solstice—when the light
half of the year is being turned over to the dark half. He will use the power
of the souls he’s collected already to raise other dark warlocks and
devils. This is what he’s been planning all along—to bring back the brethren.
If he succeeds, he will bend the mortal world to his will. You must stop him.
You cannot allow the solstice ritual to happen!”


The
trees moaned, and Kara shivered. She couldn’t move. 


“But
how do I do that? How do I stop him?” she yelled over the roar of the flames.
“I don’t know where the ritual will be!”


“He
will be at the exact same place where he and his followers were destroyed a
hundred and fifty years ago—look for Cleopatra’s Needle, there you will find
the entrance to the Warlock’s lair.”


“I
have to go to Egypt?”


Olga’s
staff emitted a yellow color until it was completely covered. Even for an old
witch, she looked dangerous and powerful. “New York city.”


Kara
just stared at her. “You’re joking, right?”


The
old witch ignored her. 


“Search
the tunnels beneath the great city. You need to seek out the old fool, Gideon.
He’s the only one who can help you now—you must do as he says. Understand?”


“But
New York City is enormous. How can I find one old man?” 


Olga’s
gaze went past Kara to the woods beyond. “Go to the tunnels. The pendant will
guide you. Let the power flow naturally—it’ll come to you.”


“What?
Seriously?” Kara stared at the green fire snaking its way towards her feet.
“What kind of an answer is that? Olga, you need to give me more to go on—”


“You
must get out of here, quickly!” said Olga. 


The
heat of the flames burned Kara’s face. The smoke stung her eyes. 


“But
what about you? Are you going to be okay?” she said in between coughs.


Another
ball of liquid fire crashed into the clearing. But this time it crashed into
Olga’s cottage. Within seconds the small cottage was enveloped in green flames.
The rock trolls ran out and stood protectively around their mother.


Olga
grabbed her staff with both hands. “I’ll be fine—you must get out of here. This
is warlock fire. The flames will kill you and your spirit walkers. If you value
their lives, then get them out of here. I can take care of myself. Go back
through the cave. Quickly, go now!”


 “But—”


A
great ball of green fire exploded at the base of Olga’s cauldron. But instead
of a blazing fire, a dozen frog—like creatures the size of adult bears sprouted
from the flames. Their eyes glowed red, and a loud rumbling noise echoed in
their throats. Gleaming symbols and runes covered their dark green slimy skin. 


The
rock trolls wielded their weapons and charged.


One
of the creatures opened its maw. It was filled with rows of shark teeth, and it
spat a green substance that hit Will in the chest and face. 


He
screamed in agony as a cloud of vapors coiled around his body. The green
substance ate at his rock hide like some sort of acid, leaving holes and
exposing his insides. Blood dripped from his charred face and chest. He fell to
his knees, his eyes rolled back in his head, and he keeled over.


Bill
screamed madly and ran into the wall of frog—creatures. He sliced the creature
that killed his brother in half with one giant stroke of his battle—axe. As he
turned, two more creatures leaped at him, and again he hacked them in half with
his axe. 


Dark
blood splattered his face. Like a madman, he thrashed and slashed at the
creatures, avenging his brother. But there were too many—the creatures attacked
again, and Bill disappeared under a tangle of green limbs. She heard him scream
and that was the last she saw of him.


More
balls of liquid fire burst on the ground around Kara. More evil frog—like
creatures sprouted from the flames, their red eyes searching for their next
kill. They saw Kara and her friends, and in a great leap they soared through
the air towards them—


A
blast of yellow light hit the creatures in their chests, and they exploded into
a cloud of green dust. The particles floated in the air and settled to the
ground like falling ash.


Olga
held her staff high above her head. 


“Is
that all you’ve got, warlock?” She called out into the green flames around her.



She
hit her staff on the ground. Yellow whirlwinds thrashed forward and
extinguished the green fires. “You warlocks are all the same. Always letting
the help fight your battles. Show yourself, you coward!” 


Another
pulse of yellow energy flashed from Olga’s staff and blasted more of the
frog—creatures into piles of dust. Olga started to chant. Her single eye blazed
in yellow, as though there was a fire inside.


“Kara,
we have to get out of here.” David grabbed Kara’s arm and pulled her towards
him. “I don’t feel like getting eaten by giant frogs, and Peter’s in no
condition to fight. And I seriously doubt we can fight these things—we have to
get back to Horizon. Now.” 


Peter
lay crumpled in Jenny’s arms, his essence nearly drained out of him. He looked
dead already.


Kara
saw the terror in Jenny’s face. 


She
turned to David, “You’re right, let’s get out of here. Grab Peter and we’ll
make a run for it. Jenny, can you run?”


Jenny
helped Peter onto David’s back. Her angel essence glowed through the many
gashes on her chest and face. “Yeah, I can run, but not for long. My M—suit’s
on its last legs.”


With
Peter secured on David’s back, Kara ran from the clearing and headed towards
the last of the forest that wasn’t engulfed in flames. She stood in front of a
wall of black trees. Where was the cave? She couldn’t see past the branches.
The woods were thick and impenetrable—it would take hours just to get through a
few feet. She could hear the battle behind her. She started to panic.


“How
do we get back to the cave?” Jenny settled beside her. Her green eyes were
dull, and Kara could see the fear. 


Kara
cursed as she paced around the thick wall of trees. Where was the stupid cave? 


The
branches suddenly parted, and a tunnel appeared amongst the trees. And beyond
the opening of twisted branches and roots stood a cleft in the side of the
cliff—another entrance to the cave.


“Come
on!” David ran through the opening and down the path. Jenny held her stomach
and took off after him.


Kara
started forward—a scream filled the night air. 


A
cold chill rolled down Kara’s back. It was Olga. Kara whirled around.


A
tall man draped in a black cloak stood in the middle of the clearing. Green
circular symbols and runes glowed on his cloak and moved and shifted like
liquid. His head was covered in a black hood—his face hidden in shadow.


Olga
dangled by the throat from his glowing green fist—struggling and choking in his
grasp. The warlock lifted Olga into the air and slammed his right fist into her
abdomen. 


Kara
choked a scream as she watched the old woman fall to the ground and explode
into a cloud of yellow dust. Kara stifled a sob.


The
dark warlock turned his head slowly towards the edge of the forest where Kara
stood. His glowing red eyes settled on her. She couldn’t see his face—she
couldn’t even tell if he was human.


He
lifted his arm and pointed a long gray finger at her—


Kara
was thrown back with a powerful force. She landed hard on the ground. Her legs
and arms were pinned together by a glowing green metal chain. Desperately, she
rolled over and lifted her head. The warlock was walking towards her.


She
screamed and fought against her chains, but it was like trying to peel open a
giant’s fist. It was pointless. 


A
green mist rose from the metal. She suddenly felt dizzy and very tired—she
should rest. The ground was nice and soft and smelled like dandelions, a little
rest wouldn’t hurt anyone...


Kara...Kara...wake up!


Was
that Olga’s voice? Was she dreaming? Where was she?


She
blinked away the spots from her vision. She knew something wasn’t right. She
strained to fight her sleepiness and recover long enough to think. 


She
had to get the chains off. She knew they were magical. Fight magic with
magic—Olga had said her elemental power was still within her. 


She
concentrated on the feeling she had felt before. She searched deep inside
herself for that light, that energy she had used when she was an angel. She let
her emotions flow. Her anger about Olga’s death washed through her as she
concentrated.


The
Warlock was only a few paces away—if she didn’t do something now—she would be
as good as dead.


Her
heart raced. Every breath of air felt like vaporized acid. She choked through
the green mist. She wasn’t ready to die, not like this and especially not at
the hands of some schizo—warlock man. 


A
flicker came from deep inside her, like a candle flame sputtering before it
lights. The pendant burned against her chest, its own power vibrated against
her skin. She looked down. The runes on the pendant glowed yellow like the
morning sun and intensified. She relaxed and closed her eyes. She reached deep
within herself, searching for that fountain of energy that was the source of
her elemental power. Her mind touched an elemental black quiet, and a cool rush
of energy gushed up through her veins. It was different from the warm gush she
had summoned when she was an angel—it was cool and smelled like spring. And
just like that, she knew what to do.


The
gust of power surged through her like a cool wind, overwhelming her senses with
the smell of the earth. Like the feel of the wind on her face for the first
time in her life, it exploded all at once, and she surrendered to it.


Silver
sparks of energy danced on her skin. The earth around her rippled. Small white
roots sprouted from the soil and snaked onto the poisonous green chains that
held her captive. With a pop, the chains melted away as if they had been made
of ice.


Kara
jumped to her feet. The warlock froze, clearly not expecting Kara to free
herself so suddenly. She didn’t have time to think about what had just happened.
And not waiting for him to try anything else, she turned and ran into the cave.


 


 











Chapter
14


NYC
Subway station


 


 


 


The streets of New York City were
just as Kara remembered. Giant stone and glass buildings surrounded her on
either side. Masses of people milled in and out of shops as they went about
their daily routines. She had been here once before, in search of the missing
field agent, Catherine, when she had first joined the CDD team. Only this time,
she was alone. 


She
had left her friends at the foot of the cliff and had watched them disappear
into the icy ocean. She hoped the Healing—Xpress would heal them. David had
squeezed her hand gently and tried to convince her that this wasn’t her fault.
But she couldn’t shake the feeling that she should have gone into the cave
alone. If Peter’s soul didn’t recover, his true death would be on her.


The
only good thing was that she had found her backpack in the middle of one of the
passageways in the cave, as if it had been waiting for her. Maybe Olga’s magic
had kept it safe for her.


As
Kara stood on the corner of 59th Street and Lexington Avenue, she wondered if
Ariel and the legion had known that the old witch couldn’t leave Shadow Cave?
Had Ariel known that Kara’s elemental powers might resurface in her mortal
body—enough to take on the warlock?


But
first she needed to find the man called Gideon. She figured the tunnels under
the city had to be the subway system. But once she got there, she had no clue
what to do. The New York subway system was gigantic...and time was running out.


She
had waited ten hours for a flight. Today was December twenty first. Jetlagged
and sore, Kara had only a few hours to find Cleopatra’s Needle and destroy the
dark warlock—all before the winter solstice. No pressure. Piece of cake. Just
thinking about it made her feel sick. She clasped the pendant in her hand. How
was she going to do it? 


Kara
followed the line of people milling down the 59th Street subway entrance. After
studying the subway map, she saw that the N train would take her to 42nd
street—but how would she find Gideon? Which tunnel would he be in? She didn’t
have time to ride the entire New York subway system. 


Kara
made her way along the concrete floors peppered with gum stains. She caught the
appalling scent of cigarette smoke and bleach. The only source of light came
from the long neon light fixtures that ran the length of the station. They
flicked and buzzed as she passed under them. Except for some graffiti near the
entrance, beige bricks covered the walls. She followed the signs for Downtown
and Brooklyn. 


She
glanced at her watch—12:35 pm.


Crowds
of people poured in through the other entrances. 


And
then she saw it—glowing green runes covered most of their faces. Just like her
mother’s and Sabrina’s, their skin was a pasty grey color, and their eyes were
sad and lifeless. Like robots, they shuffled through the crowds, not knowing
that they had been marked by a dark warlock. They would soon be very sick and
die—they would lose their souls. 


She
tightened her fists and rushed through the crowds. She was running out of time.


“Gideon,
where are you?” she whispered.


The
pendant brushed against her skin. She stopped and pulled it out. She traced her
fingers over the symbols. The stone felt warm in her hand, and she could feel a
rhythmic pulse almost like a vibration. The runes glowed yellow and the pendant
rose from her hand and floated in the air like a tethered balloon. With the
string taut, it pulled her westward, steering her like a floating compass. 


She
caught it in her hand and pulled it down, but the pendant rose again just like
a bar of floating soap in a tub. 


“Do
you know where Gideon is?” she asked the pendant, feeling a little foolish. But
she sensed it knew where he was. 


The
string pulled her westwards again. Kara let the pendant steer her. She hid it
between her hands to avoid the weird stares she was getting from the passersby.



The
pendant pulled her toward the sign for the N train, to Downtown and Brooklyn. 


Suddenly,
one after the other, the neon lights overhead began to explode. Kara and dozens
more people were showered in shards of glass. She ran and cowered against the
opposite wall, shaking tiny shards from her hair. People screamed as they ran
for cover.


And
then all the lights went out. 


Kara
and the others were left in complete darkness. Was it her power or the
pendant’s causing this? Then just before people started to panic, the lights
flicked back on. 


Kara
prayed the lights would stay on. With the pendant still steering her, she took
a deep breath and walked towards the ticket booth. The lights flickered above
her, but stayed on. She sidestepped and swerved in and around the crowds,
trying to avoid them as best she could as the pendant pulled her along.


Kara
reached the ticket booth just in time to remember that she didn’t have any
money.


She
doubled back. People poured through the turnstiles. She watched them for a
moment and then flung herself between a bald man in a large grey trench coat
and a heavy middle—aged woman with more bags than she could carry. She slipped
through the turnstile easily. 


But
just not fast enough.


“HEY,
YOU,” yelled the ticket master through his glass cage. “You need to pay. I’m
calling the police.” 


He
pounded his fists against the glass. “Get back here!”


Kara
tightened the straps on her backpack and made a run for it. She rocketed down
the stairs to the first platform. She stole a look behind—no one was chasing
her. She relaxed a little and looked around. Besides the nasty garbage and pee
smell, the subway looked normal. It was huge, with three concrete platforms
separated by subway tracks. 


Masses
of people stood waiting for their trains and more than half glowed with green
warlock runes. No one took any notice of her. She appeared to be the only
person who could see the warlock’s mark. It pained her to watch them. 


The
pendant pulled her to the left of the platform. Kara obeyed the amulet and
followed its direction. She reached the end of the platform, where the tunnel
began, and still the pendant pulled. It wanted her to go into the subway
tunnel. She remembered reading about people living under the subway system, in
old abandoned tunnels. Maybe Gideon was one of those people? Kara held onto the
sidewall and peeked into the depths of the tunnel. It curved and then disappeared
into shadow. Wind brushed against her cheek. The platform vibrated slightly.
Kara turned and saw a small bright light at the opposite end of the tunnel. It
was getting larger by the second. She didn’t want to slip and fall into the
train’s path accidently. She didn’t have time to jump down now and stepped back
from the edge. The oncoming train squealed as it rushed past her and then came
to a halt. Her clothes fluttered in the strong gust of wind.


“THERE
SHE IS! GET HER!”


Kara
whirled around. Three men in uniform with walkie—talkies sprinted towards her
pointing, their faces contorted angrily.


She
turned her back to them, whistling causally and at the last movement jumped
into the waiting train. The doors slid shut. The train kicked into life. The
men in uniforms hit the glass with their fists, but they were too late. Kara
watched their angry faces disappear in a blur as the train pulled away from the
platform. Sighing loudly she threw herself into an empty seat. Now what?


As
if in response, her head started to throb again, the pain was worsening by the
hour. And to make matters worse, she felt weaker, like the first signs of a
cold. Pressing her nose against the glass, she strained to see through the dark
tunnels. No sign of an old man anywhere. This was crazy. She would have to get
off at the next stop and slip onto the tracks to look for him. It was the only
way.


The
train car was alive with people young and old. The dark warlock’s glowing green
runes were everywhere. A sudden feeling of evil came at her again, only this
time it was stronger, as though the threat were closer. The pulsing increased
on the pendant. It hovered for a moment, and then it dropped back down against
her chest.


The
lights went out.


The
train stopped with a powerful jerk, as if it had hit a brick wall. People and
their belongings went crashing to the ground. Kara grabbed the metal pole just
as the train finally lurched to a stop. People screamed. The emergency lights
flicked on, bathing everyone in a blood—red color. 


Kara’s
vision adjusted to the semi—darkness, and she could make out other tunnels
winding away into the darkness. They were somewhere buried deep in the
underground train system. The cars in front of them were twisted and off the
tracks in a big Z. Kara felt a gigantic bump beginning to rise on the side of
her head. Had they hit something?


A
middle—aged man started to curse loudly about missing an important meeting.


BOOM!


The
metal roof of the car collapsed, as though a giant boulder had landed on it.


She
pulled out her blade and waited.


The
train shook as a series of thumps and crashes came from the roof, as though it
was raining rocks. Kara covered her ears as an eerie piercing screech wailed
over the frantic screams of the people inside the train. The train shook like a
boat in a storm. Terrified people left their belongings behind and ran past
Kara to the next car. As she rushed to join them—her body jerked back. Her coat
was caught in the gap in the seats.


“This
is so not happening right now.” She was struggling to free her jacket
when the back of the car was blasted open. She ducked as sharp metal planks
flew past her head. 


A
rat the size of an English Mastiff crawled into the car. Its black fur glowed
as green runes moved around on its body. Its glowing red eyes were fixed on
her. It snarled, revealing four enormous incisors that belonged more on a saber
tooth tiger than a rat. A thick black tail twitched behind it nervously. 


It
sat still for a moment and opened its large maw. 


“I
see we meet again, elemental.” Its voice screeched like feedback on an
old radio station, and Kara knew right away the rat was just a conduit for
someone else. 


Green
ooze dripped from the corners of its jaw as it continued, “The witch thought
she could hide you from me, but I have eyes and ears everywhere—and I know
everything. You cannot escape.”


The
car swayed as five other enormous rats crawled through the broken windows.
People from the next car screamed and shouted, but the new rats stayed behind
the rat that had been speaking to Kara, as if waiting for orders.


Kara’s
pulse raced, and the pendant felt like she was wearing a brick. She waved her
soul blade before her. “What do you want from me, rat?”


“Your
little escape in the woods was remarkable,” said the same rat. “I’ve been
wondering about you—about what you are. You left me quite vexed, you see.
You’re not a normal teenager, are you? It takes great power to cut
through my bonds—and then it occurred to me that you must be an elemental. The
earth’s energy responded to your call for help. I was very impressed. I could
use someone like you in my circle—”


“Never,”
Kara spat. “You steal the souls of mortals and leave them for dead. You’re a
vile creature—and I’m going to stop you for good.”


The
rat’s eyes widened as it laughed. “Yes, I thought you might say that.” 


The
rat’s nose twitched. “I’m afraid you pose too much of a threat for me to let
you live. I would kill you myself, but I’m sure my little pets will finish the
job for me.”


“I’m
not that easy to kill.” 


The
rat sneered. “You’re just a teenage girl with a little power, and I will kill
you. I am far more powerful than you, elemental. You are alone—your spirit
walker friends cannot help you now. I will tear you apart, and my pets will
feast on your blood.”


The
rat leaped.


Kara
reached over and cut her jacket free, just as a giant paw with razor-sharp
nails tore the seat in half. Blocking another swing, she jumped onto the next
seat. She doubted her chances of survival against six giant magical rats, but
she would avenge Olga’s death, even if it meant dying in the process.


Whack!


A
tail hit her from behind, and Kara fell hard on the metal floor. Hot pain
exploded in her knee. She pushed herself up. 


Suddenly
she was being dragged backwards. She turned around. Blood seeped from her jeans
where the rat’s front claws had perforated her leg like five knives. It pulled
her toward it. She looked into the mouth of the giant rat and putrid drool
dripped onto her face. It lowered its head.


Kara
brought her blade up from under the creature’s jaw in an arc and pushed the
blade into its brain. Green ooze splattered the floor. The rat dropped dead.
The runes vanished from its fur. It sizzled and popped and slowly returned to
its original size, the size of Kara’s boot.


She
heard nails scratching metal, and the five other rats charged.


Kara
ran towards the exit door at the back of the train. She wrapped her hand on the
handle and pulled, but it would not move. She pulled and pulled. Nothing. A
man’s face watched her from the other side of the glass. He shook his head. And
Kara understood—they had locked her in.


She
banged on the door. “Please, let me out. You can’t do this! Open the door!”


The
man just shook his head. Another man came, and Kara thought she was saved, but
he just pressed his weight against the door and looked at Kara with a sad face,
as though she was already dead.


Rage
poured through her. Idiots. She was giving her life to save these morons, and
they wished her dead. 


With
the soul blade held tightly she turned to face the rats. Five pairs of eyes
fixed on her, their hatred reflected in their glowing red eyes. She could feel
the dark warlock watching her.


She
planted her feet firmly. There was nowhere to run or hide. She would have to
stand and fight. The pulsing of the pendant echoed the beating of her heart.
She was ready.


 The
first rat lunged at her throat. With a sideways strike, Kara slashed at the
creature’s own throat, and it fell at her feet and shrunk back to its normal
size. Before she could leap out of the way, another rat jumped on her.


It
pinned her to the ground. Its sharp teeth were inches from her face.
Desperately, Kara kicked her legs into the creature’s sensitive underbelly. Its
lips pulled back in a snarl, and it spoke.


“You’re
finished,” said the same voice as before. “Good bye, elemental.”


 Her
breath escaped her suddenly as the weight of two more rats landed on her.
White—hot pain surged through her legs, as the rats pulled and bit them. Her
heart hit her throat in a loud crunch. Her blade rolled out of her hand. She couldn’t
move. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t even cry out. Putrid drool fell into
her face and she closed her eyes and prepared herself to die...


The
pendant pulsed a shockwave through her. Her anger awakened. She wasn’t ready to
throw in the towel. She tapped into that place deep inside where the power
waited. 


The
subway car shook. She felt a cool wind wash over her. She could smell the earth
from the underground tunnels. She could feel the earth’s energy like tiny
vibrations. Her fingertips tingled. Then her elemental energy rushed through
her body like a bolt of lightning. Her muscles tensed. She opened her eyes.
When she could contain it no longer, she released her elemental power.


Silver
energy exploded from her. The rats flew through the air and smashed into the
side of the car with incredible force. Their bodies were wrapped in coils of
silver electricity. Their screams resonated and then silence. They fell to the
floor, twitched, and then all that was left of them were charred normal—sized
rats that looked like burnt toast. 


Kara
stared at her hands—as a guardian her power had been golden, as a mortal it was
silver.


The
light in the car flashed on and off and then it exploded. Shards of glass fell
from the ceiling like brilliant gems. 


Kara
wiggled her nose. The scent of burnt flesh filled the compartment as vapors
rose from the bodies. She heard the yells from the neighboring wagon and
ignored them. She realized that she was shaking, not only because of the
cold—but also from fear that she was capable of such enormous destruction. She
bent down and picked up her blade.


She
could feel the eyes of the people in the next wagon, but she didn’t look at
them. They had left her for dead.


“Don’t
leave us here,” she heard a man’s voice through the glass as he pounded on it.
“We saw what you did—you can save us!”


Kara’s
anger was still fresh. Part of her wanted to punch the man in the face because
he was the one who had locked the door. She watched them as they fiddled with
the lock. 


“ELEMENTAL!”


A
thunderous voice reverberated throughout the underground tunnel. Concrete
pieces and stone showered the crippled train again. The people in the next
wagon screamed and cowered under the seats.


 “I
WILL KILL YOU!”


She
could see streaks of red light bouncing up and down outside. At first she
thought they were flashlights, but then she saw that ten giant rats were
scurrying towards her car. They were coming for her. If she stayed, the
passengers in the next cart would surely die. She couldn’t take that chance.
The pendant pulled her towards—there was only one thing to do.


Without
turning back, Kara sprinted towards the front of the train, jumped down onto
the tracks, and bolted into the darkness.


 











Chapter
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The
man on the roof


 


 


 


Kara ran with all the strength she
could muster. She could hear the rat’s claws tearing up the ground behind her.
She could almost feel their foul breath on her neck. As the adrenaline kicked
in, she felt a sudden burst of speed and wished she could have been in her
M—suit—she knew she couldn’t sprint like this for much longer. Sooner rather
than later, she would have to turn around and fight for her life. 


The
pendant hovered in the air before her. Kara felt like she was a dog on a leash
going for a run, but she didn’t argue with the pendant—it was clear it knew
where it was going.


White
light appeared suddenly at the end of the tunnel and grew brighter. The walls
of the tunnel vibrated. She knew it wasn’t the rats—a 400—ton subway train was
roaring towards her at thirty—five miles per hour. 


In
less than seven seconds, it would hit.


But
she couldn’t stop running. Her momentum pushed her forward. If she tried to
stop now, she would fall, and the rats would tear her to pieces.


Six
seconds.


She
looked from side to side. There were no adjoining tunnels that she could see.
There was only straight—or stop and die.


Five
seconds.


Kara’s
legs shook as the adrenaline rush began to fade. She blinked away the sweat
that ran into her eyes. Only her fear kept her going now. David’s face flashed
in her mind’s eye. Would he be all right with her gone?


Four
seconds.


Her
lungs were on fire. She had never run this hard for so long. The train’s
headlamp turned the tunnel into daylight. The heat from its blinding light felt
like it was melting her irises. She’d be blind if she survived.


Three
seconds.


If
she tripped, she would die.


Two
seconds.


She
heard her own flesh rip as the burning pain of a rat’s claws attacked and
numbed her neck. She felt wetness drip down her back. She felt the rat’s breath
on the back of her head.


One
second—


Kara
flattened herself against the tunnel wall. The side of the train grazed her
cheek as it sped past her. She closed her eyes as a great gust of wind dragged
debris and sand down the tracks behind it. She held her breath. 


Over
the clamor of the metal wheels on metal tracks, she heard the unmistakable
crash of flesh against metal.


With
a last shake from the powerful wind, the train disappeared into the shadow of
the tunnel. Kara was still breathing. She stole a look to her right. Severed
rat bodies lay on the tracks. She counted them—they were all there, and very
dead. 


Shaken
but still alive, she felt sorry for the creatures—they had been used. 


She
glimpsed at her watch. 2:14pm. 


She
wiped the wind—blown dust from her eyes with her sleeve. Small incandescent
lights lined the walls and gave Kara enough light to make out her surroundings.
She had to get out of here before the warlock sent more rats after her. The
numbness in her neck was making its way down her back. She felt feverish and
tried to suppress her shaking. Could you die from a rat bite? As if on cue, she
heard the distant tapping sound of four—legged creatures running her way. The
pendant pulled her down the tunnel even more frantically. Obediently, Kara
forced her legs into a jog. Her throat burned with every breath. She was dizzy
from exertion, and her head felt like it was about to explode. She needed to
rest.


“You
cannot hide, elemental,” came a voice from the shadows. “Come out, come out,
wherever you are...”


Kara
didn’t stop. Her jog became a run, but she was running on empty—the thought of
seeing David and the others was the only thing that kept her going.


The
tunnel walls rippled suddenly as thought they were made of water. They shifted,
and Kara found herself running towards a dead end. She was facing a stone wall
that hadn’t been there a second ago. The walls rippled again, and two new
tunnels opened on her left and right. What was happening? Was the rat’s poison
affecting her?


The
pendant pulled her towards the tunnel on the right. The tunnel stretched as she
ran, like in those dreams when you’re trying to escape, but you’re running in
slow motion.


Kara
turned down yet another tunnel—each time following the pendant’s intuition. The
tunnels all looked the exact same. Was this a trick? The air was stale, and it
stunk of oil. Her head started to spin. She collapsed against the wall and
tried to breath. She wiped her clammy palms on her jeans then reached around
and touched the back of her neck. When she examined her fingers, they were
stained with blood and some green substance.


Forgetting
her pain, she pushed herself off and ran blindly up the tunnel. Every step was
a blade piercing into the flesh of her back. She thought she saw a light in the
distance, and her spirits lifted—but then the light shimmered and vanished.
Kara yelled out in frustration. She was running through a labyrinth of
underground tunnels that kept shifting and reappearing. She would never get
out. If she died down here, her body would never be found.


She
staggered forward, then her boot lost solid ground. The next thing she knew,
she was falling through a gap in the floor.


She
crashed hard on the ground below. Her blade fell from her hand. The paralysis
had deadened her legs to the pain from the fall. She dragged herself to a
sitting position against the wall and looked around.


She
was in another tunnel. Chunks of concrete lay in piles across the tracks and
the crumbling graffiti covered walls trickled with water.


She
didn’t recognize this tunnel. And from the looks of it, it hadn’t been used in
decades. Kara was lost. 


Her
throat muscles were numb, and it felt like it was shrinking. Soon it would
close up, and she would die of asphyxiation.


She
heard a laugh coming from down the tunnel. She didn’t even bother to look. She
felt worn out. She had failed. David and the others would have to do fight the
warlock without her.


She
rolled her bracelet between her fingers for comfort. It had brought David luck
many times before, but her situation seemed beyond luck or help. 


If you can hear me bracelet, I need all the luck you
can give me,



Maybe
the bracelet just worked for David.


Tiny
wind chimes sounded in the distance, and Kara knew she was losing her mind. Her
goose down jacket wasn’t keeping her warm anymore. She knew the poison was
killing her. She stared at her boots and willed them to move. Nothing—it was as
though they had melted into the ground and weren’t part of her anymore. Her
lids fell. She nodded off to sleep.


 “What
are ya doing up there?” said a voice suddenly.


Kara
opened her eyes with a start and looked around. From what she could see, the
tunnel was empty. She was hallucinating—a side effect from the rat’s poison no
doubt. 


“Great,
I’m hearing voices.” She spoke into the darkness and closed her eyes again. 


“Voices?
You can hear me?” said the voice excitedly. 


“Thank
the stars! It’s been so long since I’ve had any visitors. The stars were right!
Are ya here to buy my latest supply of Hog Troll Brain ointment? I
brewed a nice batch just yesterday. It goes on smooth—and it’s really great
against wrinkles. I’ve used it myself!”


Her
lids lifted. The voice sounded so close and somehow it sounded so real. 


“Is
someone there?” she managed to say, in a scratchy voice.


“Of
course there is—there’s you, and then there’s me,” said the
voice. “And here we are, just the two of us. Hmm—isn’t that a song? I swear
I’ve heard that before.”


“...but
I can’t see you.” Kara thought the warlock might be playing a trick on her, but
she was too exhausted to care. She just wanted to sleep.


“That’s
because you’re up there—and I’m down here,” said the voice.


Kara
looked around her. She sat against the wall of one of the subway tunnels. Maybe
there was another tunnel on a level beneath her? Could the voice be coming from
there? 


“But
where? I still can’t see you? If you are a figment of my imagination—you’d
think I’d let myself see my own delusions. I’m seriously losing it—” 


“Look
down,” interrupted the voice, a little irritated. It sounded like it was coming
from above her. But how could that be?


She
looked up, and her jaw dropped. 


An
elderly man was hanging by his feet from the top of the tunnel as though his
boots were super—glued to the roof. He wore a dilapidated straw—brown
toga—style robe tied in the middle by a leather belt. Tiny bells hung from his
belt. His skin was very white, like it hadn’t been exposed to the sun in a very
long time. He had dark circles under his eyes. His milky—white skin was
wrinkled and drooped down like it was melted. He looked like a mixture between
a two-hundred-year-old Spiderman without the red and blue tights, and Albert
Einstein. His hair was wiry white, and it stuck out of either side of his head
like a giant afro cloud. His beard was braided with colored strings and drooped
past his belly. And strangely enough, his hair and clothes didn’t seem to be
affected by gravity—it was as though he was standing upright, even though Kara
was sitting on the ground underneath him? He stood with his hands on his hips,
and when he tapped his black wellington rubber boots against the tunnel’s roof,
his bells rang softly.


“How
are you doing that?” asked Kara.


“Doing
what?”


“Hanging
upside down like that?”


He
frowned, and his large bushy eyebrows nearly covered his brown eyes completely.


The
man pointed to himself. “I’m not hanging upside down...you are.” 


Kara
didn’t know how to answer that. Was this hallucination all part of the rat’s
poison? It had to be. She focused on the hanging man and tried not to think
about losing her mind. 


“I
don’t know what you mean, but it doesn’t matter anymore—I’m hallucinating.
You’re not really here, and I’m obviously dying. The rats got me—and now I’ve
ruined everything. I’ll never save my mom now.”


“RATS!”
The man sprinted down the tunnel’s ceiling shaking his fist. 


“Where
are ya rats! Think ya can hide from me! If you think you’re going to steal my
double—decker club sandwich again, you’ll be sorry! I’m going to boil your
tails for GLUE!”


The
ringing of his tiny bells faded as he disappeared down the tunnel. He ran
surprisingly fast for someone so old. Then Kara could hear the bells
reverberating and the tapping of footsteps, and the old man reappeared on the
ceiling above her.


“Well,
I think I’ve scared them off. They won’t be bothering us anymore—rat stew is
back on the menu.” 


The
old man examined Kara. “So—which potions are you interested in? I have a fine Grow—back—your—toenails
tonic, or Broth of Baboon liver elixir, or maybe you’d prefer Blood
of a Hag jelly? I know! You’ve come to see my house, haven’t ya? I’ve done
a lot of updates. I have running water! Can you imagine that?” He clasped his
beard excitedly.


Kara
stifled a laugh. I guess this is how crazy people imagine things, since I’ve
seriously lost my mind. 


She
looked up at the old man, “Even if I wanted to, I can’t walk.” 


The
old man studied her for a moment. “So, if you’re not here for my potions, then
why are you here? And how is that you can see and hear me, eh? Can ya answer me
that?” 


Kara
let out a painful breath. “I can see you because I’m hallucinating. The thing
is—I’m lost, and I’ve failed the mission. I’ll never see my friends again.” 


It
was stupid, but Kara had thought that once the warlock had been defeated, she
might finally have a normal life with David. But things didn’t always turn out
for the best. She reached down and clasped the pendant in her hands. The runes
still glowed a soft yellow, as though a fire burned on the inside of the stone.


“Where
did ya get that?” The old man’s eyes widened. “That’s a witch’s rune
pendant—and a very particular one at that.”


“Why?
Does it matter?” said Kara. She let go of the pendant. She didn’t want to talk
about where she got it, because she would have to talk about David and the
others, and she didn’t feel like it right now. 


“Why
are you staring at me like that?”


“Well,
that explains why ya can see and hear me.”


“Huh?”


“Regular
folks can’t see or hear me. I’ve cast a magic veil about, I should be invisible
to ya—but ya see me. Only those with supernatural abilities can see through the
veil—and I can see that you, my dear, have the supernatural about ya.”


Kara’s
neck started to ache from looking up. “So, I’m not hallucinating? You’re really
up there hanging by your feet.”


“The
stars have brought ya to me for a reason. It is no coincidence ya ended up in
my tunnels. That pendant brought ya here. Tell me—what mission are ya talking
about?”


Kara
thought she was still hallucinating, but decided to tell the old man anyway.
She leaned the back of her head against the wall. She could hardly keep it up
anymore. Her eyelids were so heavy.


“Oh,
stars! I knew the great ones would need my help! I’ve been waiting a hundred
and fifty years for this!” The old man jumped up and down, and Kara thought he
must have been using superglue to stay up like that. 


The
old man was silent for a moment. “A dark warlock, ya say...” He stroked his
beard. “I thought I sensed dark magic. It explains why the tunnels were
shifting earlier. I came out to explore, ya see, and there ya were, right
here—and ya can see me. It takes a very powerful warlock to channel his power
all the way down here—especially into my tunnels. ...curious, I thought they
were all dead.” 


His
white puffy hair swayed to the side as he began to scratch the top of his head.


Kara
felt that her brain about to explode through her eye sockets. It took all of
her energy to keep conversing with the old man. But something nagged at her.


“How...how
did you know about dark magic?” Kara suspected that she might not be
hallucinating after all. 


“What’s
your name girl?” asked the old man.


“Kara...Kara
Nightingale.”


“Well,
then Kara Nightingale, ya best follow me.” The old man turned on his heel and
started to walk away in the opposite direction on the tunnel’s roof.


Kara
shook her head. “Wait, I can’t walk. I can’t feel my legs. His rats got me—I
think their claws had some sort of poison.” 


She
reached down and rubbed her legs, maybe it would help the circulation. “I can’t
feel anything anymore, I think it’s killing me—”


“Wait
here! I’ve just the thing.” The old man rocketed down the tunnel, his bells
resonating behind him. He reappeared a minute later with a vial in his hand.
“Here, drink this—all of it.”


Kara
examined the vial of bright orange liquid. She popped the corked top off with
her thumb and drank it down. It was thick, hard to swallow, and tasted like
tar. 


“Yuck!”
she coughed. “Tastes like sewer gunk. What is that?”


“One
of my better potions,” said the old man happily. “It’s an antidote against dark
magic—a tonic against dark venom in particular. Not to worry—you’ll feel better
in a jiffy.”


All
at once Kara felt the effects of the potion. It was warm and moved down her
throat slowly, like thick pea soup. Warmth gushed from her neck all the way
down to her toes. Her skin prickled, and she felt her muscles come back to
life, like frozen meat starting to thaw. She took a deep breath and wiggled her
legs. Soon, all the pain had disappeared. She felt renewed. She felt strong
again. She felt like she’d just woken up from a long sleep.


Kara
stood up and steadied herself. “Thank you, I feel better already.” She rubbed
her head. “And my headache’s gone too.” 


After
a quick search of the grounds, she found her soul blade and sheathed it back
inside her jacket. She looked up and saw that the old man was smiling down at
her. 


“Who
are you?” But as soon as she asked the question, she already knew the answer.


The
old man grinned. “I’m Gideon Magius, the witch doctor. The stars have spoken,
Kara, and I’m going to help ya defeat the dark warlock.” 
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magical alliance 


 


 


 


Kara sprinted down the tunnel to
keep up with Gideon. It was the weirdest thing—chasing an old man with a white
afro who ran upside down along the dark ceiling of an abandoned New York subway
tunnel. Gravity had new meaning for Kara. Only a witch doctor could run upside
down. She had no idea what a witch doctor was, or what they did, but she was
very grateful his disgusting orange tonic had cured her.


Gideon
had explained to her that he was on another magical plane, and
that on that plane he was right side up, and therefore Kara was, in fact,
upside down. She decided not to press the matter. He had made it clear to her
that she needed his help, and Olga had said the same. 


After
running down the tunnel’s grime and through strange wet puddles that Kara would
rather not think about, they reached Gideon’s house. And of course it was
upside down.


It
was the weirdest house Kara had ever seen. It was nestled on the ceiling of the
tunnel. Its orange walls appeared to be made of canned goods and metal plates,
and it had a row of round widows on the roof. It looked like a mix between a
space ship and a gigantic pumpkin.


Gideon
disappeared behind the front door. He reappeared moments later with a wooden
staff that had bells attached to it, and with a selection of leather pouches
that hung from the leather belt around his waist. He had also wrapped an old
fur cloak around his shoulders. The poor foxes’ heads leaned across his
shoulders, their glass eyes fixed on Kara. She cringed but decided not to say
anything about how wrong it was to wear fur nowadays. 


Gideon
beamed at Kara. “Here we are. I’m ready to rid the world of this dark business.
I might be a little rusty—but I’m sure it’ll all come back to me if the stars
want it to.” 


Gideon
strolled towards her with a spring in his step. His pouches bounced around his
belt.


“Uh...Gideon,
you think you can come down on my plane for a while? I think I’ve
twisted the muscles in my neck from staring up all the time.”


The
witch doctor smiled. “Stars! But of course! I can see how having us both on the
same plane would make matters simpler.” He snapped his fingers and with a puff
of white smoke, he landed with a thud beside Kara. “Is that better?”


“Yes,
thank you,” said Kara. He was a head taller than she when he stood beside her. 


“I’m
supposed to rendezvous with my team on the corner of Broadway and 42nd street
at around 3:00 pm. So, if you’re ready, we really should be going.”


Gideon’s
smile disappeared. “Oh yes, the spirit walkers. Such unnatural creatures,
you’re lucky Olga didn’t vaporize them or cook them into her famous Spicy
Spirit Stew.”


Kara
frowned and wondered if that was what Olga had been sautéing in her cauldron.


“They’re
not unnatural. They’re my friends—and guardian angels—and
they’re trying to help us fight the dark warlock. They’re on our side, you
know. I care about them.” Kara fought to control her irritation.


“The
dead should stay dead,” said the witch doctor matter—of—factly. 


“So...
how come the legion doesn’t know about you?” said Kara, trying to change the
subject. “You obviously have magic.”


“The
legion? You mean that interfering spirit—walker legion? Why would they? They’re
nothing to me. I’m just a witch doctor. I can do a few basic spells, like cast
a veil, but I mostly create remedies to protect others against dark magic. I’m
more of a potions master. That’s what witch doctors do—make magical medicine.
I’m not powerful enough to be considered a real threat to anyone.” 


He
frowned, and when he spoke again his voice was full of contempt. “I don’t care
for the dealings of the spirit walkers—I’m sorry to say.”


Kara
decided to drop the topic. It was no use arguing with a stubborn old man, who
probably hadn’t had a conversation with a real person in years. And she needed
his help to find the way out of the underground subway tunnels. She looked down
the tunnel. “So, how do we get to 42nd street from here?”


Gideon’s
smile returned. “Easy, I know a shortcut. I know all the secret passageways
down in the tunnels. I’ve lived down here for over a hundred years. This way.” 


He
walked down the tunnel talking to himself and counting the walls.


Kara
laughed and ran to join him. They walked side by side for a few minutes until
they reached another tunnel that crossed their path.


A
sinister laugh echoed throughout the tunnel.


Kara
froze mid—step.


Suddenly,
the walls of the tunnel shifted and instead of an opening, they stood facing
another wall.


“Oh,
ya want to try that again, do ya?” Gideon reached into one of the pouches on
his belt and then threw a handful of red powder at the wall. 


“To
the stars!” he shouted. The stone wall shifted and disappeared. The same tunnel
stretched out before them again.


“Come,
come, before the tunnels change again.” Gideon raced down the tunnel like a
wild man being chased by a tiger.


Kara
started to follow him but halted.


Six
creatures stepped from the shadows at the edge of the tunnel. They had eight
scaly legs and tails like scorpions. They were the size of small ponies. Their
sharp venomous claws ripped the ground under their feet. They smashed their
tails against the walls and shattered the rock like it was made of soft clay.
Their glowing red eyes were focused on Kara. Glowing runes covered their backs,
and the smell that rolled off of them was a mixture of sulfur and bile. 


Gideon
screamed and jumped back, swishing his staff before him. 


“Get
back, you devils!” 


He
tripped on his own legs and went down. Desperately, he pulled at one of the
bags around his waist. “Don’t come any closer, or I’ll turn ya into a bowl of
spider chowder!”


Kara
pulled out her blade and ran towards the old man. She reached down and pulled
him up just in time to avoid being skewered by one of the insects’ scorpion
tails as it pierced the ground a centimeter from her boot. They dashed down the
tunnel with the giant spiders scurrying after them. 


Kara
stopped and turned around to face their attackers. Her soul blade twinkled in
the yellow light. Six against two—it wasn’t fair, the odds weren’t good. She
knew her only chance was to act quickly. She didn’t have time to think of a
plan. Her instincts just kicked in.


One
of the giant spiders charged at Kara, its tail slashing side to side, aiming at
her head. She ducked and swung her blade towards the underbelly. As soon as the
blade touched the soft tissue, green ooze spluttered to the ground and
splattered in Kara’s face. The spider shimmered and shrunk back to the size of
Kara’s palm. The runes disappeared.


In
the corner of her eye she saw Gideon throw a red vial at one of the creatures.
It exploded in a ball of liquid red fire on contact. The spider wailed and
flung its charred body against the wall of the tunnel, convulsing. It slumped
to the side, and then it keeled over and shrunk back to its normal size. The
witch doctor rushed over and stomped the spider repeatedly with his rubber
boots. 


Gideon
prepared a new tonic as another oversized spider advanced in his direction. Two
more spiders launched their attack on Kara. She stepped back, rolled to the
side and swung her blade into the first creature’s head with a satisfying
crack. She tried to retrieve her blade in time to fight the second—but not fast
enough. With a powerful whack from one of its legs, it caught Kara in the
chest, and she went crashing into the wall with a horrible crunch. The force
squeezed the breath out of her.


She
scrambled to her feet, her vision blurred from knocking her head on the wall.
She stood there breathing hard. She couldn’t tell whether two spiders were
coming at her or one. She blinked. The spider’s eight glowing red eyes burned
with hatred. It opened its mandibles and a glowing green web shot from its maw.
Kara leaped to the side, but too late. It caught her in mid—stride and flung
her around. She crashed on the ground. Her arms and legs were pinned awkwardly
to her sides by the sticky web. Green vapors rose from it, and the smell of
sulfur burned her nose. She couldn’t move. She could hear Gideon yell as he
fought the other spider.


A
hairy—scaled leg rolled her over, so that the giant spider’s ugly face was a
few inches from her own.


“Ah...a
little help here, Gideon,” she called, her pulse racing. No answer.


The
spider opened its maw to bite off her head. Her fear quickly turned to anger.
Her instincts kicked it, and a cool energy surged through her, wanting to be
released. She was buzzing inside. Her hair lifted on end. The ground groaned
beneath her. And then the air around her was alive with electricity.


The
spider lowered its head.


Crack!


An
electric silver bolt shot out of Kara and blinded her for a second. The
creature wailed—then quiet, nothing but the smell of burnt hair. A blob of
green ooze sizzled and popped on the ground. A single tiny leg was all that
remained of the giant spider.


She
moved her arms and legs. She checked herself. The web had melted away; only a
few sticky green fragments remained as stains on her jacket. She stood up. The
electricity was still vigorous inside her, and the pendant pulsed.


 “Now
that is power.” Gideon smiled as he adjusted one of the pouches around his
belt. Kara spotted the last spider, squished like a rotten tomato behind him. 


“Never
saw anything like it before, and I’ve seen a many great things in my time, so
the stars can tell ya. Your magic is quite extraordinary—powers from mother
earth materialize as silver electricity from your fingers—beautiful and deadly.
And that’s what it’s going to take to bring down the dark warlock.”


Kara
didn’t feel very powerful at the moment. She knew they were wasting precious
time. The dark warlock kept throwing obstacles in her way. He was hoping to
keep them down here for a while, even if he couldn’t kill them. She knew what
he was planning. 


She
searched the ground with her boots and bent down to retrieve her blade. It was
covered in green slime. It was disgusting—but it was the only weapon she had,
so she wiped the blade on her jeans and put it in her belt again.


She
looked up. “Let’s get out of here before more giant insects decide to make us
lunch.”


Gideon
nodded, his white hair bounced on the top of his head. “Agreed. This way.”


They
ran down the tunnel and up a slope. Kara could hear and feel the vibrations of
subway trains. Gideon led her down two more tunnels, turned right, waited for a
train to pass, then ran up to the platform. Kara kept up with him, but her
rapid breaths were like razor blades in her throat. They climbed up the
platform and hoped no one had spotted them. This was New York after all. There
were more bizarre things in this gigantic city than a scrawny teenaged girl
covered in dirt and blood climbing out of a subway tunnel. She figured she
would blend in just fine. 


Her
jeans were stained with her own blood, and she did her best to cover herself
with her jacket. As they made their way across to the exits, Kara couldn’t help
but notice the strange looks she and Gideon were getting—mostly the witch
doctor. His big hair and strange attire called for attention. Kara hoped they
wouldn’t attract the wrong attention—getting stopped by the cops now would stop
the mission. They couldn’t afford hiccups of any kind. 


The
sign above the two tall glass exit doors read 42nd street. Kara pushed
open the doors and stepped onto the sidewalk.


42nd
Street towered over them. Billboards with screens the size of small shops lined
the streets that thronged with locals and tourists. She smelled roasted peanuts
and asphalt.


But
there was something very different this time.


A
green glowing mist on the ground slipped through the crowds. It snaked around
cars and avoided buildings. Stealthy, it crept along the street. Searching
tendrils rose from the mist and coiled around a young man. It enveloped him
like a cocoon and strands of it disappeared into the man’s mouth. The next
moment, the mist reappeared with a brilliant white sphere. His soul, Kara
realized in horror. Hundreds of these brilliant spheres floated in the mist and
disappeared out of sight like runway lights in a fog. The young man’s skin
started to glow with green runes, but he kept walking—oblivious to the fact
that his soul had just been stolen. 


The
mist crept back onto the ground and launched itself at its next victim. 


“Oh
dear! May the stars help us,” said Gideon.


Kara
could hardly breathe. “What is that mist? It’s taking their souls.”


Gideon
lowered his head. “That, my dear, is shadow mist—dark warlock mist. It is dark
magic of the worse kind. Only a powerful warlock, rotten to the core, can
conjure it. He uses it to steal souls. We’re dealing with a madman.” 


“It’s
everywhere. We have to stop it!” Kara started forward, but Gideon held her
back.


“There’s
nothing ya can do to stop it now. If the mist touched ya, you’d lose your soul,
too.”


“So
what can we do?”


“We
must stop the connection—kill the warlock, and the mist will disappear.”


Kara
watched in silence as the shadow mist rolled through the crowds, sucked out
their souls, and left them like broken shells. Their expressions became sullen,
and Kara knew they would sicken and die without their souls—just like her
mother.


The
shadow mist flowed their way. In a minute or two it would be upon them.


“We
cannot stay here for very long,” said Gideon. He hit his staff three times on
the cement sidewalk. “I don’t want that nasty thing near me.”


Kara
glanced at her watch: 3:05 p.m.


Where
were David and the others? She wasn’t that late, David would surely have waited
for her?


“Well,
I must say things have changed since the last time I was up here.” Gideon’s
eyes bulged as he stared at the billboards and skyscrapers. “These tall
buildings weren’t there in my days.” He poked his fingers in his ears. “And
it’s very loud!”


Kara
felt sorry for Gideon. 42nd street must be quite a contrast to his solitary
world. She looked up at the sky. It was snowy, overcast and grey. Normally Kara
would have thought this was beautiful, but the darkening sky meant that it
would soon be dark—the warlock was going to begin his ritual.


Her
heart raced. 


“The
warlock has been busy here,” said Gideon, watching the crowds like Kara. “We’ve
already lost more souls than I can count—terrible business this is, just
terrible.”


A
dark grey cloud moved unnaturally fast towards the city. Sundown was rapidly
approaching—and Kara still had no idea how to defeat the warlock.


“We
must act quickly,” said Gideon and shook her out of her trance. “He will begin
his ceremony at sundown. We will defeat the dark warlock together.”


She
looked at the old man. “But how? If he’s as powerful as you say he is, how can
we do it?”


“Just
as the witches and witch doctors have done before. We must join our strengths
together. I will do what I can—but it is you who must defeat him. I am
not as powerful as you. Your powers are the key to his destruction. It’s the
only way, Kara.”


Kara
shifted nervously. 


“These
powers of mine are not as simple to conjure as you think. As a guardian angel I
got used to them, and after a while I was able to control them. But now, in
this body, I’m a complete mess. It’s like I’ve forgotten how to do it. They’re
different somehow.”


The
old witch doctor smiled warmly. “That’s normal. It’s just harder to channel
your power as a mortal than a spirit walker. Humans are born with a barrier
that keeps them from being in touch with the other supernatural planes. They
live on one plane only, while witches and warlocks can access all the planes
and get power from each of them.” 


Gideon
looked at Kara. “But you’re unique. You’re more sensitive to the different
planes—like a witch, but differently, in a more organic way. Your use of the
earth’s energies. Your power is in the earth. You were born with the ability to
summon it. Ya just need to focus harder on channeling it. Didn’t Olga teach ya
how to channel your power? She gave ya her pendant.”


Kara
looked to the ground. She couldn’t meet his eyes. 


“There’s
something I haven’t told you about Olga.” She told him how the dark warlock had
found them out and killed Olga. When she was finished she looked up, but Gideon
had turned his back and was silent. She wished she could have saved the old
witch. Perhaps she should have tried harder.


“Kara!”


Kara
turned towards the voice. Her heart tried to jump out of her chest.


David
squeezed through the crowded sidewalk. His radiant smile sent butterflies into
her stomach. She felt weak at the knees. His dazzling angel skin was hard to
look at. She did her best to suppress her emotions and to act normally. She
rolled her leather bracelet around in her fingers. It had brought her
luck.


“Sorry
we’re late,” said David as he planted himself at her side. He went to grab her
hand, but stopped and raked his hair instead. He looked to the ground
awkwardly. “Someone messed up back at CDD and Vega’d us to 48th street instead
of 42nd.” 


Jenny
appeared seconds later and smiled when she saw Kara. 


“And
we’ve been trying to avoid touching the weird green mist that’s all over the
city,” she continued. “I know we’re in our M—suits, but I still don’t trust
it.”


“Hey
watch it!” She yelled at a man who had knocked into her. She steadied her bow
and quiver behind on her back. 


Kara
searched over their heads. “Where’s Peter?” 


Jenny’s
smile disappeared. “He...he had to stay a little longer in the Healing—Xpress
than the rest of us. Peter was really in bad shape.” 


Jenny’s
voice cracked. “They say it’s a miracle his soul survived the jump back to
Horizon. They’ll have to grow back his angel legs.” She wrinkled her brow as
she stared at Kara’s pants. “What happened to you? You’re covered in blood!”


Kara
tried to brush it off. “It’s nothing, just a few giant warlock rats and big
ugly spiders.”


“What
warlock rats?” David leaned in and inspected her. “Are you still hurt? What
about those headaches and nose bleeds?”


Kara
avoided his eyes. “No more headaches, actually—Gideon helped me out.”


Gideon
turned at the mention of his name. They all noticed the old witch doctor for
the first time. Jenny laughed softly to herself. 


“Who’s
grandpa?” said David raising his brows as he stared at the fur cloak. “I’m
pretty sure Broadway is that way, old man. I believe they’re doing a new
version of Cats.” 


“I
don’t like your tone, spirit walker,” said Gideon. He frowned, and then he
moved his fingers in the air as though he was doing some wacky sign language to
fight off the evil spirits. “Yes, I know what you are. I might not have the
magic of a warlock, but I can still see through your veil. Ya should
show more respect to the living. This is our realm.”


“Look
who’s talking,” snickered David. “You look about to kick over anytime—”


“David.”
Kara glared at him. “This is Gideon, the one Olga told me to look for. He’s a
witch doctor, and I owe him my life. We need his help on this mission.”


David
leaned closer to Kara. “What happened to you after we were separated?” He
looked into Kara’s eyes. “Tell me.”


After
she had explained what had transpired in the tunnels, David’s demeanor quickly
changed. He patted the witch doctor on his fur jacket. “Well, at least you’re
on our side, gramps.” He made a face and picked some fur from his fingers.


Gideon’s
eyes widened, and he backed away from David, clearly not happy to have been
touched by a spirit walker. He did some more signing with his fingers towards
David. Then he said, “The shadow mist is approaching, we must leave now.”


A
shadow passed over Manhattan and Kara knew that time was running out. 


Kara
stared at her watch. “It’s 3:15. Sundown is at exactly 4:39. That gives us just
about an hour and a half to find Cleopatra’s Needle—and by some miracle defeat
the Dark warlock.”


“Any
ideas how we’re going to do that?” asked David.


Kara
shrugged. “I guess it’ll come to me when we find this place.”


“But
where do we begin?” said Jenny looking nervous. “New York is one of the biggest
metropolises in the world, how are we supposed to find Cleopatra’s Needle? And
what the heck is it anyway?”


“That’s
simple,” interrupted Gideon. “It’s an ancient monument of incredible power. And
it’s in Central Park.”
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Kara stared at the old man
dumbfounded. “Central Park?”


“That’s
what I said,” said Gideon in a nonchalant way. He leaned on his staff. 


David
and Kara shared a look. “Can you give more information, Gramps? Like—where it
is in Central Park? You know how big the park is?”


The
witch doctor turned and pointed eastward. “It’s the obelisk in Central Park.
There is only one and quite easy to find.”


“What
is this obelisk?” asked Kara.


 The
witch doctor squared his shoulders. “The ancient artifact was commissioned by
Pharaoh Thutmosis III around 1450 BC in celebration of his 3rd jubilee or the
30th year of his reign. Two of these obelisks were constructed and around 13 or
12BC—I can’t remember exactly—they were transported from Heliopolis to
Alexandria. The Khedive of Egypt separated the pair in the late 19th century.
He sent one to London and another to New York City, both in exchange for aid in
modernizing his country.”


Kara
was speechless. She had had no idea that something so old and precious was in a
New York City park. 


“It
has its own primeval power,” continued Gideon. “It is extremely dangerous.
Think of it as a giant electrical transformer. The warlock will use the obelisk
to amplify his power. It will make him a hundred times more powerful.”


“Great,
that’s just what we needed,” said David.


Gideon
ignored David and looked to Kara more intensely. “He will use the obelisk’s
power to summon his minions at sundown today, the winter solstice. If we don’t
stop him—nothing pure or good will remain on earth.”


“You’re
just full of joy, grandpa.” David looked at Kara. “We’ll get there faster if we
grab a cab.”


Kara
nodded. “You’re right. Let’s grab a cab.”


David
jumped to the side of the street and hailed a yellow cab. Gideon refused to sit
next to the spirit walkers and he climbed in the front passenger seat. He was
oblivious to the strange looks the cabby was giving him. The cab smelled
strongly of cigarette smoke and dirty socks. David’s leg brushed up against
Kara’s, and the blood rushed to her face. From the corner of her eye she could
see him staring, but she kept looking straight.


“Central
Park, please,” she said. She could feel her ears burning. “Uh—near the
obelisk?” Kara wasn’t sure the driver would know what Cleopatra’s Needle was or
where it would be.


The
cab driver turned on his meter. “I know where that is. It’s that tall pointy
thing. I’ll drop you off on the corner of 81st Street and Fifth Avenue. You can
see it from there.”


They
all scrambled into the cab just as a tidal wave of green mist surged down 42nd
street and engulfed everyone out in the open. 


The
cab ride was longer than Kara had anticipated. Traffic was congested. By the
time they had arrived at 81st Street, and David had paid for the fare, Kara’s
chest was about to explode from nerves. She felt electrified.


4:03
pm. They had approximately half an hour left. Her insides churned, and she fought
to control her panic. 


Kara
turned towards the enormous park. The metal benches and wrought iron gates that
lined the outer walls of the park were blanketed in snow. It was a winter
wilderness steps away from the busy city. And through the trees in the distance
stood the giant obelisk in all its splendor. It looked more like a giant pencil
than a needle. 


Thunder
rolled in the distance. It was loud and unnatural for this time of year.
Darkness was quickly approaching. The carpet of green fog that covered the city
would soon reach Central Park.


They
started down the snowy pathway. Kara stopped and turned. “Gideon? Are you
coming?”


The
witch doctor stood by the metal gates and rang some of the bells on his belt.
His expression was a mixture of determination and fear. “There is a great evil
here. We must be vigilant—the dark warlock knows we are here. It’s too late to
hide from him now—he has seen us—he is watching us right now.”


“Well
that’s just great,” grumbled David.


Gideon
raised his staff. “We are about to enter the warlock’s lair. Be on your guard,
spirit walkers, he will strike at us hard. May the stars help us.” 


Kara
walked towards Gideon. “Then we will fight him face to face, and do our best.” 


She
couldn’t shake the feeling that they were walking into a trap.


Suddenly
the old man grabbed Kara’s hand. His icy fingers were as strong as iron, and
Kara couldn’t pull away. He shook his staff, and his bells rang hypnotically. 


Images
suddenly started to play inside Kara’s head—cities burning; creatures of the
darkness roaming the streets; demons sprouting up from the Netherworld; howls
of dying mortals as demons and warlock creatures join forces to massacre them;
warlocks at the head of government; demons enslaving, chaining and whipping
humans; forests burning—the earth charred and barren like a desert. 


Kara
became conscious of the bells again, and then the images faded.


Kara
shook free from Gideon’s grip. “What...what was that?”


Gideon’s
face fell. “That is what will come to pass if ya don’t stop him.” He paused for
a moment. “When the time is right, ya must do as I say. Ya must strike him down
when I tell ya.” 


Kara
stared at her open hands. “But my power isn’t like a gun. I can’t just pull the
trigger, and it goes off. It’s not like yours. I don’t have it bottled up in a
vial that I can throw. It doesn’t work like that. Gideon, what if I can’t do
this? What if it doesn’t work?”


The
old man’s brown eyes gleamed. “But it will. It must. Think of your power as a
light. When the darkness approaches from the outside, you must resist it. You
must destroy it with your light—the light within you. Your power is your light.
Let it light up the darkness. The warlock pulls his magic strength from the
depths of darkness. And darkness can only be defeated by light.”


Kara
nodded, but she only understood part of what the old man said. Whatever light
she had—she prayed it would be enough.


“Ya
must draw strength from the pendant. It is the light when you are in darkness.
Ya know it’s in there. The pendant will help ya.”


As
the old man walked away to join the others, Kara held the pendant in her hand.
It was a lot warmer now, hot to the touch like it had been sitting on a hot
stove. Was that a warning sign? It had been acting up since they got closer to
the park. She ran to catch up to the others, and together they entered the
park. 


It
was like stepping into a holiday card. Normally, Kara would have found the snow
in the park beautiful, but she felt numb. Her nerves were shot. Her mind was
loud with worry. She didn’t think she could pull this off.


“Keep
your eyes open for anything magical,” said David, waving his soul blade
through the falling snowflakes.


As
they ventured further in the park, the obelisk stood out like a giant amongst
the trees. Its grey stone frame contrasted against the winter white background.
She could see it clearly now. There was no sign of the warlock anywhere, or
anything magical. The shadow mist hadn’t touched the park yet. She felt like
she was walking into an ambush. It was less than twenty minutes to
sundown—where was the warlock?


Tall
lampposts flickered, and the lights came on as the grey skies darkened. The
park was unusually deserted for a winter day like this. It should have been
crawling with families with their kids making snowmen and snow angels. Kara
scouted the grounds. They only footprints in the snow were their own. Something
wasn’t right.


“Something
feels wrong,” said Jenny, as though reading Kara’s thoughts. “Where are all the
people—?”


“Duck!”
David dropped on his belly behind a rise of snow. Kara and the others followed
his example. She peered over the edge of the snow bank.


Two
hundred yards beyond the clearing, six dark robed figures walked towards the
obelisk. Slowly they formed a circle around the ancient monument. Their faces
were covered by their hoods, and Kara couldn’t tell which one was the dark
warlock—they were identical in every way. Then they all lifted their arms and
chanted in a language Kara didn’t recognize. The chanting grew louder and
reverberated around them as though it had been amplified. 


Then
a shimmering green mist coiled around their hands like glowing ribbons. The
mist shot from their hands and hit the obelisk. The ground shook. The obelisk
groaned as the mist spiraled around it, then the mist disappeared as though the
obelisk had consumed it. The great stone began to gleam green, like a giant
toxic cucumber.


Kara’s
pulse raced. The ritual had already begun.


David
lowered his voice. “Did Ariel forget to tell us a crucial piece of
information—like that there are six freaking warlocks and not just one?
What are we supposed to do now?”


 “We
need a diversion,” Kara decided. “If we can draw half the group out into the
park, we will have a better chance fighting them if they’re separated. I think
the real Dark warlock, whoever he is, will stay near the obelisk. He won’t
leave it.”


Kara
didn’t want to face six warlocks as a mortal. It terrified her, but she didn’t
see any other way.


“She’s
right,” said Gideon, scowling at the warlocks in the clearing. “The Dark
warlock will stay and perform the ritual. He will not stray from the obelisk
when the hour is near. He will not take that chance—he needs the power of the
obelisk.”


“Okay
then,” agreed David, “sounds like we have a plan. I know of a few ways to get
the warlocks to chase me, and it’s not with my pretty face.”


Jenny
crawled closer to the edge. “No, it’s because you’re a moron. But you’ll still
need my help, pretty boy.” 


David
smiled impishly. “Jenny and I will be your distraction. We’ll draw them out
over to that little bridge over there and keep them busy. That should give you
and Gideon enough time to take care of the dark warlock.” 


He
twirled a soul blade skillfully between his fingers like a baton. “I’m feeling
out of practice—I need to kill something.”


Kara
turned to the others to speak, but her mouth wouldn’t open. Could she really
defeat a warlock? 


“Fight
magic with magic,” whispered Kara to no one in particular. She felt a gentle
squeeze on her arm and turned to see Gideon’s smiling eyes.


David
watched her. “The sun’s almost gone, we have to hurry.” 


Kara’s
fingers dug into the snow. “Be careful, something feels off. I still have a
feeling it’s a trap.”


Jenny
crawled out of the warlocks’ sight and stood up. “At the rate we’re going,
traps are our lot in life—we’re used to them by now. You be careful, too.”


 “I’ll
be fine, it’s you two I’m worried about.” Kara did her best to sound
determined. What choice did she have? She couldn’t let her friends down.


David
stood next to Jenny. “The show’s starting. Come on, let’s go.”


“Uh...guys...where’s
Gideon?” Kara wiped the snow from her face and searched the grounds. “He’s
gone!” She turned on the spot and whispered. “Gideon? Gideon!”


“I’m
telling you, gramps is off to Broadway or something,” said David. “That was his
one act—the disappearing grandpa act.” 


Kara
studied the snow around her. She could see Gideon’s tracks. They led away from
them. But how could that be? She followed the tracks. 


“What
the...?” She knelt down and brushed the snow with her hand. Gideon’s tracks
stopped suddenly. Could witch doctors fly? Had he gone into another
supernatural plane? It made no sense. 


David
looked amused. “It’s not funny.”


“The
old fart abandoned us.”


“No,
he wouldn’t do that. But something’s off. How could he have just disappeared
like that—?” 


Kara
tensed. “Did you guys hear that?”


Strange
howls pierced the cold air.


“What...what
was that?” Kara looked over her shoulder. “That sounded really close.” 


David
stood by her side. His blade trembled in his hand. “I don’t know, but I do know
that there aren’t any wolves in New York.”


Jenny
nocked her arrow and drew back the taut string of her
bow. “Whatever they are, they don’t sound very friendly.”


Kara
had the horrible feeling that something terrible had happened to Gideon. The
winds suddenly wailed like the howling of beasts. Snowflakes melted on her hot
face, and she saw red eyes glowing faintly through the falling snow. 


 A
dozen creatures emerged from the snowstorm, as though the snow itself had
molded them. They were massive. At first Kara thought they were polar bears,
but she quickly realized her mistake. They had muscular upper bodies like apes,
but with a row of icy spikes sticking out from their hunched backs. They flexed
the shiny black claws that protruded from their large furry paws, and their
razor—sharp fangs gleamed. They looked like a cross between abominable snowmen
and albino wolves on steroids. 


They
moved effortlessly and soundlessly through the snow, as though they were
gliding over it. Their thick white fur was a perfect camouflage in the
winter—white background. Their long purple tongues flicked out of their
enormous maws, like packman mouths that opened all the way back to their necks.
They circled around the group, boxing them in like a pride of lions around their
prey. Kara and her friends were lunch. 


David
stood protectively in front of Kara. “Looks like the Bronx zoo had a sale on
big white ugly beasts.” 


The
creatures snarled as though they understood David. Ice and snow fell from their
thick hides. The white beasts stood and waited. Unnatural intelligence
glistened in their eyes. Kara’s heart pulsed in her throat.


Green
runes rippled through their white fur, and Kara knew instantly what they were.
“This is the dark warlock’s doing. They have the same markings as the other
creatures. They’re his.”


“I
don’t care who they belong to,” said David. “If they come any closer—I’m going
to skin them.”


Hatred
flashed in the beasts’ red eyes. Then they lunged. 


“Stick
together!” David ran and met their onslaught head on. 


He
swung his blade skillfully at a giant white beast. Before it had time to react,
he sliced the creature’s stomach with an upward stroke. It crumbled into a
white powder at his feet, shimmered, and then disintegrated into snow and blew
away. 


David
stood shocked for a moment. But as he turned, another creature jumped him—and
he disappeared under the heavy hide of the beast.


“David!”
Kara pulled
her soul blade from her jacket and charged forward. She didn’t have time to think about
how small her blade was compared to those giant snow beasts—she just ran. She
had to save David.


Two
howling snow beasts blocked her way. They bared their gleaming fangs.


Kara
skidded to a stop and readied herself.


She
heard a cackling sound over the wind, as though the creatures were laughing at
her. The first creature lowered its head and crept closer. It jumped out for
her, and Kara crowned it with the base of the dagger. Its head fell sideways
with a loud crack, and it fell. She kicked it to make sure it wasn’t moving.


A
massive blow hit her from behind, and she staggered forward. She turned into
the thrashing arms of another creature. It hit her in the chest and knocked the
breath out of her. She cried out and nearly dropped her blade. As its fangs
grazed her throat, she stabbed the creature in the neck with a downward stroke.
It disintegrated with a pop.


Kara
screamed frantically for David. She could see him trying to fight his way out
of the crowd of beasts that surrounded him. He used his elbows like a seasoned
soldier. He knocked one in the face and then stabbed it in the head. It
withered and disintegrated. With an upward swing, he sliced through another
creature’s neck, decapitating it. It disappeared with a frosty flash.


More
snow beasts emerged from the blizzard. Kara was trapped. 


They
leaped.


She
faked to her left, then swiveled and jumped out of the way, kicking out with
her legs. She heard a satisfying crunch, but she wasn’t fast enough. As she
jumped up from the ground, a burning pain exploded on her left arm, and white
feathers from her jacket flew into the air. She felt the wetness of her blood.
But she couldn’t stop and look at her injury.


A
powerful hit caught her in the side, and Kara went down. Instinctively, she
rolled and pushed herself up just in time to avoid a big white paw that smashed
the snow where her head had been seconds before. She grasped her blade and
thrust it with all her strength into the creature’s head. The beast toppled
over and pinned Kara to the ground for a moment. Its weight crushed her and its
putrid smell choked her. The creature’s body shimmered and vanished into snow.
She breathed again.


She
saw two white beasts charge at Jenny. She released her arrow, ducked sideways,
and nocked a second arrow even as the first one pierced the snow beast’s chest.
She released it and hit a second beast. But the arrows didn’t seem to have much
of an effect on them, except to make them angrier. The creatures came thrashing
at Jenny. They knocked her bow out of her hands, and she staggered back.


She
was surrounded. They were going to tear her apart.


Kara
struggled to her feet and jumped to Jenny’s aid. Something hard crashed into
her, and she fell on her back. Pressure crushed her chest, and her cry died in
her throat. She looked up. The massive jaws of a beast were poised to bite off
her head. She winced at its putrid breath. Its purple tongue flicked out of its
chops, and warm drool dribbled onto her face. But it didn’t attack.


“Well.
Well. Well—what do we have here?”


Kara
recognized the voice and the cruel blue eyes of the girl immediately. She wore
a white down coat with a fox—fur hood and knee—high white leather boots. Her
long white—blonde hair waved behind her in the wind like a cape. Her pointy
features were twisted in a fake smile.


“Hello,
sister dear,” said Lilith in a pleasant voice. “Didn’t expect to see me again,
did you?”
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Kara’s anger erupted. “Lilith! I’ve
should have known you’d be involved in something like this.” 


Kara
tried to move out from under the drooling creature, but it was like trying to
move a car.


Lilith
laughed. “I guess you wish you had killed me when you had the chance—right? But
you couldn’t, could you—your pathetic conscience wouldn’t let you. It’s always
been your greatest weakness—so totally predictable—you’re just so good.
It’s sickening.”


Kara
struggled under the snow beast’s weight. She felt warm liquid trickle from down
her left eyebrow. 


“What’s
this?” Lilith bent down and traced her finger on Kara’s forehead. “Blood?
You’re mortal? Yes, I see it now—you’re not a glowing puppet like them.” 


Lilith
stood up and shook her head. “Tut—tut—tut, how delightfully perfect. It’ll be
even easier to kill you, and this time you’ll stay dead. Your cursed angel soul
is going to die tonight, dearest sister, along with your angel friends. I can’t
say I feel sorry. Nope. It’s time for you to feel the pain and suffering that I
did in this blood—bag of a body. You’re going to pay dearly for doing this to
me.”


Kara
glowered. “I didn’t do anything to you—you did it to yourself. What are you
doing here anyway? I thought you’d be in a girl’s correction facility or
something.”


Lilith’s
red lips spread into a smile. “I broke out of that easily after I was caught
robbing a jewelry store, then a Mercedes Benz, and after that a few ATMs. Those
stupid mortals weren’t very happy when I got my hands on a few automatic
weapons.”


“News
flash—you’re a mortal too.”


Lilith’s
smile disappeared. “Yes, an unfortunate oversight thanks to you, but not for
long.”


Kara
screwed up her face. “What? What are you talking about?”


Her
half—sister ignored her and called out to the snow beast. “Bring the others.
It’s time.”


The
snow beast released Kara, and she gladly filled her lungs with air. She winced
as she stood up. She knew she had a few bruised or broken ribs, but she was
still alive. 


Something
hit her in the back, and she staggered forward. The snow beast prodded her with
its nose, urging her forward. 


David
and Jenny stumbled beside her, each with a snow creature nudging them on. Jenny
turned around and punched the creature on its snout. The beast retaliated with
a powerful blow to her head and knocked her to the ground. Cursing loudly Jenny
struggled to her feet, more angry than hurt. 


David’s
expression darkened at the sight of Lilith. “Well, isn’t it my favorite
albino—Barbie? I thought you’d joined the freak show by now. But I guess the
circus couldn’t fit you in between The Elephant Man and The Four-Legged Lady. I
thought you’d make a splendid Queen of the Freaks.”


Lilith
giggled and raked her long blonde hair with her fingers. “I knew you’d tag
along, David McGowan. You always seem to appear whenever I have dealings with
my sister.”


“I’m
like a bad habit—I always turn up.”


“Take
their weapons. Search them.”


The
beasts obediently took away their soul blades and Jenny’s bow and quiver with
the few arrows she had left.


With
a red manicured finger, Lilith counted their heads. “Aren’t you missing
someone? Yes, the boy with the glasses—the mousy looking one. Didn’t something
unfortunate happen to him?” she laughed.


“Shut
up,” growled Jenny, “Don’t say another word.”


Lilith
raised her brows at Jenny, a hint of a smile on her face. “Ah yes, Janet. I see
you still have that abominable purple hair.”


She
inspected Jenny more closely. “You’d think the angel legion would have had
higher standards. You look so trashy—with that hair and those clothes.
I’m surprised they let you out looking like that.”


Jenny
glared at her and said in an icy tone. “The legion isn’t shallow and fake
like you—they don’t care what we look like, as long as we do our jobs.” 


 “I
can see that.” Lilith grinned wickedly. “But don’t worry, you won’t be
an angel for much longer.” 


She
snapped her fingers. “Come along, Wergoth would like a word.” She strolled
ahead of them.


The
snow creatures pushed them along behind her. David and Kara shared a look. Her
heart rang in her ears, and she shook her head with dread.


“Lilith,
please tell me you didn’t...”


Lilith
laughed and kicked some snow with her boot. “But of course I did—what did you
expect? That I’d stay in this pathetic disgusting weak mortal body? Never. I
did what I needed to do to get back to my home, to where I belong.”


Kara
stumbled forward, numb from the realization of what her half—sister had done.
Jenny looked confused, and she mouthed the word what? 


“Lilith...what
did you do?” her voice came out as a whisper of desperation.


Lilith
turned her head as she walked. “When I was transformed into this disgusting
human body, I still had remnants of my superb demonic self—I could still see
and sense my servants, just as I can see angels and other supernatural
elements. They called out to me. I knew I couldn’t stay in this weak shell—I
needed to do something. I needed something to turn me back into a demon queen.”


David
snorted. “Pftt. You were never a queen—just a Barbie with an oversized
head.”


Lilith
shot him an evil look, but continued. “I knew I needed a powerful energy to
transform my mortal body into an immortal one. Necromancers and warlocks are
the only ones who can channel such powers. Warlocks and demons have a lot in
common. I knew about dark creatures, and I knew where to find the most powerful
one. So I dabbled in a little dark magic. With the help of my servants, and
after breaking through the first planes of death, I found a specter—and I made
a deal with him. I would raise him back from the dead in exchange for
transforming me back into a demon.”


“Lilith,
you don’t know what you’ve done! He’s a dark warlock. He can’t be trusted.”


Lilith’s
expression darkened. “Right, just like I trusted my own sister.” 


“You
tried to kill me?” protested Kara. “Or have you forgotten that?”


“Ah,
the devil is in the details,” said Lilith smiling mischievously.


Kara
didn’t know what Lilith meant. “What—”


“Who
says he’s going to keep his side of the bargain,” interrupted Jenny. 


Lilith
didn’t answer right away. “He will. I’m not worried. Now, enough with the
chitchat, let’s keep moving.”


Kara
stole a look behind her. There was no sign of Gideon anywhere.


“Are
you hoping for reinforcements?” laughed Lilith. “Forget it. The park is
surrounded by dark magic. Even angels can’t get through anymore—you got here
just in time. Your guardian friends would be foolish to try; their souls would
disintegrate into dust. Poof!” She mimicked an explosion with her hands
and laughed like it was some sick private joke.


Kara
ignored Lilith’s theatrics. Even if their original plan had failed, there was
still hope. Gideon must have a plan of his own. The old witch doctor was clever
enough to disappear just at the right time. Or was he just a coward and had
abandoned them? Her insides churned.


They
passed tall snow banks and snow—covered trees on either side of the path.
Slowly they emerged into a large clearing. 


Cleopatra’s
Needle was surrounded by snow covered magnolia and crabapple trees. The obelisk
was even bigger than she had first thought. At least seventy feet tall, its
sharp granite point stood out like a giant’s pencil. Its rough granite surface
glowed an eerie green. The six hooded men continued to chant but didn’t look up
as the group approached.


Kara
walked as slowly as she could. She needed time to come up with a rescue plan
that didn’t involve getting killed. She only needed to fight off the snow
beasts, save David and Jenny, and in the process kill all the warlocks, and
save the mortal world—no biggy. 


She
searched for her elemental power. A shimmer came from deep inside her, like a
spark of light. It pulsed momentarily, full of promise—and then it went out. It
was hopeless. She wished her powers were bottled up in little grenades, like
Gideon’s. It would be so much easier. 


David
sensed her discouragement. His smile told her that he didn’t want her to feel
this was her fault—even if it was her half—sister that started the whole thing.
If Kara had finished Lilith off, none of this would be happening. But Kara
wasn’t like that—she couldn’t kill Lilith in cold blood, not even after
everything she had done. It wasn’t up to her to decide if Lilith lived or died.


Lilith
caught Kara and David’s tender moment. “Oh, how cute, the ongoing love affair
that never goes anywhere,” she laughed. “Aren’t you two tired of pretending?
It’s not like I can’t see the way you’re looking at each other. It’s so
painfully sad. Angels and mortals are a no—no, if I remember the rules
correctly.”


“Shut
up, Lilith,” hissed Kara. Blood gushed to her face. It was awkward enough
having strong feelings for David while she was mortal. She didn’t need
reminding. David winked and seemed rather pleased with himself. Her face burned
even more.


“Oh,
look everyone. Look at how red Kara’s face is—it’s like a tomato,” taunted
Lilith. “My guess is that your face is so red because you don’t want him to
know how much you love him, am I right?”


Kara’s
ears burned, and she kept her head down. She didn’t dare look at David. If she
did, he would see that Lilith was right.


“Leave
her alone, albino,” said David.


Lilith
laughed softly. “Whatever—love is so overrated anyway. It’s a disease for the
living, for the weak. I don’t need love—it’s a distraction from what is really
important.”


Kara
watched Lilith. There was something odd in the way she said love. It
almost felt like she was angry. Had something happened to her?


A
snow beast came up to Lilith. It brushed its nose against her hip with a
pleading look in its eye, like a dog. Lilith smiled and stroked the creature
tenderly. It closed its eyes, enjoying the attention. Lilith’s face lit up, and
Kara saw a kindness in her half—sister that she had never seen before. There
was good in her. She saw it.


They
were only a few yards away from the obelisk now. Kara’s insides twisted at the
sight of the men in the black cloaks. Her throat started to close up, and her
lungs felt on fire. She took a chance and walked alongside her half—sister. 


“Lilith—you
don’t have to do this.” She searched her sister’s face. 


“You
can let us go. You can have a life of your own—you can find love.”


“Love?
Don’t patronize me. I’m not in the mood.”


“I
know that part of you knows this is wrong. We can help each other. You can come
stay with me and my mom after this is finished—you’ll love her. We can be
sisters, be a family.”


Lilith’s
eyes filled with tears. For a moment, Kara thought she had reached her.


“Stop
talking, or I’ll cut out your tongue. Move!” Lilith shooed the snow creature
away and stormed ahead. She wiped her eyes and clenched her fists. 


Kara
stared at her half—sister walking away—she even walked more like a girl now and
not some demon—diva. Perhaps there was more human in Lilith than she was
letting on.


 A
snow beast prodded her in the back, shaking her out of her thoughts. After
stumbling through knee—high snow, the beasts led them right up to the obelisk. 


Kara
came face to face with the ring of warlocks. The growling creatures retreated,
as though they weren’t allowed to come any closer. 


As
she edged nearer, Kara sensed evil that made it difficult for her to breathe,
as though cold hands gripped at her throat. Her heart raced, and she felt weak.
She stared at the circle of warlocks around the obelisk. She noticed that five
of the warlocks’ bodies were semitransparent, almost like holograms. Were they
specters of lost warlocks? She was sure her fingers would simply pass through
their bodies. 


 But
there was one who stood out amongst the others, one whose body was as solid as
hers—the dark warlock himself.


A
green shadow mist rolled in from the line of trees. It crawled into the
clearing and wormed towards the obelisk like a collection of toxic snakes.
Kara’s heart sunk. Thousands of glowing spheres floated in the mist. It coiled
around the obelisk and disappeared into it, taking the souls with it. The
obelisk shimmered and expanded as though it were taking a breath. 


A
hard knot of anger formed in Kara’s chest.


A
whisper of bells reached her ears. She searched again for Gideon, but there was
no sign of the old witch doctor. Gideon, where are you?


David
and Jenny’s saddened faces were illuminated by the thousands of souls that
glowed in the mist.


“Kara—we
have to stop them,” whispered David, as he fidgeted on the spot. “We have to do
something.”


“I
know...I’m thinking,” she whispered back.


“Well
you better do it fast, because it’s starting,” Jenny pointed to the sky
urgently. 


Kara
stopped breathing. The sky had turned a deep purple, and the snow had taken on
hues of gold. It was as if the park had suddenly been painted. To the west, the
orange semi circle of the sun disappeared behind the skyline of Manhattan. Kara
glanced at her watch.


4:39
p.m. She was too late. 


“You
can forget about whatever you were planning,” laughed Lilith. 


She
stared at the obelisk like it was some kind of expensive jewel. “Isn’t it
beautiful?”


As
darkness touched the tip of the obelisk, glowing green runes appeared on its
surface. The obelisk became a glowing green totem pole. The ground trembled and
moaned. At the foot of the obelisk, a fissure broke the frozen ground and made
its way around the warlocks in a perfect circle. Green vapors rose into the air
from the ring of open ground.


Bells
rang. Kara’s pendant burned against her skin. She staggered forward. The one
solid hooded figure turned towards her. He stared at her with gleaming red
eyes, and she felt invisible bonds strap her wrists. She couldn’t move.


 You’re
too late elemental witch, whispered a voice in her mind. There’s no
stopping it now. The ritual has already begun. My brothers will rise again—all
of you will die!
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Kara watched in horror as five more
hooded figures climbed out of the ground. The air was heavy with a mixture of
rotten flesh and old sewer. Slowly they rose and made their way to stand behind
each of the warlock ghosts. Each warlock revenant stood behind a specter. Then
they stepped forward into the five specters, which appeared just to have been
stand—ins waiting for the real thing. There was a sudden green glow, and then
the specters vanished into the cold winter air. The revenant warlocks stood and
waited.


The
shadow mist disappeared. Kara’s heart ached as she watched the last of the
souls that had been suspended in the mist disappeared into the obelisk. 


“That’s
it...we’ve failed,” cried Jenny. David rested his hand on her shoulder
reassuringly.


But
something inside told Kara that this wasn’t the end. The ritual wasn’t over
yet. She stood frozen in the cold, thinking. 


She
needed a diversion. 


Laughter
boomed across the park. “Welcome, friends,” said an echoing voice—the
same as the one she had heard coming from the rats. 


The
dark warlock walked towards them. He was even larger than that big policeman
that had showed up at her home. He wore a long black cloak with glowing green
circular symbols and runes that shifted like liquid. He stood in front of her
and removed his hood. 


Kara
forgot to breathe. His skin was as rough as leather. It, too, had gleaming
green symbols etched into it, as though he had been branded. His red eyes
glowed as brightly as sunlight and burned Kara’s eyes as she looked at him.
Maggots and insects fell from his rotten corpse and left a squirming trail in
the snow behind him.


Kara
hadn’t known what to expect, but she knew right away that he was the same dark
warlock that had killed Olga and stolen thousands of human souls. More than
anything, she wanted to destroy him.


He
smiled, and Kara could see that his blackened teeth were sharpened into fangs
like piranhas’. The bonds on her wrists slipped away, and Kara could move
again.


“We
meet again, elemental witch,” he said. “I’m glad you could join us on this very
festive night.”


“Speak
for yourself,” said David. “There’s nothing festive here, witch man.”


The
dark warlock studied David and Jenny for a moment. 


“Spirit
walkers—we always seem to cross paths, unless I’ve killed you, of course. I
haven’t forgotten what your group did to me and my kin. You spirit walkers have
always thought yourselves superior to the rest of the supernatural world.
You’re always meddling in things that don’t concern you—crushing down warlocks,
witches, and demons. I remember the great war of the warlocks, the battle on
Mordent Hill, where we defeated your lot and sent you packing. But then the
white witches sided with you spirit walkers and sent me to death. You condemned
me to spend my eternal life as a shadow of my past self, to linger forever in
nothingness.”


“The
mortal world doesn’t belong to you anymore, spirit walkers. We will destroy all
the remaining witches in this world.” 


He
turned his fiery eyes on Kara. “After we finish making some necessary
changes, we will avenge the blood of our kin. We will take back what was ours.”



He
lifted his arms in the air. Green flames danced from his fingertips. “Every non—magical
being will be our slave. The time of the warlocks has come. We will take the
world from the weak. The warlocks will rise to power again.”


Hot
anger surged through Kara. “It’s never going to happen, warlock.”


Wergoth
edged closer. “You have courage—lots of it. It is no wonder, the elemental
power flows so fully in your veins. But it has clouded your judgment, made you
cocky. You do not posses the power to stop me, elemental. You and your spirit
walker friends will all die tonight.”


“No
one’s dying tonight.” Kara stood her ground.


Wergoth’s
face warped in an evil grin. With a twist of his wrist, his arms blazed with
green fire. The five other warlocks arranged themselves behind him. Their long
black cloaks trailed behind them, and as they stepped closer Kara could see
their rotted flesh beneath their hoods. Their eyes burned with the same evil
fire.


In
one rapid movement two of the five warlocks lifted their arms, and jets of
green fire shot out of their fingers like water from a fire hose. The brute force
blew David and Jenny into the air and engulfed their bodies in green fire. They
hovered in the air, screaming as the green flames burned their mortal suits.


Without
a second thought, Kara ran over to her friends. She reached out to David first,
but pulled back her hand in excruciating pain. Her hands were charred and
covered with angry red blisters. She tried to ignore the pain and reached out
again. But it was like sticking her hands into boiling water, and she could
almost feel her skin slipping from her bones. She couldn’t touch them. 


Jenny’s
face was contorted in a silent scream. David’s body twisted in agony. Their
eyes met. She knew he wanted her to run, to leave them here and save herself.
But she couldn’t. Her eyes burned.


“Stop
it! Let them go, you’re killing them,” she howled. 


She
looked over to Lilith, but her sister’s expression was stone cold.


Wergoth
roared in laughter and looked back at his followers. 


“Let
them go? We will never let them go. Tonight we will drink their souls —and
there’s nothing you can do, elemental. You were fools to think you could
survive a dark warlock’s power. We are invincible now. You spirit walkers will
fall like flies. And with each fallen soul, we will replenish our strength.”


The
warlocks stepped forward.


“Stay
back!” 


Kara
narrowed her eyes and made fists with her hands “Don’t you touch them! I will
kill you!”


The
warlocks laughed.


“You
know, if you were any smarter, you’d run away and save yourself. Why do you
care so much for these spirit walkers? They are worthless.” 


David
and Jenny’s cries filled the night as they fought desperately in their green
fire prisons. But the more they fought, the more they suffered. Kara knew they
couldn’t last much longer. She would never give up on her friends—she would
fight till the death to save them. 


“Gideon,
now’s the time,” she called out to the night sky.


Wergoth’s
narrowed his eyes. He turned to Lilith. “Where’s the witch doctor?”


Lilith
paled. Kara saw fear flash in her eyes. “Uh...there was no one else with them,
I swear. Just Kara and the other two.”


In
a frightening rage, the dark warlock lurched forward with lightning speed, like
a shimmer of green light, and struck out at Lilith with liquid green fire.
Lilith’s body lifted into the air and slammed back hard on the ground. She
brushed the flames from her coat desperately. Her nice white coat had saved her
from being burnt. Shakily, she pushed herself up from the ground. Her blue eyes
were wide with fear.


“Idiot!”
bellowed the dark warlock. “I sensed the old fool’s presence underground—he
fought my magic. He was here with them. How could you let him slip from your
fingers? I was wrong about you, demon girl—you can’t even catch a weak old
man.”


“I’m
sorry...let me go look for him—”


The
dark warlock lifted his hand to silence her. “No. I’ll deal with him later. We
have more important matters to settle. I will not be distracted by that old
fool, not when the time is near.” 


His
blazing eyes focused on Kara.


“And
now for the human sacrifice,” said the dark warlock. He reached into the folds
of his robes and withdrew a gleaming sword with green markings etched on the
long curved blade. He walked over to Lilith and handed her the sword. 


“Kill
the elemental.”
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Kara held her breath—being sacrificed
wasn’t part of her plan. The sword gleamed in Lilith’s hand. Her own
half—sister was going to behead her like Anne Boleyn—except that no one would
ever know or care. She was a nobody. 


David
and Jenny’s movements were slowing. Through the green flames Kara could see
their angel essence seeping out through their mortal suits. Their souls would
soon be destroyed by the fire.


The
dark warlock bowed reverently toward the obelisk. 


“To
make the ritual complete, I need the blood of an innocent, mortal blood. Any
mortal blood would do, but I’ve decided to use your blood, elemental.” 


“Kill
her,” ordered the warlock.


Lilith
hesitated. She looked at Kara. Fear and regret flashed in her tearful eyes, and
the silver sword shook in her trembling hands. 


“Are
you deaf? I said kill her!” 


But
Lilith didn’t move. She opened her mouth to speak, but shut it again. Her lips
were shaking. She locked eyes with Kara, and a silent understanding passed
between them.


The
warlock glared at Lilith. “We need to perform this sacrament precisely
on the winter solstice—now. It cannot wait. If you don’t kill her, then I
will!” 


The
dark warlock drew another sword from under his cloak and advanced towards Kara.


In
a flash Lilith lunged at the warlock, her sword high in the air above her head.
With force that Kara didn’t think Lilith was capable of, she swung her sword at
the warlock’s head. His body shimmered and disintegrated into a cloud of black
mist as though all the molecules in his body had separated. 


But
the next second, the dark warlock reappeared behind Lilith. He grabbed her from
behind and with a great stroke, he slit her throat.


“NO!”


The
warlock tossed Lilith’s lifeless body to the ground. Her blue eyes stared
blankly into the sky. 


Kara
felt like she was in a dream. 


“You...you
monster! You promised her. She was helping you! How could you do this?” Rage
poured through her like hot magma. Her eyes burned and tears fell freely down
her cheeks. Her heart pounded in her ears, and her hatred for him intensified.
He was going to pay for this.


The
dark warlock laughed. “She was a fool to trust me. Why should you care for
someone who wanted you dead anyway? You should be glad, I’ve done you a favor.”


“She
didn’t deserve to die...not like this.” Kara’s voice faltered. She had seen good
in her half—sister’s eyes. It had only been there for a second, but she had
seen it. Everyone deserved a second chance. People could change, and Lilith had
deserved that chance. But it was too late for her now.


Wergoth
brandished his sword. The runes on his skin glowed brighter. “There is nothing
more noble than a clean death—you should be so lucky. You should be thankful
she died quickly.” 


He
glanced down at Lilith’s body, but Kara couldn’t tell what he was thinking. 


“You’re
sick. You’re a monster. Your place is back in death, and I’m going to send you
there for good,” Her voice rang out confidently. But what she saw next made her
want to scream.


Lilith’s
blood was flowing towards the obelisk in a thin red stream. It reached the foot
of the monument and disappeared under the snow. The obelisk gleamed and
shuddered, as though it had accepted the blood as an offering. 


Kara
felt sick and struggled to keep from falling to her knees. A beam of green
light exploded from the top of the obelisk and shone into the night sky. 


The
warlocks chanted and formed a line in front of the obelisk.


“The
ritual is complete—sealed with the blood of the innocent,” continued the dark
warlock.


He
turned to Kara. 


“You
are unlucky to be here on this winter night, elemental. I cannot let you
live—you are too unpredictable. The more blood we sacrifice, the
stronger our hold on the mortal world will be. The blood of two elementals will
be far much more potent than one.”


“Wugnor,
Wormar, kill her and bring her blood to me,” ordered the dark warlock.


The
two warlocks separated from the line and surrounded Kara. Green fire danced on
their fingers. Their faces were so badly charred by the green runes that she
doubted anything human was left in them. Warlock magic held their skin together.
There would be no sword fight here. Kara’s skills were useless. They were going
to burn her to death with their warlock fire. 


Kara
felt elemental energy surge inside her body. But she needed time to
concentrate.


Wugnor
attacked, and she charged to meet him. She faked to the left, twirled and
landed by Lilith’s body. Not chancing a look at her sister’s face, she picked
up Lilith’s sword and sprinted away, just as a shot of green fire exploded
where she had stood seconds ago. She was blinded by the smoke, and her lungs
burned as she tried to breathe. As she turned, another ball of liquid fire
grazed the side of her leg. The heat blistered her skin. She cried out in
excruciating pain, as she slapped out the fire with her left hand. She planted
her feet, crouched in anticipation and waited. 


Wugnor’s
face twisted into an evil grin. “I haven’t had this much fun in centuries. I’m
going to enjoy drinking your blood,” he said in a high—pitched voice. 


He
lunged again, rocketing green fireballs at her like a tennis ball machine.
Swinging the sword above her head, she hit and diverted the fireballs, using
her sword like a baseball bat. She sliced through one fireball
after another, splitting them into dancing shards of heat. But she
couldn’t keep blocking them forever. 


Wugnor
laughed at her as he moved forward. 


Kara
saw his mistake. She ducked and twisted away from his shots, rotated her body
and slashed an upward stroke cleanly across the warlock’s neck. His body fell
to the ground beside his head. Kara thought of the headless horseman. Green
flames blazed from the body until only dust remained.


The
warlock, Wormar, suddenly slashed his warlock fire at her and burned her in the
chest. Kara cried out in pain, as she tried to sidestep the killing flames. She
felt her energy draining away. Sweat dripped down her back. The sword hung
heavily in her hand. She tried to fight the desperation that was poisoning her,
but the warlock attacked again and again. He was outmaneuvering her as she
desperately concentrated on not getting burned. Sweat dripped into her eyes.
Her vision blurred. Kara’s strength was fading. The sword slipped from her
hand. If only she could call her elemental power—for what good it would do.


Wormar
grinned confidently. “Your will to live is admirable, but it won’t last, little
child.” 


He
stood in front of her with green fireballs poised in his palms and lifted his
arms for the killing blow—


Kara
ducked, kicked up her sword, caught it, and in the same movement slashed it
across his neck. His head bounced at her feet, and green blood spilled from the
stub of his neck. His body burned in green flames and then turned to ash.


She
heard laughter. 


“I’m
very impressed by your skills, but you cannot kill us with a mere sword, little
elemental,” laughed the Dark warlock. “In fact, there is nothing in this world
or in the spirit world that can destroy us.”


Kara
watched the two piles of dust on the white snow. A green glow emanated from
them, and then a whirlwind of green glowing ashes rose from the ground. When it
dissipated, the two decapitated warlocks stood up with ugly grins on their
faces—their heads as good as new. It was going to be harder to kill them than
she thought. This sucked, royally.


Wergoth
looked to the sky. “We’re wasting precious time. I’ll kill her, and then we can
begin with the other preparations.” He raised his arms.


A
red bottle shot through the air and hit the Dark warlock in the chest. It
exploded and consumed him in a ball of red fire. Kara staggered back, blinded
by the light and the heat. 


When
she opened her eyes, Gideon stood beside her with two more glass bottles in his
hands.


“Where
have you been?” she said exasperated. 


“Hiding,”
he answered. “Until the time was right.”


“Yeah...I
noticed.” It came as no surprise—the witch doctor had kept himself hidden from
the supernatural world for years. She hoped he hadn’t waited too long. 


“I
couldn’t risk getting caught, not until I had the time to explain what you
needed to know.”


Kara
didn’t have time to ask him what he meant.


The
red fire dissipated, and the dark warlock stood unharmed in front of them
again.


 “Gideon,
how good of you to join us,” he taunted. “You’ve saved me the effort of looking
for you. I’ve wanted to kill you years ago, but you always managed to slip away
from my grasp. You witch doctors are so devious and cunning—I can never tell
what side you’re on. All you care about are your pathetic potions and cures.
You were never true sorcerers, just outcasts.” 


“Can’t
kill what you can’t catch,” mocked the witch doctor.


 The
Dark warlock smiled. With a flick of his wrist, he blasted a ball of green fire
at the witch doctor. But Gideon was ready. He counterattacked with a bottle of
white substance that hit the ball of fire, shattered and enveloped the fire in
a ball of white gum—like substance. The fireball plopped to the ground like a
giant piece of pre—chewed gum.


Kara
used the distraction to examine David and Jenny. They had stopped moving
completely, and their eyes were dull and unfocused.


“I
need to rescue my friends—”


Gideon
held her back. “Not yet.”


She
wrestled in his grip. “What? Why?”


The
other warlocks rejoined Wergoth. Their stench was unbearable. They stood ready
and waiting for another onslaught.


Gideon
loosened another glass vial on his leather belt and lowered his voice. 


“He
will come at me with all his power, now. The more he uses, the weaker he
becomes. Using magic comes with its price—it’s not infinite. He has already
wasted most of his powers performing the ritual. After he strikes me down, is
when he’ll be most vulnerable—he will have had to use most of his powers out to
get me—and that is when you must strike him down. If you try before that, it
won’t work, and you’ll die!” said Gideon.


“But,
that means...you’ll be...” Kara couldn’t finish the sentence. Gideon was going
to sacrifice himself. “No. I won’t let you.”


“Don’t
worry about me dear—I’ll be all right. You are the only one who can stop
them. You don’t have a choice—this is what needs to happen. Kara, I need you to
focus your powers now. Tap into your emotions and search for the light. Let
your light guide you.”


It
was hard to concentrate, but Kara gave it her best shot. She felt a flicker of
power.


“I
feel something, but it’s not going to be enough...”


“Very
good, my dear,” Gideon sounded delighted. “Keep working at it.”


“But—”


All
at once, balls of green liquid fire began to fall from the sky.


Kara
jumped out of the way, but the heat scorched her back, and she slammed into the
ground.


Gideon
was propelled backwards. He landed hard, and Kara heard a horrible crack. But
the old man stood up on his shaky legs, his face set.


“Let’s
see what you got, darklings.” 


He
whipped two bottles at them. In the air, the bottles transformed into a giant
orange net. It fell on the warlocks and paralyzed them momentarily. 


With
a crack, the net melted into an ugly orange soup. The warlocks looked really
angry now.


“I’ve
had enough of you, old fool!” The Dark warlock charged, blasting a beam of
green fire from his hands. 


Gideon
threw a handful of yellow powder into the air. It formed a protective wall
around him. The warlock’s beam of fire bounced back off the wall like a rubber
ball and blasted him in his own flames. 


Wergoth
screamed in rage. He began to chant, raised his arms, and released another
powerful blow. Gideon’s wall shook, and then it collapsed. As he reached for
another bottle, a fiery ball hit him in the chest, and he fell to the ground,
his body covered in green flames.


 Kara
ran over to him. The smell of burnt flesh rose from his badly burned face and
hands. His eyes were closed, and she couldn’t tell if he was breathing.


“Gideon,
please don’t be dead.” She shook him gently, but he didn’t open his eyes. “I
need you.”


“He
was an old fool to think that he could beat me. I am a dark warlock, the
most powerful sorcerer in this world. He was nothing but a potions master, a
soup maker,” he laughed. “You can’t kill a warlock with seasonings and soup.” 


“He
was more than that—he saved my life. He was my friend,” she hissed. 


“You’re
going to pay for this, warlock.”


A
sly smile formed on Wergoth’s face. “I’m going to enjoy killing you, elemental.
Then I’m going to feast on the souls of your friends.” He lashed out.


The
forced knocked Kara off her feet. She could smell her own hair burning.


Kara
stood up, staggering and confused. Crackles of green energy
trailed around her. The warlocks’ sickening wet laughs sounded all
around her.


She
glowered at them all. “I’m going to save my friends—and my mother!” she cried.


Wergoth
fixed Kara with a look of pure hatred. “No, you’re going to die at the hands of
warlock fire, a slow painful death.”


The
dark warlock’s skin sizzled with electric power. He raised his hands. “Good
bye, elemental.”


Before
she could react, he hit her with another blast of liquid green fire. 


She
went crashing down. She cried out in excruciating pain, but managed to roll
over and extinguish most of the fire. The flames had scalded her arms and
burned through her jacket. She smelled her own burned flesh. She choked as the
green vapors burned her lungs like acid. With the last of her courage, she
focused on her light. She was just able to push herself back on her feet.
Wiping the tears from her eyes, she tried to tap into her power. A pulse
started to vibrate through her.


Too
late.


Another
ball of fire blasted into Kara and knocked her down again. They were going to
kill her slowly for fun. She was only just conscious, but she could still hear
their sick laughter.


She
turned toward Gideon, but he lay exactly as before, no sign of life.


“Gideon,
what must I do?” her voice cracked.


Suddenly,
the pendant rose from Kara’s neck. It hovered for a second, and then it broke
free. Soaring through the air like a bullet, it struck the obelisk. It stuck to
the structure, as though it were magnetized. Kara watched as the tiny stone began
to shine with a brilliant yellow light. It pulsed and swelled like a breathing
heart. It stuck there on the obelisk, glowing as if it were trying to tell her
something—


And
then it came to her, like a tiny voice inside her head. She knew what to do.


She
crawled to her feet, trembling. She concentrated on that little piece of light
that still lingered inside her. Her light was the key. It was a spark of
hope—of life. 


She
searched deep inside herself, just as she had done many times before as a
guardian. She called it forward. Her light pulsed and awakened. 


She
blinked the blood from her eyes and strained to keep from falling over from
exertion. She could feel little tremors beneath her feet, as though the earth
herself was responding to her. She stepped forward. Her eyes blazed with rage.
She radiated power.


The
earth beneath her feet rippled and moaned like an earthquake. 


The
dark warlock turned towards her, a moment of panic on his face.


Power
coursed through her body. And then Kara let her power go.


A
bolt of silver lightning shot from her and hit the obelisk. The giant structure
lit up as though it were on fire. Kara and the obelisk were connected by a
stream of silver light. Her body trembled as the connection held. She strained
to empty herself of all of her light, until there was nothing left but an empty
core. She exhausted herself—nothing had happened. She stood in the silence for
a moment. 


Then,
with a thundering crack—the obelisk exploded.


Shards
of rock and pebbles showered the ground. Where the obelisk had once stood was
now a giant gaping hole the size of a garage. The ground began to shake again,
and hundreds of glowing green symbols and runes sprouted from the earth and
floated into the sky. They glimmered for a moment and then dissolved. 


“NO!
This cannot be! This cannot be happening! This is impossible!” the dark warlock
wailed hopelessly.


Tendrils
of silver fire wrapped around the other five warlocks, and bound them tightly
in unbreakable chains. The warlocks howled an inhuman sound as the silver
flames consumed them. Their bodies bubbled and hissed and finally
disintegrated.


The
dark warlock screamed as his body, too, was consumed by the silver electricity
that coiled around him. He rolled over, howling in pain. A silver glow emanated
from his chest and spread slowly all over his body until he was covered in
silver light.


“You
cannot kill a dark warlock! I AM FOREVER!”


He
spat up thick black liquid as he wailed and clawed at his own flesh. He lifted
his arms in the air as if he were praying, and then his body crumbled into dust
and disappeared in a gust of wind. 


Kara
drew in a shaky breath as her silver tendrils snaked over the ground around the
hole. Like a brilliant tornado, it lifted with it the millions of shattered
pieces of the obelisk. In a whirlwind of pebbles and sand, it rose in the air.
Piece by piece, the spinning silver energy glued the obelisk back together.
When the final stone was back in its place, the whirlwind dissipated. The
obelisk gleamed in silver light and cast a moonlight glow over the park. Its
runes shone brilliantly for a moment, and then the ancient rock shuddered, and
the markings returned to their natural cold grey color.


Kara
smiled at the magic. It was beautiful.


And
then she collapsed. 
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Saying
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Kara dreamed she was at the edge of
the world. Soft puffy clouds covered the horizon, and she was flying towards
the sun. This must be how birds felt, and she thought it was amazing.


White
light blinded her. When she could see again, she realized she wasn’t flying
through the sky at all but standing on solid ground in the penthouse on level
seven.


The
room looked exactly as she remembered, with soft sofas, armchairs, and plush
carpets. Twenty—foot high windows ran the length of the room on all four sides,
and Kara could see a black sky glinting with stars outside. She blinked through
the brightness of the light in the room and felt heat on her face. It was like
the luxurious apartment was floating in outer space. 


“Hello
again, Kara. It’s been far too long since we’ve last seen each other. How have
you been?”


Kara
turned and gazed into the face of an elderly man. He sat on a large sofa packed
with fluffy pillows in the middle of the living room. His round face, pink
cheeks, and small sparkling eyes, made Kara think of Santa Claus—except this
one wore a white kimono with gold stars stitched into the fabric, and a golden
belt tied around his waist. He looked like he was on his way to a spa. 


The
Chief cracked open a jar of olives and started to pop them in his mouth one by
one. 


“Uh...fine,
I guess,” answered Kara. She couldn’t believe how many olives the Chief could
put in his mouth all at once—it almost made him look like a grandpa chipmunk.


“I
just love olives, don’t you?” said the Chief. He dabbed his thick white beard
with a cloth.


Kara
shrugged. “Not really. I find them too sour, and they always make me think of
eyeballs—the ones with the little red parts in the middle.” 


The
Chief raised his bushy brows. “Never thought of them like that. Eyeballs, you
say?” Twisting his face, he examined the jar as though it were the first time
he’d ever laid eyes on olives before. Satisfied, he placed the jar back on the
table. 


“Come
and sit with me, we have lots to talk about, you and me.” The Chief patted the
large beige sofa beside him.


Kara
walked over and let herself fall into the soft sofa. The coffee table was
covered with food and drinks—rice, fried fish, chips, bags of pretzels, a large
plate of vegetables and dip, gummy bears, egg rolls, licorice twizzlers,
bottles of soft drinks, and a giant bowl of spaghetti and meatballs.


“Would
you care for an egg roll?” the Chief grabbed a plate from the coffee table and
placed it in front of Kara. “They’ve gone a little cold, but they’re still very
tasty. Try one—you’ll see.”


Kara
lifted her hand. “No thanks. I think I’ll pass.” She was amazed that the Chief
could eat all this food. Her eyes went to his large belly, but she knew better
not to ask.


“Is
my mother safe?” she asked instead, her throat tightening. She had been
torturing herself ever since she had left her mother’s side. Her last memories
of her mother had been horrible.


“Yes,
dear. She is perfectly safe—just as are all the other mortals who were infected
by the dark warlock’s magic. All is well in the world of the living, once
again.”


Kara
sat back relieved. The mission had been a success.


The
Chief placed the plate back on the table and grabbed a handful of twizzlers.
After tearing a piece off one of them, he waved it like a wand and pointed it
at Kara. 


“Once
again you’ve surprised us all with your skills, Kara. We are pleased how the
events turned out, you know. It was a gamble sending you out to confront a
witch and a dark warlock, but I knew you’d pull through. I’ve always known
it—I’ve been watching you for a long time, and I never stopped believing in
you. Besides, you were the only one who had the necessary skills to
defeat the warlocks.”


Kara
dropped her gaze. “So you knew about my powers as a mortal all along? I think
Ariel knew that my elemental powers would surface. But why didn’t she tell me?”



Kara
felt her temper rise and tried to keep her expression neutral. Had she been a
pawn in the plan all along?


The
Chief tore off another piece of his twizzler with his teeth. “We weren’t sure how
they would materialize—or if they were going to show up at all. It was risky.
The truth of the matter, Kara, is that we weren’t sure it was going to work,
but it was a chance we needed to take. We weren’t sure of the consequences at
the time.” He waved a twizzler at Kara. “Twizzler?”


“No
thanks.”


The
Chief studied Kara for a moment. “Kara, do you feel different from before?”


Kara
shook her head. “No—should I?”


“When
you willingly sacrificed yourself by pouring out the last of your power—when
you gave your life wholeheartedly to save the mortal world—that sacrifice
changed you.” 


“Different
how?” asked Kara cautiously.


“You
are no longer elemental.”


Kara
felt a sting in her chest. For a moment she just sat there, stunned. “What?
But...but how can that be? I thought it was a part of me? Being elemental made
me who I am? I thought it was like my third arm or something?”


“When
you channeled every last bit of your elemental power into that obelisk,” said
the Chief carefully, “—every last drop, so to speak, well, it killed you.”


“I
figured that much.” Kara frowned. “So I’m dead.”


The
Chief popped open a can of soda and gulped it down in one great sip. He wiped
his mouth with the back of his hand. “Not entirely. You drained your elemental
part away—that part is gone for good.”


“I
don’t understand? How can I not be entirely dead?”


The
old man’s eyes sparkled, and he smiled. “Just by being alive again, my dear.
You will live a normal life, just like any normal mortal girl. You will have
your life back.”


Kara
shook her head, mystified. “So, I’m not elemental...but am I still a guardian
angel?”


The
Chief waved another twizzler dismissively. “We won’t be requesting your
services for quite sometime, so the answer is no—for now.”


“So
I won’t have any more demons trying to steal my soul, right? They’ll leave me
alone now, since I’ll be normal...right?” 


“That’s
what I said.”


At
first Kara wasn’t sure how to feel. She had been a GA with a special ability
for more than a year. She had been unique, special, and even though she had
been hated by most of the other guardians, she had always secretly enjoyed
being different. It had been a big part of who she was—it was what made her
special. And now it was gone. But Kara wasn’t sad. She was happy.


“So
I won’t be able to see my friends again? When they’re guardians, and I’m not, I
mean? I won’t see the supernatural anymore? I won’t see through the veil?”


“Yes
and no. There are still some perks to being a retired GA—we cannot erase your
essence completely.”


“And
I can have a life with David,” she was almost afraid to ask, “—a normal teenage
life?” It was too good to be true.


“That
is not for me to decide,” said the Chief with a sparkle in his eye and the
tiniest of smiles. “Who knows what the stars may bring.”


But
even in this incredible moment, there was still something that bothered her.


“I
know this might sound ungrateful or selfish, but may I ask you for a favor?” 


The
Chief smiled. “Of course, Kara dear, anything at all.”


“It’s
about my sister, Lilith. I know she’s done terrible things, but she changed—she
tried to save me before she died. I believe people can change and deserve a
second chance. She’s dead now, killed by the warlock, and her body is just
lying in the snow. It feels...wrong. She deserves better—even her.” Kara
strained to compose herself.


The
Chief smiled warmly. “You never cease to amaze me, Kara. But don’t worry about
her, she’ll be looked after, I can promise you that.” He popped a handful of
gummy bears in his mouth. “It is almost time.”


Kara
screwed up her face. “Huh? Time for what?”


“I’m
granting you ten minutes to say goodbye to your friends, and then when you wake
up tomorrow morning, things will be back to normal, so to speak. You will not
remember any of this.”


 Kara
felt like she was forgetting something. “Wait a minute. What about all the
souls?”


“The
souls are fine.”


“But
they’re trapped inside the obelisk—”


The
Chief lifted his hands to silence her.


“And
now my dear, you must wake.”


 


 


When
Kara opened her eyes, she was outside, and David was staring down at her.


“I’ve
never been happier to see those big brown eyes,” he said. “Welcome back to the
world of the living—”


“—and
the dead,” interrupted Jenny. Her purple hair reflected in the light behind
David.


 “Spirit
walkers,” Jenny laughed, “I’m actually starting to like the sound of that—maybe
those witches weren’t so bad after all.”


Kara
smiled. “Maybe they weren’t. Maybe they were just...different.”


Besides
having a jumbo migraine, Kara felt fine. She let David pull her up to her feet.
The ground wavered for a second—and then she felt an emptiness, like something
was missing, like when you know you’ve forgotten something, but you just can’t
put your finger on it. Something was different. 


Kara
turned her palms over and examined her hands. She wasn’t sure what she would
find— perhaps some remnant of her power. Her hands didn’t appear to be any
different from before, and yet she knew her power was gone. She just knew. Her
elemental power was spent, like a dead battery. What the Chief had said was all
true. 


“Kara,
what is it?” asked David seeing Kara’s mystified expression. “Why are you
staring at your hands?”


As
the realization sunk in, she looked up at David and Jenny. “It’s gone.”


“What’s
gone?” asked David and Jenny together.


“My
power—my elemental power. I used it all...and now it’s gone. I’ll never be
elemental again—I’m normal. The Chief said so.”


“The
Chief?” asked David. “The big Cheese? The head honcho? Mr. VIP himself? No
way?” 


Kara
described her conversation with the Chief.


David
and Jenny just looked at her, but they weren’t sure what to say.


Jenny
was the first to speak, “Are you okay with that? I mean, that was a huge deal
for you, wasn’t it, being elemental and all? I was always kind of envious of
you, you know—having a special power.”


Kara
laughed. “I wouldn’t be envious. It’s weird, but I feel amazing, like a huge
weight’s been lifted off my shoulders.” 


She
focused on David. “I can finally be normal—and maybe have a normal life.” Kara
and David studied one another, and she knew he had put it together. He smiled,
his sky—blue eyes danced playfully. 


Jenny
pouted. “So you’re not a guardian anymore? That sucks. Are you sure?”


“Quite
sure.”


“And
you’re happy about that,” asked Jenny a little more put out.


“I
am. I truly am.”


Before
Kara could explain further, the ground shook and thousands of brilliant spheres
flew up from a gap in the ground. It was like an upside—down waterfall. The
black sky was immediately illuminated with thousands of brilliant white
spheres. Kara felt as if she had just stepped into space and was staring at a
newborn galaxy. The souls hovered for a moment in front of Kara—almost as if
they were saying thank you—and then they shot up into the dark sky like
stars until they disappeared into the night sky. Kara knew the souls were safe.


“Where
do you think they’re going?” asked Jenny.


Kara
breathed in the cool air. “Back to their bodies. They’ll be reborn into
children—life will continue.” 


All
the pent-up emotions that she had stored up since the start of the mission were
released with the restoration of the souls to the sky. Hot tears fell down her
face. It was over. Finally.


With
her heart in her throat, Kara walked over to Lilith’s body and kneeled. Her
sister’s skin was snow—white. She had a serene expression on her face. She
didn’t look dead—she looked like Sleeping Beauty, so calm and peaceful.
Carefully, Kara untied the leather bracelet from around her own wrist and tied
it gently around Lilith’s left wrist. As she folded her sister’s hands on her
chest, she noticed that her skin was ice—cold and had started to turn grey.


“It’s
brought me luck, now it’s yours. May it bring you luck wherever you go.” She
bent over and kissed her sister’s forehead. 


Kara
leaned back, and Lilith’s body glowed with brilliant particles, as though it
had been painted in diamonds. Kara covered her eyes and watched as her sister’s
soul lifted in the air and disappeared into the sky. And when Kara looked down
again, Lilith’s body had vanished.


“Can
someone help me up?”


Kara
turned to see a battered yet very alive Gideon. She rushed to his side and
squeezed the old man in a tight embrace. 


“You’re
choking me girl! Let me go. Let me go.” His face was blackened, and his hair
was still smoking. He looked like a blown-out candle.


Beaming,
Kara let him go. “I thought you were dead! I thought the warlock killed you.”


After
wiping himself down, Gideon stood tall and proud. “Tut—takes more than warlock
magic to kill old Gideon. I’m a witch doctor.” He smiled, and Kara knew there
was more to Gideon than he let on.


David
smacked Gideon on the back. “Never thought I’d be pleased to see you and your
dead pets again, grandpa.” He poked the dead fox’s glass eye with his finger
and jumped back when he saw Gideon’s angry face. 


“I
see all is well, then,” Gideon’s smile returned. “I said ya could do it. And ya
did, Kara, you really did.”


Kara
felt the blood rush to her face. “Well, I couldn’t have done it without you.”


Jenny
stood beside her, as Kara held out her hand. “Thank you, Gideon, for helping
us. Truce?” 


She
waited as if she thought Gideon might take a swing at her.


At
first, Gideon just glared at her. And then his expression softened, and he
shook her hand.


 “Didn’t
think I’d ever shake hands with the dead. I must be going crazy in my old age.”



He
looked at Jenny and David. “But I’m happy to know Kara has such good friends
looking out for her, even if ya are spirit walkers.”


Jenny
and David laughed. Kara was amazed that the witch doctor had warmed to her
spirit friends.


A
reflected yellow light in the snow caught Kara’s eye. She knelt down and pulled
out Olga’s pendant. It looked brand new, exactly like the first time she had
seen it. She held it in her palm and thanked it silently.


“Look
who’s decided to join the party,” announced David.


Ashley
and her team strolled into view. Ashley’s expression soured when she saw Kara.
She crossed her arms. “What’s going on here? You’re supposed to be on a
mission, not a stroll in the park. Where is the warlock? Did you let him go?”
she laughed cynically, and her team followed her example. 


“No,
he’s dead,” said Kara cheerfully. “I killed him—and the other ones. The
warlocks are all dead. They won’t be bothering the legion anymore.”


Ashley’s
expression crumbled. 


Kara
met Ashley’s glare. “I guess we didn’t need your backup after all. The
mission was a success—without you.” 


Kara
paused for a second and then continued, “You tried to make me feel bad about
being different. You wanted me to fail and to feel like a freak so you could
laugh at me, didn’t you? You wanted to turn the legion against me.” Kara
sneered. “So who’s laughing now?”


“I
am,” laughed David. He pointed to Ashley and her team and began laughing like a
lunatic.


Ashley
lowered her eyes. “Who is this?” She pointed at Gideon, who jumped back in
surprise. “Using mortals to do your bidding is a capital offense. I will have
to report you.” Ashley’s cold smile returned. “Ariel will be very angry with
you—you won’t be in her good favor for long.”


Kara
laughed softly. “That’s Gideon, a witch doctor—and my friend. And you can write
up a ginormous report on me all you want. Why don’t you run along and tell
Ariel that we didn’t need you after all—that she had made the right
decision in sending me and my friends on this mission—and not you.”


Ashley
spun around and stormed out the park without another word, her minions
following her like sheep.


Kara
shook her head and laughed. “Listen, guys. I only have a few minutes left
before I—”


“Disappear
on us again,” said David. “Thought that might happen again.”


“Well,
I’m looking forward to a normal life for a change,” said Kara. She held up the
witch’s pendant. “Gideon, take this. I can’t keep it. I’m sure Olga would want
you to have it.”


The
witch doctor’s eyes brightened, and he took the pendant carefully in his large
hands. 


He
beamed. “I would have loved to see that old bat one more time, but I guess
we’ll see each other soon in another life.” He pulled the pendant over his
smoking black afro. 


“Goodbye,
Gideon, and thank you.”


“It
was a pleasure,” said the witch doctor, and he bowed.


Kara
turned and hugged Jenny. “I’ll see you again—I’m sure of it. This isn’t really
good bye you know.”


Jenny
stepped back. “I know. You deserve a normal life Kara—for a little while at
least,” she winked.


“We
have to get going soon, too,” said David. “We’ve been in our M—suits for a long
time.”


“He’s
right. And I’m anxious to know how Peter is doing,” said Jenny.


Kara
felt a cool flutter pass through her like a shiver. She looked down at herself.
Her body was becoming transparent, like a ghost.


“It’s
happening.” She trembled with excitement and happiness. She couldn’t wait to
see her mom healthy and safe, and to start her new life with David. 


“Say
hi to Peter for me, and tell him I’ll miss him.”


“We
will,” said Jenny, despite her smile her eyes were sad.


David
laced his fingers with Kara’s. “I’ll see you soon, my little witch. You can
cast a spell on me anytime.” 


As
she held her friends’ gazes one last time, she felt David squeeze her fingers.
Then she vanished.
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The people on the streets were
starting to annoy Kara. She narrowly missed a head—on collision with a man with
a face like a horse. She spun around, doing a three—sixty as she ran along the
street. Sweat trickled down her forehead. As she swiveled sideways, jumped onto
the sidewalk and shot through the oncoming crowd, she balanced her portfolio
and thought about her big presentation.


She’d
hardly slept for the past few days. She’d been too freaked out. She had even
skipped her breakfast—since anything going down might come right back out.


Today
was her interview with Ubisoft, the giant video game design company. Her
future was in their hands, and she felt like a total spaz. She had been
practicing her speech for weeks and had carefully arranged her portfolio with
her best 3d model renderings. But now her brain was numb, as though someone had
pressed the delete button and erased her mind.


She
pressed her cell phone against her ear. “Okay—I just got onto Saint Joseph
Street, so I’ll be there like in two minutes.”


“Well,
you better hurry,” said the voice on the line. “I can see a line forming
inside, and I think they’ve already started some interviews. Hurry up, or
you’ll be late.”


“I’m
not late! I still have ten minutes before my interview. I’m almost
there.”


A
laugh came through the speaker. “I’m just saying—this is supposed to be the
most important day of your life—and you’re late. You’ve been talking about this
for weeks.”


Kara
dashed along the busy street. “Excuse me! Coming through—coming through—super
important presentation coming through—” 


Breathing
hard, she squeezed herself through the crowd. She nearly tripped on something
and cursed, she couldn’t afford to fall down right now. Her heart was in her
throat, and her lungs were raw from running. If she were late, she’d never
forgive herself. As it was, she would arrive red—faced and sweaty like a pig—a
great first impression.


“Okay,
I can see you now,” said Kara. 


David
was leaning against Ubisoft’s front brick exterior. He wore his favorite brown
leather jacket with the collar rolled up, and his blond hair sparkled like gold
in the sunlight. He looked like a mix between a young James Bond and Han Solo
from Star Wars. Their eyes met, and her heart did a somersault. Even
after dating for the last few months, he still had that effect on her. Every time
she saw him, she felt weak in the knees. She felt as though they had been
together for years—it just felt natural to be with him. 


“I
thought we might catch a bite to eat after your interview,” said David through
the speaker.


Her
cheeks burned. “Let’s see how the presentation goes first. I might want to jump
into the Saint Laurence River if it goes badly. God, I hope it goes well—”


“Stop
worrying. It won’t go bad—you’ll get the scholarship I’m sure of it. If I can
get a scholarship for Mechanical Engineering, there’s no way you won’t get
hired. Besides, I feel like it’s going to be a good day.”


“I
hope you’re right.”


Kara
took a deep breath and sprinted onto Saint Laurence Boulevard. As she ran, her
cell phone slipped out of her hand and hit the ground with a crash.


“Urgh,
I’m such a klutz!” She crouched down to grab her phone.


A
flicker of movement appeared in the corner of her eye.


“WATCH
OUT!” Someone shouted. She stood up and turned around.


A
city bus hurtled towards her.


Kara
watched in horror as a city bus came charging straight at her. 


She
closed her eyes and braced herself for impact—


But
the impact never came.


Someone
grasped her left arm and lifted her off the ground. She floated in the air
momentarily as someone pulled her away from the bus. Her portfolio flew out of
her hand, and she landed a few feet away. The bus skidded to a stop and
ploughed through the spot where she had stood moments before.


A
hand was still wrapped tightly around her arm, and Kara turned around to get a
glimpse of her savior. 


“Careful
there,” said a smiling girl with short purple hair and the most dazzling green
eyes that Kara had ever seen. She looked like a fairy soldier in a purple
bomber jacket with matching purple combat boots. 


A
shy looking teen boy with glasses and dressed in the same military style helped
Kara to steady herself, “Yeah, you don’t want to be late for your big day,” he
said.


Kara’s
pulse raced. “Huh? How did you know...?” She stared at the pair of them. It
took her a moment to compose herself. They both looked strangely familiar.


 “Thank
you—you saved my life.”


“No
problem—it’s all part of the job,” said the girl cheerfully. She shared a look
with her friend.


Kara
couldn’t take her eyes off the two strangers. It was the strangest thing, but
she felt like she already knew them. Even their voices sounded familiar to her
ears. 


“You
guys look familiar—have we met before? Did we share a class or something?”


“Or
something,” said the girl. Her green eyes glistened playfully in the sun.


“So
we have met before?”


“In
another life, perhaps,” answered the boy. “But not yet in this lifetime.”


“Uh...you’ve
completely lost me. What does that mean?” Kara scrutinized the two of them.
Their smiling eyes gave them away. She could tell they were holding something
back.


 “KARA!”


David
tackled Kara in a hug. He squished the air from her lungs and then released
her. “Are you all right? You almost got hit by that bus! What were you
thinking—crossing without looking?”


Kara
felt stupid for being such a klutz. “I know. I know. I was too absorbed with my
presentation. I should have been more careful. But I’m fine—thanks to them.”


She
turned to introduce David to her two rescuers.


“This
is David, my...” Kara faltered. They had never really talked about it. She felt
his eyes on her, but she couldn’t look at him.


“...boyfriend,”
finished David. He stepped forward and shook their hands. “I’m her boyfriend.” 


Kara’s
heart did a jumbo pirouette, and she forgot to breathe. She must have looked
astonished because the girl with the purple hair giggled. Kara couldn’t help
but laugh, too.


“Take
care of yourself,” said the girl. “Until we meet again. Good luck.” 


And
before Kara could reply, they turned on their heels and walked away. She stared
after them until they disappeared into the crowd. She felt sad to see them
go—there was something about those two that she just couldn’t figure out.


“You
dropped this.” David picked up her portfolio, which miraculously wasn’t
damaged. “Someone’s definitely watching over you. You could have been killed today,
silly girl.”


 Strangely
enough, Kara felt the same way. She couldn’t describe it, but she did feel that
something or someone was watching over her. Were those two people involved
somehow? 


But
today was going to be a good day; she felt it in her bones. David had just
announced to the world that they were an item, and she took courage from
that. She was ready to face anything.


David
held out his hand. “Ready, hot stuff?” His eyes sparkled like the sea.


Kara
smiled warmly and interlaced her fingers with his. 


She
squeezed his hand. “Ready.”


Kara
took a deep breath. They crossed the street together and disappeared through
Ubisoft’s front doors. 
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Chapter
1


The
Deception


 


 


 


The sky outside the bookstore was
blood-red. The hot air was thick with electricity, the kind right before a
thunderstorm, and yet there were no storm clouds. 


Kara
moved from the window and pushed off with one foot. The rolling library ladder
sped across the wood floors, which creaked and popped under her weight like the
rumbling of thunder. Using the ladder was her favorite chore in the bookstore.
She loved the way it made her feel like she was almost flying. If only she had wings.
She could fly up to the highest bookshelf without a ladder and get her work
done faster. The sooner it was done, the sooner she could be with David.


She
missed him. She missed his voice, his sense of humor, and even his arrogance.
Yes, he was insufferable at times, but she could never stay angry with him for
long. He would always make her laugh in the end, no matter how much she wanted
to punch him in the face. It was in those moments in his company that she came
alive. When they were together, she could be herself. It just felt right. They
fit.


The
ladder skidded gently to a stop against a large bookshelf at the other end of
the store.


“I’ll
never understand why he puts the cinematography books so high,” she said,
exasperated. 


With
the book It’s only a movie: Alfred Hitchcock, A Personal Biography between
her teeth, she climbed to the top. She leaned out from the side of the ladder,
suspending herself dangerously from one foot, stretched out as far as she
could, and squeezed the book between The Making of Psycho and The
Stanley Kubrick Archives.


“One
of these days you’re going to fall and break your neck,” warned Mr. Patterson
as he polished a crystal ball the size of a grapefruit. 


Instead
of his usual colorful Hawaiian shirt and Bermuda shorts, he wore a brown plaid
suit with a red bowtie that looked like it had been in the back of his closet
since the 1970s. Kara could smell the mothball stench from the top of the
ladder. She wrinkled her nose and tried hard to keep a straight face. His thin
white hair was combed over awkwardly, as though he had dressed in the dark. The
only things that were not so out of place were his bare feet. They poked from
under his pants as usual. Her boss never wore any shoes. 


Kara
bit her lip and tried hard not to laugh. He had obviously made an effort to
make himself somewhat presentable. But why? 


Maybe
Mr. Patterson had a date later? Could there be a potential Mrs. Patterson in
their midst? But that didn’t make any sense. During all the months she’d been
helping him out at the bookstore, he had never mentioned any female friends.
Then again, he had never mentioned any friends. She always thought of
him as a loner, stuck in his old ways, like many older folks. He kept to his
shop. 


“Don’t
worry,” said Kara after a moment, “No one’s going to die today.”


“You
say it like you know for sure, but you don’t.” 


Mr.
Patterson spit on his crystal and rubbed it gently, eyeballing it like it was a
large precious diamond. 


“Mortals
cannot foresee the future. They don’t have the acquired skill and gift
that is foresight. Only oracles—” 


He
caught himself and peered over at Kara through his bushy white eyebrows. He
watched her as though he had said too much, as though he had revealed some
great secret.


Kara
watched him with increased interest. It wasn’t the first time she had heard Mr.
Patterson refer to himself as an oracle, whatever that was. She had
gotten used to the way he sometimes spoke in the third person. It was almost as
though he had a secret identity and lived two different lives, like a spy. 


It
was a ridiculous notion of course. He was just old and a little confused. Most
likely, his identity crisis was the result of spending night and day reading
books about clairvoyants and the great beyond. He was obsessed with anything supernatural.
Maybe he perceived himself as a connoisseur of the paranormal, a modern-day
Ghostbuster.


Kara
smiled. She cared deeply for the man. He was like the grandfather she had never
known, and he felt like family to her. 


But
there was something different in the way he had just looked at her, as if he
had gone too far this time and had said too much and wished he could take it
back.


Mr.
Patterson frowned and avoided her eyes. He mumbled angrily to himself as he
buffed the crystal ball so vigorously that he looked as if he were trying to
light a fire. 


“Keep
her safe,” Kara heard the old man say. “That’s all I have to do. Well, easier
said than done. Thank you very much. If only they knew…” 


Kara
laughed uncomfortably. “Don’t worry, nothing will happen to me. I know what I’m
doing. It’s just a ladder, no harm done.” 


“You
kids these days,” said Mr. Patterson. Kara could see sweat on his forehead.
“Always living on the edge, always looking for new ways to hurt yourselves.
Tell me, why is that? Why are you all in such a hurry to kill yourselves?”


“I
don’t know,” answered Kara as she slid down the ladder and landed with a thud.
“Guess we feel our lives are boring. Maybe we’re looking for some
adventure to spice things up a bit. Weren’t you ever young? Don’t you remember
what it was like?”


“You
think your life is boring?” Mr. Patterson looked up from his crystal
ball.


Kara
shrugged. “I don’t know…maybe.” 


She
looked into Mr. Patterson’s blue eyes. 


“Didn’t
you ever get the feeling that something was missing in your life? That strange
empty feeling, like you’re supposed to be doing something, but you just don’t
know what it is? Sometimes, well actually all the time, I get this weird
feeling that I was meant for something greater—like I have a purpose in
life, but I just can’t figure out what it is. Not yet, I guess. You know what I
mean?”


Mr.
Patterson stopped polishing his crystal and watched Kara with his mouth
slightly open. He looked worried, like she had discovered some dark secret. He
frowned and watched her without blinking. Kara could see fear flicker in his
eyes, as if he knew that something bad was going to happen to her. 


Kara
squirmed uncomfortably under his stare. 


“Uh…so…what
are you all dressed up for?” she looked away, hoping to change the subject
quickly before Mr. Patterson burned a hole in her forehead with his laser-beam
eyes. 


“Do
you have a date or something?”


Mr.
Patterson looked at Kara for a while before he answered. 


“Of
course not. Don’t be ridiculous.” He waddled over behind the counter and placed
his crystal carefully inside a glass case. “It’s the annual Festival of Spoken
Word at The Couch café. I’ve been invited to read my poetry—”


“You
write poetry?” Kara smiled, glad not to be the center of attention anymore. “I
never knew that. That’s awesome. Something tells me that you’re a fantastic
writer. Can you read me some?”


“No.”



“Why
not?”


“Because.”


“Because
why?”


“Because
I said so, and don’t try to change the subject.” 


Mr.
Patterson looked at Kara with such intensity that it forced her to look away. 


“What
did you mean by saying you feel that you have some sort of greater
purpose in life?” he pressed. “What exactly is this feeling? Can you
tell me more about it? Can you describe it?” 


Kara
shrugged. She wasn’t sure why her boss would be so interested in that. Didn’t
everyone feel like their lives were empty at some point? She was sure she’d
read that somewhere. 


“I
don’t know how to describe it. It’s just a feeling I get sometimes. It’s just
like I said.”


“Humor
me.”


Kara
exhaled heavily, a little annoyed by Mr. Patterson’s strange questions and
peculiar behavior. She pursed her lips and contemplated how best to explain her
feelings so that he would be satisfied once and for all. 


“It’s
like,” began Kara, “it feels like…like that feeling when you’ve forgotten
something, or someone’s name, and you just can’t remember what it is.
It’s kinda like that. Like I’m supposed to be doing something, and I just can’t
remember what - but I know it’s something important. And it’s
always there with me, in the back of my mind, and I just can’t figure out what
it is.”


Kara
looked directly at Mr. Patterson. 


“It
feels like I’m about to see a glimpse of my destiny, but then it fades away. To
tell you the truth, it’s getting to be really annoying. I just wish I knew what
I’m supposed to know or remember.” 


Mr.
Patterson looked troubled.


“What?
Why are you looking at me like that? What did I say?”


Mr.
Patterson pressed his fingers on the counter. “And you get these feelings
often, you say?” 


He
was questioning her as if she were in an interrogation room at the police
station, just before she was about to get roughed up. She wished she’d never
even mentioned that stupid feeling she got, whatever it was.


Kara
rubbed her fingerprints off the glass on the counter with the sleeve of her
grey cardigan. She didn’t look at her boss. 


“Why
are you interrogating me like I’m a criminal? Did I do something wrong? If not,
then I wish you’d stop. It’s as if I’m failing some kind of test.” 


Mr.
Patterson leaned forward. His voice was tense. 


“You
did nothing wrong. But this is extremely important.”


Kara
hesitated. “Why?”


“Because
these feelings might mean that you—”


BOOM!


The
hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and Kara turned toward the sound.
When she realized she was holding her breath she let it go. 


“It
came from the window,” breathed Kara shakily. She frowned. “I think those
delinquents are back again. I’m going to kill them for scaring me like that.”


Before
she could stop him, Mr. Patterson pulled out the baseball bat he kept hidden
behind the counter. 


“They’re
going to answer to me this time!” his voice rumbled with rage, and for a moment
Kara was glad he had temporarily forgotten about her strange feelings. That
interrogation had been awkward enough for an entire month.


As
Mr. Patterson moved from the counter, his bat swinging above his head, Kara
grabbed his elbow and steered him away. 


“Let
me check first,” she said. 


She
lowered his bat with her hand. 


“I
think clobbering kids to death with a bat is a capital offense. We don’t want
you to murder anyone just yet,” she laughed. “You have a poetry reading
tonight, remember? Let’s focus on that, shall we? This is just a classic case
of child boredom.” 


She
pointed a finger at him. “You wait here.”


Kara
made her way across the room, bracing herself before telling off the
ten-year-old boys who had been vandalizing the stores along the street since
the beginning of the summer. 


“We
called the police!” she cried as she stepped out of the front door. Her face
had reddened with the sudden rush of blood. 


“The
police are on their way—”


But
there was no one there.


People
from across the street stopped and stared at her like she was crazy. She
blushed and looked away. 


She
walked along the front of the store inspecting it for broken glass or any signs
of vandalism. But there was nothing. No kids. No broken glass. Nothing.


“That
was weird,” Kara brushed her hair from her eyes. 


And
just as she started to walk away, something small and black caught her eye. She
turned around and looked back.


Below
the bay window was a large black bat. Its neck was twisted awkwardly, and its
black leathery wings were limp. It wasn’t moving.


Kara
rushed over to the bat and gently scooped it up in both hands. With tears in
her eyes she pressed on its belly gently, but there was no movement. The bat
lay limp in her hands. 


“This
is bad,” came Mr. Patterson’s voice behind her.


Kara
whirled around. 


“I
know it’s bad. The poor thing is dead. I think its neck is broken. But I don’t
understand why a bat would be out now in the middle of the day. Don’t you think
that’s weird?” 


She
paused. 


“Okay,
what’s the matter now?”


Mr.
Patterson was eyeing the bat like it was a bomb about to go off. 


“It
is a bad omen to see a bat in broad daylight, and worse to have one hit the
window and die. Day-bats are unnatural. It is a sign that the balance of things
has shifted. Something unnatural is near—something not from this world
has entered.”


“I’m
so confused right now.” 


“Bats,
like birds, are messengers. Something terrible is coming—something dark and
evil and not of this world.”


Kara
had had about enough of Mr. Patterson’s strange behavior.


“I
think you’ve been cooped up in this bookstore for too long. I don’t get why
people are so afraid of bats. I mean they’re so cute and smart. Think about how
clever they are to use their echolocation to help them find their meals in the
dark.” 


Kara
felt sorry for the little creature as she rubbed its fur with her thumb.


“I
think a night off reading poetry might do you some good.” 


She
stared at the bat. Its black eyes were half closed. “I’m going to take it to
the park and find a place where I can lay it down at peace. It just doesn’t
feel right to put it in the garbage. It should be with nature.”


But
just as Kara turned, Mr. Patterson yanked her back. 


“No.
Leave the bat. I’m telling you—this is bad.” 


He
glanced up into the sky like he was expecting something dark to come from the
clouds and kill them.


“Ooookkkayyy,”
said Kara, as she wiggled out of the old man’s iron grip. “It’s only a dead
bat, not the Ebola virus.” 


She
wondered if Mr. Patterson was showing the first signs of dementia. His eyes
shone bluer than usual. Was that a sign? She wanted to bury the bat properly,
whether or not the old man objected.


Before
Mr. Patterson could grab her again, Kara bolted across the street.


 “I’ll
be right back, just give me five minutes!” she called back and headed for Maple
Park at the end of the block. 


Mr.
Patterson’s cries echoed in her ears, but she ignored him and ran harder. She
needed some space, and the park would give her that. She would find a nice
place to lay the bat. It was the least she could do. It did die because of
their window. 


When
she turned around, she caught a glimpse of the old man hurrying after her. His
mouth and eyes were wide, but she was too far away to hear what he was saying.
As she ran faster she tried not to look at the bat. The more she looked at it,
the worse she felt.


She
entered the park and slowed to a walk. She searched the grounds for a spot and
found a great crabapple tree. Its deep burgundy leaves rustled in the breeze,
almost like it was summoning her. 


“Perfect.”


Kara
strolled across the lush green grasses and knelt at the foot of the great tree.
Carefully, she nestled the bat between two large gnarled roots that peeked from
the earth. It looked like a cradle, and it seemed to be made for the little
furry creature.


“There.”



She
leaned against the tree, satisfied that she had done the right thing. 


Kara
sat by the tree. She stared at the bat and stared out into space for a long time.
The mosquitoes started to bite, and the sky turned a dark blue. She knew she
had stayed too long. 


Mr.
Patterson would probably be furious with her. She had expected him to show up
at the park, red-faced and sweating, but he never did. Weird. He seemed so
certain that something bad was about to happen. He seemed to believe that
whatever it was, it was going to happen to her. So why wasn’t he here?


She
felt guilty. He was old. He couldn’t keep up with her seventeen-year-old legs.
What if he’d fallen down and seriously hurt himself? She would never forgive
herself. She had to get back and check on him.


With
a final farewell glance at the bat, Kara pushed herself up. She turned around
and almost bumped into someone. 


She
jumped back in surprise. 


“David?”
she said. 


She
pressed her hand on her chest. “You scared me half to death. What are you doing
here? I didn’t even hear you come. How did you know where I was?”


David
watched her, but he said nothing. He was sweating profusely, like he had just
run a marathon. His skin was a pale sickly green, and his bottom lip trembled.
He looked like he had a fever.


“What’s
the matter?” said Kara, breathing hard. “You don’t look well. Are you feeling
okay? David?” 


There
was something different in the blue of his eyes and his face, like a shadow,
but when she focused on him again, it was gone. 


David
wiped his sweaty forehead with his trembling hand, and Kara noticed a series of
deep cuts on his wrists. 


“I
need you to come with me now.” 


It
was David’s voice, but somehow it was also different, almost like a recording
of his voice.


Kara
shifted uneasily. “Come with you where? David, you don’t look well. Maybe we
should go to the clinic and see the doctor.” 


He
looked over his shoulder and then surveyed the park before he spoke again. 


“You
need to come with me,” he repeated, and then added gently. “Please, please come
with me. Now.”


“You’re
not making any sense,” she said gently. “Besides, I can’t, right now. Sorry. I
need to check on Mr. Patterson. Actually, I need to apologize to him if
I want to keep my job—”


“Mr.
Patterson?” sneered David. His voice was coated with venom, and he watched her
intensely. 


Kara
felt a slow panic begin to stir in her chest. 


David
turned away from her and kicked the ground. 


“Those
creatures think they are so very clever. Oracles!” He spat. “The great
clairvoyants. The crystal readers.” And then he added in a low voice. “Oracles
are meddlers.” 


“Did
you say oracle?” 


Kara
didn’t remember Mr. Patterson ever speaking about oracles when David was
around. In fact she was certain of it—as certain as Mr. Patterson had
been that the bat was a bad omen.


Kara
stepped forward and put her hand gently on David’s shoulder. “David, what’s the
matter? You’re not yourself.”


David
glared at her. His voice rose and his face twisted into an ugly grimace. “Did
you forget about our plans? We had made plans tonight. Come on, let’s go now.” 


Kara
felt like she’d been punched in the gut. She stared at David. 


“I…I
don’t remember, but I’m sure we did. Why don’t we go back together? I just need
to pop by the bookstore first—” 


“No!”
David slapped her hand from his shoulder and laughed nervously. 


He
wiped his face with his black t-shirt and forced a smile. 


“I
mean, not yet. We can go later. But first I want you to come with me to the
forest,” he said. “Come, let’s go to the forest.”


“David,
it’s dark. And the forest is even darker. Why do you want to go in there?”


“Don’t
you trust me?” 


Kara
felt the beginnings of tears but forced them away. She swallowed hard, and when
she spoke her voice cracked.


“Of
course, I trust you.”


“Then
do as I say.” He turned to face her. His eyes were bloodshot and crazed. He
leaned toward Kara and shouted. “Let’s go. Now!”


Kara
took a step back. David looked evil. She hardly recognized him.


David
noticed the fear on Kara’s face and lowered his voice. 


“I’m
sorry,” he said, smiling unnaturally, as though it pained him to do so. “I can
see that I’m scaring you. That’s not what I wanted.”


Kara
cringed at the madness in David’s eyes. 


“What’s
the matter with you? You sound so different…you sound like someone else.” 


David
smiled cruelly, looking like someone else again. 


“Fine.
Then I’ll go by myself. Don’t expect me to be there for you anymore. Without
trust you can’t have a relationship. There’s nothing. I gave you a chance, and
you let me down, Kara. It’s over.” 


He
turned on his heel and left. 


Kara
stared back at him, and tears rolled down her cheeks. 


David
had just broken up with her… But why? Because she didn’t want to waltz into the
spooky forest—it didn’t make sense. She’d never seen him behave like this. 


It was over, he had said. 


It
seemed that David had disappeared. She didn’t know who this cruel person was.
What had happened to him? 


Kara
stood frozen in place, hoping that he would change his mind and come back. But
he didn’t. 


She
watched David disappear through a line of pine and hemlock trees, and then she
started to move toward the forest herself. She was going to give him a piece of
her mind. Whatever was wrong, they were going to talk about it—


But
Kara’s blood went cold, and her breath caught in her throat when she saw a dark
shape appear where David had stood just seconds before. 


The
shape was a head taller than David. It moved gracefully between the trees and
then disappeared after him through the thick wall of shrubs. Was it a trick of
the light? Was the forest playing with her mind? This wasn’t just a case of an
overexcited imagination. She couldn’t explain it, but she just knew it was
evil.


It is a bad omen to see a bat in broad daylight. Mr. Patterson’s voice
sounded in her head. …It is a sign that the balance of things has shifted,
that something unnatural is near—something not from this world has entered.


Kara
was frightened. Mr. Patterson had been right—she wasn’t imagining demons again.
This was real evil, and it was going to kill David. 


 


 











Chapter
2


The
Needle


 


 


 


With her heart in her throat, Kara
bolted toward the spot in the forest where she had last seen David.


“David!”
she bellowed. With the hurtful things he had said forgotten, Kara hurtled
across the park like a wild cheetah. She had to save David.


Her
intuition screamed that something was very wrong, that David’s life was in
danger. She had sensed and sometimes seen shadows of dark and menacing
creatures all her life. So far, they had always seemed to be following her, but
tonight they were chasing David. 


The
image of the dark figure played in her mind over and over. She didn’t know what
she was going to do once she reached it. Even though she had only seen it in the
distance she could tell it was well over six feet tall. The last time she
checked, she wasn’t exactly a ninja or a superhero—she would just have to wing
it.


Where
was Mr. Patterson? She could have used his help—and his bat. It was still
strange that he had never shown up, but right now, David needed her help. She
would have to deal with her boss later.


Leaves
crashed under her shoes as she made it through the first line of trees. The
thick darkness hit her like a wall of doom. 


She
tripped over a root and crashed to the ground hard, scraping her knees.
Cursing, she pushed herself back up and strained to see through the ominous and
impenetrable darkness. 


The
air was hot, stale, and smelled as though some large animal was rotting away
deep in the forest. But there was something else, like the smell of smoke, like
the smoldering of a small campfire.


Kara
stood still, listening. She waited a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the
darkness. It was no use to run in blindly. She’d be no use to David if she got
lost or impaled herself. The forest was treacherous, especially at night. She
needed to calm herself and be smart.


She
could barely make out her hand in front of her face. How was she ever going to
find David? 


A
scream cut through the silence.


“David!”


Kara
crashed blindly through the forest toward the sound of the scream. Branches as
sharp as blades cut through the skin on her face and hands. She cried out. She
could feel the blood trickling down her cheeks, but she kept on going. She
hoped she was running in the right direction. 


Her
lungs burned as she gasped for breath. It was like running in a sauna. The air
was too thin—too hot—it wasn’t normal.


She
tripped again, steadied herself, and then she stopped and listened. Nothing but
the rustling of the leaves and her racing heartbeat. She had lost him. She was
lost.


“David!
Where are you?” she bellowed. 


She
listened intently again, but only the forest whispered back. The branches
cracked in the wind. The smell of wet earth and decomposing leaves filled the
air around, smothering her like a heavy perfume. 


“Kara!
Help!” David’s voice came from deep in the forest.


Kara
held her breath. There was no doubt in her mind—that was David’s voice.


Frantically,
she searched the dark ground and found a thick branch that matched the feel and
size of Mr. Patterson’s bat. Then she charged into the forest. 


It
was close, really close. She could hear the terror and pain in his voice. He
was scared. Something was scaring him. 


With
images of David’s body being dismembered by some demonic creature running
through her mind, she tumbled through the dark forest, tripping and colliding
with tree trunks in the dark. 


But
although Kara kept running she never seemed to get any closer to him. She met
more trees and more darkness, but there were no signs of David.


She
halted. Her lungs screamed for every breath. Maybe she had gone the wrong way?
Had she run too deep, too far in the wrong direction? Worse, she had no idea
which way was North or South, let alone how far she had wandered. 


She
knew she was lost.


“David?
I can’t find you. Tell me where you are!”


She
waited and listened carefully. 


But
no answer came. She was alone, deep in the woods, and very lost.


A
cool wind brushed the hair from her face and refreshed her. She looked up at
the trickle of silver light that spilled from an opening through the top of the
trees. Although angry gray clouds raced across the dark blue sky, the moon was
a bright white disk. Strange how fast night had come, but not as strange as
being in the middle of the forest of doom. The air smelled unnaturally of
sulfur, and she could feel the electricity in the air, much more than before.


Breathing
heavily, she walked slowly forward and stumbled into a clearing in the forest.
The ground was soft, like walking on cotton balls. The air was cooler and soon
she could make out her surroundings. 


Kara
stood in a round clearing. She coughed. The stench of rotten flesh was worse.
It was almost as though she were right next to a decomposing animal corpse and
was expecting to step in it at any moment. But when she searched the ground,
there was nothing. 


Suddenly,
Kara felt a presence behind her. With her breath caught in her throat she
turned around.


A
man stood in the clearing.


Kara
took a step back. “Who—who are you? Where’s David?”


And
when the man stepped into the light of the moon, Kara stopped breathing.


He
stared back at her with large yellow eyes with slit-like irises, like the eyes
of a cat. She could see black veins that shone like tattoos under his thin,
paper-white skin. His evil smile revealed a mouth full of sharp black teeth
that looked as though they had been filed down into pointy needles, and he wore
a black leather tunic and pantsuit, almost like a medieval costume. He was
tall, and his long black hair fell over his square shoulders. He looked like
the evil offspring of a vampire and a zombie. 


“Hello
again, Kara.” 


Kara
stepped back and lowered her weapon slightly.


“How—how,”
she stammered and fought to regain the strength in her voice. “How did you know
my name? Who are you?”


The
thing’s smile widened. “I’m a friend. No need to be frightened.” 


Pale
gray smoke seeped from his skin, as though his burning body had just been
doused with water. The smoke dissipated. 


Kara
retched at his vile, rotten-flesh smell. It was all pretty disgusting. 


She
stiffened. His cat-like eyes bore into hers. She couldn’t look away. She was
frozen on the spot. In her fear she had forgotten why she was there in the
first place. He watched her eagerly, like she was about to become his next
meal. 


Kara
shook her head. Her monsters had always been shadows, never anything so solid,
so evil. 


“This
can’t be happening. You can’t be real.”


The
man laughed an inhuman, guttural laugh. 


“Classic
human response,” he said in a low animal-like voice. 


It
was as though he was reading her mind. 


“You
must not let your weak mind and emotions cloud your ability to see beyond the
layers of the planes, to see beyond the veil. You’re not imagining things,
mortal. See with your eyes. See the beyond.”


She
couldn’t speak. It was real. This thing, this man, this creature was
real. She could see it. She could smell it. It was so close to her she could
smell its foul, rotten breath. She felt as though she was stuck in one of her
nightmares. She was having a waking night terror.


The
creature moved slowly toward her.


“Don’t
come any closer.” Her voice cracked, just a little louder than a whisper. 


“Stay
back,” she said with a little more conviction as she took another careful step
back. It frightened her, and although she wanted desperately to run, she
couldn’t look away. It seemed to have a pull on her, as though there was an
invisible force willing her to stay in place.


It
was all too extraordinary to process. Monsters existed in the world. There was
one in front of her at this very moment, and he looked like he was about to eat
her like she was a filet mignon. It wanted something from her. Where was David?


She
took another step back and gripped her stick firmly in her trembling hands,
determined to go down fighting. 


The
creature leered, pleased at her fear. 


It
laughed at her again. “Yes, you are right to be frightened. But right now, you
and I have some business to settle.” 


The
creature approached slowly, and Kara noticed it made no sound as it floated over
the leaves on the forest floor. It was so close. She would feel its hot breath
against her cheeks.


“Don’t
come any closer. Stay back!” 


Kara
swung her wooden club menacingly. She looked around frantically. Could she run
for it? It would be a miracle if she found her way out of the forest. And if by
some miracle she did escape the forest, would this thing follow her and kill
her? What did it want? It took every ounce of courage to look at the beast.
What business could she and this thing possible have? Clearly, it was toying
with her. 


“Get
away from me, demon!” yelled Kara.


His
mouth rippled in anger. 


“I
am no demon,” he hissed. “You insult me gravely, Kara. I thought you’d
know better, seeing how special you are in our world. Your memory leaves
a lot to be desired—something that time can fix, no doubt.”


The
man-creature searched the clearing behind him as though he were expecting
someone to discover them. 


“I’m
afraid we don’t have time for pleasantries. Someone else has entered the
forest. Someone that I’d rather not deal with.” His face twisted in a smile
that made him look less like a man and more than ever like a beast. “We should
get started.”


Kara
watched the creature—afraid to speak, afraid to move.


“You
see, Kara, we already put things to rest. Now they have risen up again. Life is
the most fragile, unstable, unpredictable thing there is. In fact, there’s only
one thing about life we can be sure of, and that is death.”


Kara
didn’t trust herself to speak. She spotted an escape through a gap in the trees
to her left. If only she could distract it somehow, but how? 


She
turned and faced the creature, doing her best not to look into those horrid
yellow eyes. 


“Where’s
my friend? What have you done to David?”


The
creature sneered. 


“David
was never here. It’s just you, me,” he raised his arms, “and the little
critters that dwell in this forest.”


“Liar!”
spat Kara. “Where is he?” 


She
swung the stick like a sword, impressed and surprised at her own skill. She had
the strangest feeling that she had wielded a weapon like this before. But how
could that be? 


She
glared at the cat-eyed man. “If you hurt him, I swear I’ll…I’ll—”


“You’ll
what?” laughed the man-creature. He pointed a finger at her. His nails were
sharp black claws. “You’ll hurt me with your little stick?” 


He
reached inside the folds of his jacket and retrieved a syringe. He held it in
the air and flicked it with his finger. The black liquid inside looked like
blood. His eyes widened in pleasure, and he looked at Kara as though she was
some long-awaited prize he was about to win.


“What—what
is that?” Kara’s heart thumped in her throat. 


She
took another step back and kept her eyes on the strange black liquid in the
syringe. 


“Are
you going to infect me with some virus? Is that what this is about? You’re
sick. You’re demented.” 


She
remembered the hundreds of zombie movies she’d seen, and although she doubted
she would become a zombie, she knew instinctively that the black substance was
bad. 


“You’re
not touching me with that thing.” 


Kara
swung her wooden weapon and steadied herself. “I’m warning you, I’m a lot
stronger than I look. Don’t come any closer.” 


She
hoped she looked fiercer than she felt, since she was about to fall apart with
fear.


The
man admired the contents of the syringe and ignored her. 


“This
is the lifeblood of my masters. They were once the most powerful creatures that
ever existed, and they will be again, very soon.” 


He
glanced at Kara. “They were cast away from their own world because they were
feared. But they will rise again. I promise you.” 


Kara
frowned. She couldn’t make any sense of what the man-creature was telling her.
Clearly, it was mad. It was mad, and it was going to hurt her. David had always
said that the mad ones were always much more dangerous because they believed
their delusions. She wished David were here…


The
creature flicked the contents of the syringe again. 


“With
this—you’ll be stronger than ever. Your abilities will thrive. Your power will
be limitless. With this you will be invincible, angel.”


The
word angel rang in Kara’s ears, resonating clear and then fading away.
For a second she felt that the word angel had some weight, some meaning.
But that was crazy. He was crazy. The entire situation was crazy. He was going
to stab her with that needle and then kill her. She had to get away before he
did.


“Too
long have we ethereal creatures been forced to live a life of secrecy,
abandonment, and rejection. We have been forced to live like wraiths. Promises
were made that never came to pass. The legion lied. They tricked us and chose this
world, when it was promised to us. The legion chose to favor mankind over their
own kind.” 


He
sneered wickedly. “But not for long.” His eerie yellow eyes burned with a
mixture of madness and hatred.


Kara’s
heart thumped in her ears. The beast was insane, delusional. None of it
mattered. She took another step back and swallowed hard.


The
creature eyed her neck. 


“They
thought they could hide you from us. They attempted to make you different—so
that we couldn’t find you—but they were wrong. You still have enough of it
to make you whole again.” 


He
held up the syringe. 


“This
will make you stronger than you were. You have so much potential, Kara. There
is so much power in you. Your uniqueness, your strength singled you out. Your
peers rejected you. They were jealous of you. You never belonged with them—you
belong with us.”


“You’re
mad. You’re insane,” said Kara. 


The
hot air and rotten smell were making her dizzy. As she blinked the sweat out of
her eyes, she knew she’d have to escape before she fainted. 


The
man-creature grinned at her discomfort. 


“You
showed incredible potential and talent. You were powerful, but now you will be
much, much more. Your power will be unmatched. You will become a creature of
darkness.” 


He
bent slightly forward and watched her, like a cat about to pounce on a mouse.


“Get
that away from me!” 


Kara’s
knees buckled, and she strained to regain her strength. And when the creature’s
gaze turned away from her for a moment, she screamed, “Mr. Patterson!” 


She
looked over the creature’s shoulder. For a split second he turned and looked
behind him.


It
was all that she needed.


Kara
dropped the wooden club and bolted.


She
ran with all her strength. She ran knowing that her life depended on it. She
knew that if she peeked over her shoulder to see if he was after her—she was
dead. Branches scratched and tore her skin like a crazed cat, but she didn’t
stop. 


With
her heart hammering at her chest, Kara tore through the dense forest, pushing
her body as hard as she could. 


David.
She had to see him again…


Just
when she thought she couldn’t run anymore, she burst out of the forest and
stumbled onto a baseball field. She expected the cat-eyed man to burst out of
the forest behind her, but he didn’t appear.


The
trees rustled in the wind. Kara waited and listened. Nothing. Maybe he had
given up. Not likely, but perhaps she had lost him in the thick of the woods. 


Light
spilled from tall light posts surrounding the baseball field. She could make
out the nearest street. She felt safer out of the forest. She massaged the
cramp in her side. It was time to go home. With a deep breath Kara started
forward—


Something
pricked the skin at the back of her neck like the sting of a wasp. It burned. 


“Ah!”
Kara brushed the back of her neck with her hand. It was wet. In horror, she
willed herself to turn around. 


“Our
business was inevitable,” said the creature with a black, toothy grin.


“It
was foolish for you to think you could run away from me. You can’t hide from
your destiny, Kara. You were meant for this. Now you will become a terrible, dreadful force, a storm more powerful than
the foundations of the earth. Soon the darkness will consume you, and
you will come to me. All will fear you.” 


He
tossed the empty syringe to the ground like it was garbage.


Kara
held her neck with her hand. She trembled. 


“What—what
did you inject me with?” her voice cracked. “What did you do?” 


Her
throat was dry and felt like it was swelling closed. She pulled her hand away
from her neck. A mixture of blood and black liquid marked her hand.


As
she stared dumbfounded at her stained hand, she started to tremble. She was
cold, then hot. Fever broke out all over her. Her throat swelled until she
could hardly breathe. And then her body was on fire, like she had swallowed
acid, and it was eating away at her from the inside. Her vision blurred. She
could hardly see. She collapsed to her knees and gasped for breath, as the
world around her spun like a merry-go-round. 


Kara
knew she was going to die. She was dying, and she couldn’t even cry out for
help. She had been poisoned by a madman, and now she was fading away. David.
Her mother. She would never see them again. Tears streaked down her face. David…


A
sudden burst of anger welled inside her. 


She
wanted to kill the man—to knock that evil smile from his face forever—but her
arms fell limply at her side. She gasped for air. 


“A—Am
I—going—to die?” 


The
man’s yellow eyes glowed unnaturally in the semi-darkness like two little suns.
He surveyed her attentively for a moment, like a scientist watching an
experiment unfold before his eyes for the very first time. 


“Not
from the injection,” he said finally, “but from this you will.”


Before
Kara could react, with one quick movement the stranger stabbed her in the chest
with a dark maroon blade. Searing pain exploded around her chest. She cried out
and then keeled over. Wetness spilled down from her abdomen to her legs and
leaked across the ground. She felt her life essence flowing away.


As
the wound drained her energy, she lay on her back and blinked at the bright
stars. They were so beautiful, and she thought it strange how she could think
of such a thing, right before she died. She felt the last of her strength
leaving her body. She could hardly keep her eyes open. She tried to turn her
head, to look upon her killer one last time, but she couldn’t.


“Why?”
was all she was able to say.


The
man tossed his raven hair behind his back. He leaned over Kara and smiled. 


“Because.
I needed to inject you…and then I needed for you to die. You need to die for
the transformation to work. Your metamorphosis would be incomplete if you
didn’t die. Things must die in order to be born again, as you angels know all
too well.” 


He
reached out and wiped a tear from her eyes. She had not the strength to move
away. 


“Only
in death can we rise up stronger. Like the caterpillar becoming a butterfly,
your chrysalis is your death. You will rise again, Kara, and when you
do, you will be magnificent.”


As
she listened to the crazy man speak about angels as if they were real, Kara’s
last thoughts were of David 


And
then she succumbed to the darkness and was no more.











Chapter
3


Back
with a Twist


 


 


 


A white world. A blurry haze.
Silence. 


Kara
felt as though she were floating. Her mind was empty, empty of feeling, empty
of everything. It was a strange dream. It was as though her consciousness was
all around her, and she was a big, floating brain. It was as though she didn’t
have a body. At first she thought she was dreaming, but then in dreams you
don’t usually know you’re dreaming. You only know you’re dreaming once
you wake up. This was different.


She
felt like she was millions of different pieces at once, like she was in every
particle of dust. Her consciousness was stretched and everywhere at the same
time.


The
world shifted. As her vision cleared, she felt the weight of her body return,
like the millions of bits of her were gathered up and made whole again. 


Then
she was standing on solid ground. Kara blinked the fogginess from her mind and
looked around.


She
stood in an elevator, not an ordinary elevator, but the special elevators that
transported guardian angels to Horizon. She recognized the elegant, handcrafted
cherry panels with golden-wing crests, and the familiar mothball smell. She was
back, back on her way to Horizon. 


But
how could that be? Her last memory of Horizon was of the conversation she had
had with the Chief. He had told her that she had channeled every last bit of
her elemental power into the obelisk and had drained her elemental part away.
She specifically remembered him saying, “We won’t be requesting your services
for quite some time.”


So
there it was. Quite some time, that meant a long time, and right now she
knew it hadn’t been that long. How could it be? When she was still a college
student, working in the same bookstore. She shouldn’t be here…and yet she was.


Moreover,
she was back and a regular angel—no more special elemental abilities, no
more rays of golden power—she had exhausted her special powers. She was an
ordinary angel. 


She
wasn’t sure how to feel. She had been unique, and even though she had been
hated by most of her peers, she had always secretly enjoyed being different
from the other guardian angels. It had been a big part of who she was—it was
what made her special. 


Without
knowing why, she reached up behind her and felt the back of her neck, half
expecting something to be there. But what? She couldn’t remember. Why was she
acting so silly?


As
Kara leaned against the back panel of the elevator, she held her head in her
hands. Her memories flooded back. She recalled the memory projection, her last
mission as a mortal, the Fay Sisters, Olga, Gideon, and the Dark Warlock. The
memory of Lilith pained her. She hoped Lilith’s soul was safe and had been
reborn.


She
regained her composure and took stock of her surroundings more carefully. 


A
primate, a large gray-black chimpanzee, was standing next to the operating
panel. Its single red bowtie made it look like a furry black present. It wore a
purple vest over its broad shoulders with the nametag Chimp 6L75
stitched in golden letters. Its large brown eyes were wide and looked almost
fearful. It eyed her strangely, like it was looking at a ghost. 


Initially,
Kara didn’t think anything of it. She was used to elevator operators with an
attitude. But there was something different about the way this one was
looking at her. It looked frightened.


“What?”
said Kara defiantly after she couldn’t take his staring any longer.


“What
now? I just got here, you know. Can’t you give me a moment’s peace before you
start your monkeyshines? Don’t you know it’s impolite to stare?”


 She
shook her head. “Never mind that, just tell me why you’re looking at me like
you’ve never seen a guardian angel?”


Chimp
6L75 looked away quickly and began whistling nervously. It was as though he
pretended not to have heard her, which was very unusual. She knew that the
elevator operators in Horizon always enjoyed tormenting their passengers. But
this operator was behaving very peculiarly.


Kara
frowned and leaned forward. “Did I miss something while I was away? Excuse me,
Chimp 6L75? Did you hear me? Hello?”


The
primate continued to whistle, ignoring her completely.


“Have
the operators turned deaf while I was gone?” 


She
leaned her head against the panel. She wasn’t going to let an uncommunicative
elevator operator ruin her first day back. She hoped David was back, too. It
just wouldn’t be the same without him. 


She
was about to reprimand the primate for being rude when she noticed that the
third button on the elevator control panel was illuminated.


She
stepped forward for a closer look. The brass button with the number 3 was
indeed illuminated and operational. They were ascending to level three, the
Miracles Division. 


“Excuse
me, why are we going to level three? Shouldn’t you be dropping me off to level
five—” 


Kara
stopped. Since she didn’t have her elemental powers, maybe she wasn’t in the
Counter Demon Division any longer. It stung a little, not to be part of the
elite group. Perhaps she should go to level two, Operations. It was the only
other option.


“I
think you pressed the wrong button,” began Kara. She was doing her best to be
polite since this creature seemed to be frightened of her, but she still
couldn’t fathom why. 


“If
not five, then I’m pretty sure I should to be going to level two. Yup. Level
two it is. Go on now, please press level two.”


The
operator ignored her.


Kara’s
temper flared. “Fine. Keep pretending that I don’t exist.” 


She
leaned forward. “I’ll do it myself—”


The
operator flung itself at the panel and covered it with its body. It turned its
head slightly, but it wasn’t angry. It looked frightened.


For
a moment Kara was lost for words. It was behaving so strangely, so out of
character for an operator. It didn’t make any sense. What was wrong? Was it
sick? Could they even get sick? The way the chimpanzee avoided her eyes
and stole a look when it thought she wasn’t looking made it clear that it was
afraid of her.


She
cleared her throat and tried to control the panic in her voice. 


“What
is it you’re not telling me? I can see it in your eyes. You’re hiding
something. Come on…spit it out.”


Wide-eyed
and shaking its head, Chimp 6L75 raised a single, long finger and pointed at
her. “Look. Something’s wrong with you. You’re not a normal angel.”


“What?”
Kara almost laughed. She was used to being called not normal. But when
she looked down at herself, her knees buckled, and she fell against the back
panel. 


She
was semi-transparent, like a ghost.


Her
clothes were see-through, like tissue paper. They looked as if they would tear
and break with a touch. Her angel essence shone through her thin, brittle skin
so that she radiated light. But it was as though half of her essence hadn’t
appeared with the rest of her in the elevator. Part of her being was lost, and
she had become a specter. When she tried to remember the moments before she
died, her memories were lost in a fog. 


The
panic in the primate’s eyes only made her own fears multiply. It all made sense
now. The operator was taking her to level three because she was definitely in
need of a miracle. If anyone could figure out what was wrong with her and fix
her, it was the archangel, Raphael.


The
elevator stopped, and with a ding the doors slid open.


On
shaky legs, Kara willed herself to move and stepped off the elevator onto level
three. 


The
sky above her was a mix of scarlet and orange, twisting and swirling like giant
candy canes. She could see a thick line of forest, and at the base of a great
mountain she could see the archangel’s chamber.


And
so, with fear weighing her down, Kara began her journey toward the forest. On
her way, she passed the giant warehouse-like building of the Healing-Xpress,
the one-stop fixer-upper for the angel in need of repair. She knew that her own
curious affliction was something the grand machine couldn’t fix. She needed
Raphael’s help.


The
tall green trees rippled in a light breeze as she made her way through the
forest and came face to face with the colossal mountain. It rose high above the
forest and was lost in a sea of red clouds.


She
could see the city that was carved from the mountain’s core. She had met no one
yet, and was glad of it. With every step, her panic increased. She hurried
passed the two giant manlike rock sculptures that stood on either side of the
entrance like sentries and sneaked through the opening into the city—


“What
in the souls?” said a voice.


Kara
froze. 


The
oracles and guardian angels in the street stood with expressions of shock and
disbelief on their faces. Others hurried over to see what the commotion was
about until Kara was surrounded. 


She
wanted to disappear.


An
oracle with long wisps of white hair down his back dropped his dossiers.
“How—how is this possible? What anomaly is this? Who are you?”


Kara
looked down. She could see the cobblestones through her shoes. She was
an anomaly.


“What’s
wrong with her?” 


Kara
looked up to see a woman guardian angel with short, curly red hair pointing at
her. 


“She
looks like a ghost. I can see Jamie’s head right through her.”


“Demon!”
shouted a man with dark skin.


“She’s
a demon!” 


“Get
away from her!”


“Throw
her in Tartarus!”


As
the crowd of oracles and GAs increased, so did the whispers and accusations.
Kara couldn’t hear all that was being said, but she heard enough. It was clear
from their faces what they were thinking. Freak. Monster. Mutant. Demon.


There
was nothing worse than being singled out in a crowd as a freak. It was the
worst feeling, and it was a feeling she knew all too well. She could see them
judging her, condemning her, but most of all she could sense their fear.


 The
streets were so still she could hear the trees rustle in the wind in the forest
behind her. All at once the painful memories of being marked by a demon
overlord overwhelmed her like a giant wave. 


But
this situation was worse. Her demon mark had been carefully hidden. But now,
every single creature in Horizon could see that she was transparent. She
couldn’t hide it.


With
her head down, fighting the urge to cry out, Kara brushed past the crowds of
onlookers and ran down the winding and turning walkways that wound between the
buildings. She needed to find Raphael soon, before the mob did something stupid
and threw her in Tartarus. 


Kara
ran as fast as she could. And when she thought for sure she was lost, she
recognized a familiar stone structure and made for it. She passed two angels
who jumped out of her way and flattened themselves against the walls. Finally,
she pushed open a wooden door and bounded into a large chamber.


“Kara?
What’s happened to you?”


A
beautiful Asian-looking woman, draped in white linen, looked up from a long
wood table. Red highlights reflected off the jet-black hair that spilled down
her back. The golden shield that was crisscrossed with two silver swords on her
forehead marked her as an archangel. She pushed back her chair and stood up.
Her eyes were wide with concern. 


Kara
stumbled into the room awkwardly. Her feet seemed to be made of lead. 


“I
don’t know,” she said nervously. 


“I
was like this in the elevator. I just got here. I can’t believe I’m back so
soon. I don’t know why exactly. I scared the operator half to death—well, I
guess technically they’re dead, right? I mean, aren’t they? Aren’t they like a
different type of guardian or entity? I guess that really doesn’t matter now.
You should have seen the way he was staring at me, like I was a ghost—”


“You
look like a ghost,” said Raphael. 


She
was still for a moment, as she studied Kara. Then she stepped out from her
table and moved quickly toward the door to her chamber. She secured the door
and made her way toward Kara. 


She
frowned. “Try to calm yourself and let me have a look at you.”


Although
the archangel tried to hide the look of alarm on her face, Kara could see the
distress in the archangel’s eyes. Gently, Raphael lifted Kara’s arms and
inspected them. She poked, and prodded, and brushed her fingertips over Kara’s
skin and clothes, until she had inspected every last inch of her. Finally, she
looked up. Her face was grim.


“I’ve
never seen anything like this before,” she said. 


“I
can see your essence flowing around in your body, which we sometimes see in
cases of defective or battered M-Suits, where the skin gets paper-thin. But
this is different; both your body and your essence are translucent. It’s
astonishing and very mysterious.”


For
a second, Kara thought she heard shouting coming from down the corridor. 


“I
am half here?” she asked. “I mean, is the rest of me on some other plane or
something? I was thinking maybe something happened before I made the transition
here, like the veil was broken, and part of me is in the waiting room back on
the 8TH Plane? Or maybe the room was packed, and now I’m waiting in
limbo?”


Raphael’s
face was serious. “No. When there’s a fracture in the planes, you’d either be
lost in oblivion until the end of time or your legs would be waiting for you on
the 8Th Plane.” 


The
archangel frowned again as she inspected Kara. “This is something else
entirely. This looks almost like a vega malfunction, as though the
metamorphosis process that builds and sheds temporary bodies hasn’t quite
finished yet. It’s almost as though you’re still transforming, like your angel
essence is still processing—but what it’s processing, I’m not sure. This
is very strange. But that’s just a theory. I’ll have to do some tests to find
out for sure.”


She
saw the look of fear on Kara’s face and squeezed her shoulder gently. “Don’t
worry, Kara. We’ll find out what this is, I promise.” 


Kara
looked into the archangel’s almond-shaped brown eyes and forced a little smile.
“I hope so. I thought there was nothing worse than being marked.”


 She
raised her hand in front of her eyes and stared at Raphael’s stunning face
through them. “But this…” she paused, “this is a million times worse.” 


“How
do you feel? Are you in pain of any kind?”


Kara
wanted to say she was suffering a different kind of pain, a mental one, but she
decided against it. 


“No.
I feel pretty normal, I feel just like all the other times I came back to
Horizon.” She shrugged. “I know I look different, but I don’t feel any
different.”


Raphael
put her hands on her waist, puzzled. “What’s the last thing you remember before
your transition here?”


Disjointed,
Kara floundered, doing her best to recall the moments before her surprise
return to Horizon. She was a little calmer now and felt safe with Raphael. 


She
closed her eyes. “I remember working at the bookstore. I remember a bat dying
after it crashed in the window. Yes. I remember that. Then I went to the park
to lay it to rest…” 


Kara
drew a blank. Her memory faded. It was obstructed by something, and she
couldn’t reach it. It was like a black wall shielded her memories. She
strained, but she couldn’t see past it. 


“Hmm.
This is weird.”


“What’s
weird?”


Kara
opened her eyes. “It’s like something’s blocking my memory. I’m trying to
remember. I know I should remember, but I can’t. I don’t remember
anything else. How come I can’t remember how I died? I’ve always remembered,
every single time.”


Raphael
leaned over Kara and inspected her more closely. 


“Try
harder Kara. It’s imperative that you remember the events before you got here.
You have to try and remember how you died. Who was with you? Was there anyone
with you?”


Kara
reached back unconsciously and brushed the nape of her neck as though she
expected something to be there. But still she couldn’t remember what it was she
was looking for.


“What
is it? Do you feel something there?” Raphael lifted Kara’s hair out of the way
and inspected the back of her neck. “I don’t see anything, there’s no mark of
any kind.” 


She
let Kara’s hair fall back. “Was this important to you somehow? Were you hit at
the back of the head maybe?”


Kara
shrugged and rubbed her temples. “I—I don’t know. I can’t remember.” She let
out a loud sigh. “This is so frustrating! Why can’t I remember? I’ve always
been able to remember—”


“Until
now.” The archangel’s soft, delicate face was drawn with distress.


Kara
watched Raphael. “That means something to you…doesn’t it? What? Please tell me.
I’m dying here—so to speak.”


“I
don’t know, maybe,” said the archangel after a moment’s hesitation. “Clearly,
it has something to do with what’s happened to you. Maybe what’s happened to
your body is also affecting your memories, making them ambiguous and
inaccessible, but I’m just not sure yet. And I don’t want to say anything to
make you more anxious. I can tell you’re already in a mess.”


Raphael
made her way toward the back of her chamber. She rummaged through a metal box
that contained a variety of medical tools and instruments. Finally, she drew
out what looked like a large needle. 


“Come
and sit over here,” said Raphael as she pulled an empty chair next to her.
“Let’s take a sample of your essence and see what we’ve got.” 


She
tapped the seat. “Come.”


Kara
didn’t move. Her eyes were glued to the large needle in the archangel’s hands.
A panic erupted in her, and she couldn’t explain it or control it. She didn’t
move.


“It
won’t hurt, I promise. You’re in your guardian angel body, not your mortal one.
Remember, physical pain is expressed differently here. Your body, your shell,
is much stronger. You won’t feel a thing.”


Still,
Kara wouldn’t move. It was as though giant invisible hands held her on the
spot. There was something oddly familiar and terrifying about that needle.


Raphael
set her needle down. 


“Kara,
if you want to know what’s happened to you, I need to run some tests.
Whatever this is…it could be very serious. I don’t want to take any
chances. What’s the matter with you?”


Suddenly,
the door burst open and two large silverback gorillas hurtled into the room.


 











Chapter
4


Transparency


 


 


 


A dark-skinned guardian angel with a
squished face like a bulldog came rushing through behind the gorillas. He
pointed directly at Kara, “That’s the creature!” 


“Get
her! Secure her at once!” said another younger officer importantly. 


He
reminded Kara of a foolish young cop on his first day on the job, trying a
little too hard to please his senior officer. 


The
five-hundred-pound gorillas flexed their massive muscles and snarled. Their
teeth looked like miniature swords. The smell of wet dog filled Raphael’s
impeccable chamber so that it smelled like a kennel.


Kara
shifted uneasily under the wild stares of the gorillas. She hardly took notice
of the officers—they didn’t have pointy teeth. The gorillas were positioned
strategically in front of the only door. There was no way she could fight off two
gorillas. 


Kara
forgot her strange ghost-like appearance and felt anger in the pit of her angel
body. It lit her like a flame and grew hotter and hotter, until it consumed
her. 


She
glowered at the officers. She hadn’t done anything wrong. She was being judged
and convicted before all the facts were known. What else could go wrong?


“Now
wait just a minute!” exclaimed Raphael. 


She
moved in front of Kara defensively, like a mother protecting her child.


“What
is the meaning of this? You can’t just barge in here without proper
authorization. This is my private healing chamber. Under whose authority
have you come here?”


The
senior officer stepped forward. His face was hard but the fear in his eyes
betrayed him. 


“I
apologize, archangel Raphael, but we have strict instructions to bring in—” He
gestured to Kara. “—her, at once.”


“From
whom? Bring her where exactly?” Raphael’s tone was threatening. She
seemed to expand in height, and suddenly she looked fiercer than the two
gorillas combined. The two officers leaned back.


The
senior officer hesitated before answering. “It was the archangel Metatron. He
wishes us to bring the intruder to him at once.”


“I’m
not an intruder,” said Kara before she could control herself. “I’m a
guardian angel just like you. So what if I’m—if I’m a little discolored.
I’m still a guardian. Besides, as far as I know, and I know the
rules—believe me—I haven’t done anything wrong. I haven’t broken any rules,
have I? So you can just go tell your Metatron that I’m staying right here with
Raphael.”


The
officer seemed taken aback that Kara had had the nerve to speak to him at all.
He glowered at her, which only made her anger deepen. 


“Metatron,”
he said and raised his chin, “is a highly respectable archangel, intruder.”


“I’m
not an intruder!” Kara’s anger skyrocketed. If the gorillas hadn’t been there,
she would have slapped the scowl off his face. 


She
glanced at the gorillas. They were eyeballing her like she was a curious toy,
and they were waiting for their commanders to give them the word to grab her
and squeeze the soul out of her.


“Metatron,
you say?” said Raphael. 


The
look in Raphael’s eye didn’t comfort Kara. She suspected that Metatron and
Raphael didn’t get along. Raphael was the most gentle, most passive of all the
archangels she had ever met, and so her attitude toward Metatron was
disturbing. 


Kara
had never heard of the name Metatron before. He must have been appointed to the
council of archangels while she had been absent. She had a feeling she would be
meeting him very soon. 


Raphael
stood defiantly with her hands on her hips and stared down at the two officers.



“Kara
is under my care, and right now she isn’t going anywhere with you. So
you can turn around right now and take your companions with you. Get out
of my chamber.”


The
officers squirmed uncomfortably, but the senior officer seemed determined to do
his job. He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, archangel Raphael, but we have
strict orders to bring her in. If you don’t let us take her then—”


“You’ll
what?” growled Raphael, and even Kara felt a little frightened.


Raphael
was as gentle as a lamb until you messed with her. Now she was as fierce as a
lioness protecting her cub. 


“I
don’t care what Metatron wants,” continued the archangel. “He has no authority
over me. She stays with me, and that’s final.”


“But,
archangel Raphael,” began the senior officer, “we were told to bring her in no
matter what. We were told to use force if need be.” 


At
that the two gorillas growled and hit their chests with their powerful fists.
The floor shook as they pounded the ground with their feet. 


Raphael’s
beautiful face darkened. “Is that so?” 


An
ominous smile played on her lips, and light emanated from her. It grew steadily
stronger until her body glowed like a brilliant white star. She made her way
toward the gorillas—


“Okay,
okay, show’s over, people,” came a familiar voice. Even before she saw him,
Kara’s skin tingled in excitement. 


David
came strutting through the front door with a confident smile. He pushed his way
between the two officers, and although they grimaced back in protest, they
didn’t stop him. 


He
wore black cargo pants tucked into a pair of shiny black boots and a
short-sleeved black shirt that emphasized his athletic build. His eyes met
Kara’s, and for a second she could see a mixture of surprise and fear. But then
his smile widened, and he winked at her. David was on her side.


At
first she had feared his reaction to seeing her like this. She remembered how
badly he had reacted when he had seen her mark. But now it was different. She
could tell that David trusted her this time.


David
waved his hand to the officers, dismissing them. 


“I’m
here now, you can go back to whatever lame, boring job you were doing before.
Nothing to see here. Movin’ on. Movin’ on. Let’s go.” 


He
clapped his hands together. “Chop chop.”


“Excuse
me, David McGowan,” said the younger officer, “but we have strict
instructions from Metatron to secure the intruder and bring her to him
immediately—”


“Well,
that’s just it,” said David as he circled the officers, inspecting them
closely. He reached out and picked a piece of lint off the younger officer’s
uniform. “Metatron sent me.” 


He
flicked the lint from his fingers. 


“Yes,
that’s right, you heard me. Me-ta-tron, that big, bad, archangel who
looks like a gangster. Exactly. Well, he told me—” he poked himself in
the chest and then reached out and poked the senior officer on the front of his
jacket, “to tell you that you are to dismiss that order and hand the intruder—”
his eyes went to Kara for a second, “to moi.” 


He
beamed.


“Isn’t
that a fish?” questioned the younger officer. 


“It’s
French,” said David.


“The
fish is French?”


David
lost his smile and slapped his forehead. “It means me, genius. Metatron
orders you to release the intruder to me.”


The
officers shared a sidelong glance and then the senior officer spoke.


“Metatron
gave you that order? You’d better not be lying to us, David McGowan. We know
your reputation for being a ruthless rule breaker.”


David
made a face and pressed his hand on his chest. 


“What?
I’m shocked. I’m such a good little soldier. I always follow the rules. I have
no idea what you mean.” 


He
watched the
officers’ unconvinced expressions and his face hardened.


 “Look,
are you questioning Metatron’s orders? Do you know what will happen if he finds
out that you—” he poked the officer again, “disobeyed his orders?”


The
officers were silent.


“They
don’t call him Metatron the Fierce for nothing.”


David
caught Kara’s eye again, and she felt a spark of electricity rise in her. She
couldn’t help but smile. David always knew how to make her smile in a tight
situation. 


Both
officers were quiet. Kara could see the indecision on their faces. And when she
looked over to Raphael, the archangel’s sudden great luminescence had
diminished. She still looked angry, but she wasn’t nearly so scary. The
officers didn’t pose a threat to her any longer.


David
threw up his hands dramatically. 


“Fine.
Have it your way.” And then he pointed a finger at them. 


“But
let me tell you this. He’ll throw you in Tartarus, that’s what he’ll do.” David
observed the men squirm for a moment. “You wouldn’t want that, trust me.” 


He
looked over to Kara, and she remembered the time when he came to rescue her in
his polka dot boxer shorts. “Once you step into Tartarus—that’s it—you never get
out.”


The
officers shared a panicked glance.


“You’ll
stay there until the end of time.” And then he added, “Your body and mind will
rot away with the rest of the decrepit souls. You’ll never get out. Never.”



David
rubbed his hands together. “Might as well say your goodbyes now, unless…” He
raised his brows. “Unless you obey the order from Metatron and release the
intruder to me, as he requested. What will it be, boys?”


The
senior officer cleared his throat, but he still had a panicked look about him.
“We release the intruder to you, as per Metatron’s instructions.”


“Ha!”
David’s sudden outburst caused the officers to scowl at him skeptically. 


David
realized his slipup and quickly recovered. “I mean, yes, good, very good.” His
tone grew more serious. “Metatron will thank you for it. You’d better go now.
We’ll take it from here.”


Just
when Kara was starting to wonder which we David meant, the senior
officer spoke.


“Right
then,” he looked at Raphael. “We apologize for this unfortunate
misunderstanding—”


“Yeah
right,” muttered Kara under her breath. 


“—We’ll
be going now.” 


With
a final look in Kara’s direction, the two officers bowed, and then made for the
doorway with their giant gorilla escorts. They looked as though they feared the
wrath of the mysterious Metatron. They clearly didn’t want to get on his bad
side.


Kara
had the sudden urge to run over to David and jump into his arms to kiss him.
Horizon had strict rules about romance, but she couldn’t control her feelings.
Even in the body of an angel, or half an angel, she could still feel. It
took every effort to restrain herself and stay put.


David
watched her. He misunderstood her reluctance to speak or move as fear. He
hurried over to Kara and squeezed her hand. 


“It
feels…it feels the same as before, but what in Horizon’s name happened to you?
Why do you look like a ghost? Are you okay? How do you feel? Does it hurt?”


Kara
squeezed David’s hand back. She wanted nothing more than to tell him how good
it felt, to have him with her now that her world felt upside-down.


But
instead she said, “I don’t know why I’m like this.” 


She
looked down at herself and shrugged. “This is how I arrived in the elevator,
all transparent. But don’t worry, I feel fine. Actually, like I was
telling Raphael, I don’t feel any different from before. I don’t feel weak or
sick or anything like that at all. I just look different.”


“You
might be transparent, but you’re still the prettiest girl in all of Horizon…”


“Thank
you, David,” said Raphael, with the tiniest of smiles. Kara couldn’t hide her
own smile either. 


Raphael’s
face turned suddenly sour when she spoke next. “David, why did Metatron send
you here exactly? What did he say to you?”


David
smiled sheepishly and let go of Kara’s hand. 


“Raphael,
did I tell you how ravishing you look today? Is that a new robe? Did you do
something different to your hair? It looks awesome.”


Raphael
raised an eyebrow. “Tell me.”


“Well,
you see…that’s not exactly what happened.” 


David
crossed the room to one of the wooden tables. He grabbed a glass vial and shook
it. He examined the blue liquid inside. “That part might have been a little
white lie.”


“Which
part?” The archangel moved toward him with her hands on her hips. 


David
placed the vial back down. “All of it.”


Raphael’s
face fell, but Kara could see that she wasn’t sure whether to congratulate him
or to scold him. 


“This
Metatron never sent you, did he?” asked Kara, feeling a little uneasy.


She
knew David never cared for rules, but she had the sense that undermining
Metatron was a very bad thing. “David, what did you do?”


“Nothing
that friends wouldn’t do to help each other,” he answered. 


His
blue eyes glistened as he held Kara’s gaze. Her skin tickled and she looked
away, embarrassed. 


“Besides,”
he continued. “Ariel wants to see you back at level five immediately.” 


He
caught Raphael eyeing him and added, “Of course, only once the lovely Raphael
has completed her tests, and you’re clear for duty—that’s what Ariel
said. Only if Raphael clears you for duty, which I’m sure she will. After that,
we need to go. We’ve got a situation.”


“What
kind of situation?” 


“One
that requires your special assistance.”


The
fact that Ariel wanted Kara back on her team gave Kara new confidence. Things
couldn’t be that bad if she had another archangel on her side. 


Kara
pondered for a moment. 


“David,
Ariel does know that I’m not—that I don’t have—that I’m not a normal
guardian now, right? I don’t have my elemental abilities anymore. She might not
want me back once she finds out.” 


She
felt a little uneasiness in her chest. It was a strange thing to be back in
Horizon as a normal guardian. She wasn’t sure she liked it. Being different,
having powerful abilities, being stronger than the other guardians had always
pleased her. But being semi-transparent didn’t. It scared her. She didn’t know
why, but somehow she knew it wasn’t good. She hid her fears as best she could.


“Don’t
worry,” said David. “She does. And she knows about your…your sheer appearance.
In fact, she said that the entire High Council knows. Ariel told me that she
was with the council when they found out. It was a surprise, but she asked to
have you on the team. They discussed it, and they agreed. They didn’t see any
reason why you couldn’t get your old job back once Raphael says you’re okay.
So, you see, there’s nothing to worry about. Ariel wants you back on the team.”


Kara
looked through her semi-transparent fingers. 


“No
doubt they’ll probably have me followed or something. I’m sure they think I’ve
done this to myself on purpose. After the whole marked thing, I’m pretty
sure they’ll keep an eye on me. I’ll never be cleared, not really.”


“Probably,”
said David. “But who cares? They won’t find anything. And whatever it is that
you have, whatever happened to you…I’m sure it will go away on its own.” And
then he laughed. “It’s not contagious is it?”


Kara
pushed David away playfully. “You can be such a moron sometimes.”


“David
has a point,” said the archangel. 


She
gave Kara a warm smile. “Maybe you’ll be back to normal before you know it. But
even so, you need to be very careful using vega. I’m not sure what another leap
might do to your angel body or to your mind, for that matter.”


Kara
looked up into Raphael’s eyes. “You think I’ll vaporize.” 


In
all the confusion, she hadn’t thought about what the effects of vega might be.


“I’m
not sure,” answered the archangel sincerely. “We won’t know much until we start
the tests.”


Kara
moved toward the table and fell into an empty chair. “All right then, let’s get
these tests over with.”


And
so, after an hour of poking, scraping, pulling out some hair, and a series of
strange x-rays in which a bright orange jelly-like cream was spread all over
Kara’s body and clothes, Raphael finally released Kara into David’s care.


She
was clear for duty. But the archangel insisted that she report back for a
follow-up at the end of their mission. 


In
the elevator, as they ascended to level five, Kara and David were silent. Kara
was worried about what had happened to her, and why she couldn’t remember. 


Even
though David had managed to fool everyone with his composed demeanor and
appeared unconcerned by her sudden transparency, Kara still had doubts. He kept
glancing at her nervously when he thought she wasn’t looking. She thought about
asking him how he’d known where she was, to break the silence, but she couldn’t
seem to utter any words.


The
elevator jerked.


Kara
stumbled backwards and hit the back panel. As she steadied her herself, she
felt like she was floating and realized that the elevator was ascending faster
than normal speed.


She
pressed her hands on the sides to steady herself and watched the panel
curiously. The level four button blinked on, and soon after, the button for
level five, but the elevator kept going. 


“Um…David,”
she said. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think we just passed our stop.”


David
turned to the small tanned primate with a hairless wrinkled face who was
operating the elevator. 


“Dude,
what did you do? We’re supposed to be going to level five, and we just passed
it. Don’t make me hurt you, buddy, but I will if you don’t make this elevator
go back right now!”


The
operator shrugged. He looked terrified and pressed the number five button again
and again with a shaking, bony finger. 


“I
don’t know,” he said, his voice high and quivering. 


He
hit the panel again with his fist, but the elevator kept climbing. “See? I
didn’t do anything! I pressed level five, but it didn’t stop. It just kept
going by itself. I swear. I didn’t do anything.” 


He
held his hands over his head and cowered. “Please don’t hurt me. It’s my first day.”



“Well,
can’t you stop it or something?” said David as he loomed over the tiny primate.
“You’re the operator. Control it!”


The
primate raised his arm and then hit a small red button with the word EMERGENCY
written in gold. It was the first time Kara had even noticed an emergency
button in the elevators. He pressed it repeatedly, and still nothing happened.
The elevator continued to climb.


“It’s
like something from the outside is controlling it,” said the primate
helplessly. “There’s nothing I can do. I’m sorry.”


“Do
you know where it’s going?” asked David, but the little operator shook his
head.


Kara’s
panic increased as the elevator rose. The walls of the elevator felt like they
were closing in on her. She was having a panic attack. Where were they going?
Level seven was out of the question, and the only other level the elevator
could reach was level six—Tartarus. She was going to Tartarus. 


The
high council had never wanted her back. It had all been a ruse, a trick, and
she had fallen for it. She didn’t blame Raphael. She knew the archangel had
tried to help her. She even believed that the archangel Ariel would probably be
on her side. But the high council had the final word, and now they were going
to cast her off to a gloomy dungeon.


She
shivered at the thought of the cold, eerie, black walls, and the feelings of
numbness and abandonment that she had felt in Tartarus before. She remembered
the distant moans from the other prisoners whose hallucinations were all they
had left; these were what they clung to before they plummeted into madness. 


She
didn’t want to lose her mind to the shadows of Tartarus. She didn’t want to
lose David…


 Kara
pulled herself together. She wasn’t in prison yet. She was stronger than this.
She wasn’t about to let them take her without a fight. 


As
she prepared herself mentally for whatever was coming next, she watched the
number six on the panel illuminate, but the elevator didn’t stop.


What
was going on? Where were they going? Who was controlling their elevator and
why? If they weren’t going to level six, then where was the elevator taking
them?


“What
happens after we pass level six?” she asked. She couldn’t help but wonder if
they were going to level seven, to see the Chief.


David
swore and kicked the elevator doors. “No idea.”


Kara
started to relax. That was it. It had to be. They were going to see the Chief.
Maybe he wanted to see her ghost-like appearance for himself. Maybe he had the
answers.


And
just when Kara started to smile, the elevator bounced to a stop. Her eyes moved
to the panel. Button number seven was not illuminated. The doors swung open and
Kara’s smile disappeared.


A
man stood before them. Behind him was a long hallway that branched out into
separate corridors that became lost in shadows. 


It
was not the Chief. It was a man Kara had never seen before. She knew right away
by his size that he was an archangel. But he was very different from the rest
of them. While the other archangels were all beautiful, his face was ordinary.


He
was a little pudgy around the middle, and yet his strong, square shoulders were
a reminder that he had once been fit and strong. He wore a charcoal-gray suit
and shiny black shoes. His thin, straw-colored hair was drawn back from his
receding hairline. He looked like a typical middle-aged man. He could be
anyone’s neighbor, nothing special. Nothing about him made him stand out,
except that he wore sunglasses and was smoking a thick cigar.


He
took a long drag of his cigar and blew out a cloud of smoke in the shape of a
star. He tapped the ashes loose from his cigar. 


“Well,
well, well, if it isn’t the infamous David McGowan and his beloved Kara
Nightingale—the one with the mark.” 


He
frowned. 


“They
weren’t kidding when they said that you looked like a ghost. Not sure I like
the look, though. It might have been in fashion back in the late seventeen
hundreds, but you should really get with the program. Maybe next time you
should try to stay solid—nobody likes a girl who looks dead, angel or
not.” 


His
face turned to David and laughed like it was a private joke they shared. “If
you know what I mean?” 


“Who
are you?” asked Kara, as her dislike for the archangel rose. She moved forward.


The
man’s smile widened. “Ah-hah, right to the point! I like that.” 


Suddenly
a group of twelve very beautiful guardian angel women appeared behind the
archangel like a private entourage. They were dressed in identical skin-tight,
black dresses, red high heels, sunglasses, and bright red lipstick. If it
weren’t for the soul blades in their hands, they would have looked like they
were about to perform in a music video.


The
man cleared his throat. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Metatron, and I’m here to
kill you.”











Chapter
5


Metatron


 


 


 


Kara was trapped. The tips of her
fingers tingled with nervous energy.


The
group of women ushered them into a dark hall. Kara could only see high ceilings
and a stairway with banisters that led to a passageway above. As her eyes grew
accustomed to the light she distinguished at least five burning fireplaces and
lavish tapestries. 


The
walls were hung with paintings of Metatron: Metatron lounging on a chaise
longue, being fed grapes by a woman; Metatron sitting in a golden throne, being
fed more grapes by another woman; Metatron in a plié ballet stance wearing
baby-blue tights, being fed grapes by a woman; and most disturbingly one
particular painting of Metatron standing proudly, drinking a cup of wine, and
wearing only a leaf. 


She
felt ill, and she could see that David was frowning. It was the look he had
when he was scheming something. She knew he was trying to figure out a plan of
escape. Under different circumstances, he would have been the first to try to
make her jealous by flirting with the gorgeous and voluptuous women, but he
didn’t even look at them, not really. 


Metatron
had said he was going to kill them, but she knew he only meant her. He
was going to kill her. But what did that mean? Was he planning to deliver her
an angel’s true death? Or was he planning to erase her from both worlds? Would
she die forever and never come back as a mortal or an angel?


The
thought of never seeing her mother again made her shudder. She clamped her
trembling fingers into fists and kept moving forward. She didn’t want David to
see her fear.


Metatron
strolled ahead of them, his chin in the air, as though he owned the world. He
stopped suddenly and squished the remains of his used-up cigar with his
polished shoe. He pulled another cigar from the folds of his jacket, bit off
the tip, and spat it on the floor. Then he snapped his fingers. The nearest angel,
a woman with milky-white skin and grey eyes, flicked a lighter to his cigar.
Metatron puffed on his cigar until it was lit and then kept walking. 


Kara
did not like the way he ordered the angels around, or the way he looked at her.
Something in his gaze made her shiver. He was very different from the other
archangels. He didn’t belong with them.


As
they walked, Kara leaned over and whispered to David. “Who is this guy? Do you
know anything about him?”


“He’s
the new legion commander,” he whispered back.


Kara eyed the bald spot on the top of Metatron’s head. She watched
him as he wrapped his right arm around a beautiful East Indian woman and pulled
her close, whispering in her ear, just a little too close, and just a little
too long.


He threw back his head and laughed. Then he reached out with his
left arm and wrapped it around a slim brunette with legs that would put any
model to shame.


He was a spectacle to watch, there was no denying it, and Kara
wanted to puke. 


“Can’t be,” she whispered, shaking her head. She wondered why
these women, these angel women, would let such a repulsive creature get
so close to them. 


“This has to be a mistake. He’s so repulsive. He’s arrogant, and
there’s something very oily about him, too. How can he be an archangel? And how
come I’ve never heard of him?”


“All
I know is that he was sort of cast aside for a while, and now he’s back.”


“Why?”


“His
methods were unsound,” said David. “He didn’t do things by the book. He had his
own set of rules, and he did whatever he wanted, no matter the consequences and
no matter who got hurt. He was a real menace.” 


Kara
felt like saying that they didn’t listen to all the rules either, and that they
were both a menace to the legion, but she remained quiet.


“Too
bad he wants to kill us. I could have learned a lot from him, you know,” said
David. 


Kara
could see a look of admiration on his face, as though he thought Metatron was
cool in some sick way.


“You
could?”


David
measured Metatron. 


“Well,
he got things done, maybe a bit too violently, but in the end it worked. I
think every legion or squad needs someone like him. A guy who puts himself
forward and does things others wouldn’t dare, who pushes the envelope. Yeah,
maybe his methods were a little unorthodox, but they worked, and he got things done.”


Kara
scowled as Metatron added a sudden hop to his step like he was about to break
out into a dance. 


“Like
what? What did he do?”


“I
know he likes to blow things up.”


“You
mean, like, bombs?”


David
nodded his head. “Yeah, apparently it’s his specialty. I know he invented
something like an atom bomb for demons. But I don’t think that’s why he was
demoted. I think it’s because of the torturing.”


“The
torturing?”


“I’ve
heard that he’s tortured other angels to get information. I’m not sure what he
did exactly, but whatever it was, it was enough to strip him of his duties as
an archangel.”


“So
he’s a hustler? An archangel hustler?” Kara couldn’t believe what she was
hearing, but just one look at Metatron confirmed that every word David had said
was true.


“I
never thought archangels could be gangsters—”


“Shh! Stop talking.” One of the women shoved Kara. 


Kara turned and gave her an angry look. When she turned back
around she saw the little smile on David’s face. At least he was enjoying
himself. Kara scowled at him too.


Finally, they arrived at a pair of large double doors. Kara could
hear muffled voices from behind the doors, as though hundreds of people were
waiting on the inside. Metatron let go of his female escorts and pushed the
doors open.


Kara and David followed him in.


Gray marble polished floors gleamed in this large long room. Kara
moved cautiously, half expecting to see contraptions of torture and explosives,
but she was surprised at how empty the room was. The walls were white, and
strangely enough there were no portraits of Metatron anywhere. 


The room was deserted, but every inch of wall was covered with
flat screen televisions. They were lined up in a grid pattern, and each wall
looked as though it was one great screen. Kara had never seen so many
televisions at once, not even in the department stores where they sold them. It
looked like a media room, or a television station where they broadcasted the
news. The noise of the on-screen conversations and the mix of music and sports
blared from the hundreds of screens.


A couple of desks with monitors were placed at the far end of the
room. In the middle was a raised platform with a black leather sofa, chairs,
and a coffee table littered with hundreds of remotes. Below the raised platform
was an open compartment. It looked like a cage where the accused would await
their sentence at a courthouse. It was positioned strategically below the
platform, so that those on the platform could look down on those inside. 


“Where are we?” whispered Kara to David. “What is this
place?”


“Level six-and-a-half,” answered Metatron. His smile told Kara
that he had probably heard every conversation she and David had had. 


Kara shot a curious glance at David. 


He shrugged. He had never heard of level six-and-a-half before
either. 


The archangel beamed, puffing on his cigar. He raised his brows
and smiled proudly. 


“I call it, A Room with a View. You like it?” 


His smile faded at Kara’s silent response. The noise from the
multitude of TVs was giving her a headache.


Metatron snapped his fingers and then pointed to the iron cage.
“In.”


Reluctantly, Kara and David made their way toward the iron box and
closed the gate behind them.


“Whatever happens, Kara,” whispered David, “don’t make a deal with
him. Do you understand?”


“Why would I want to make a deal with a sociopath?”


“Just promise that you won’t.”


Kara watched David. He was furious, but he also looked frightened.


“Okay, but why?” Kara’s voice was low.


“You can’t trust him. He’s going to want to make a deal with us,
but you can’t agree to anything. You can’t. Do you understand? No matter what.”


 As she nodded, Kara didn’t realize she was shaking until David
laced his fingers between hers and squeezed her hand tenderly.


“Whatever happens,” he said, “we’re in this together.”


Kara’s lips quivered. David was her strength when she needed it
most, and she needed him now. 


She wondered what kind of deal the archangel would try to make
with them. 


Metatron stepped up the platform and reclined on his black couch.
With his cigar in his mouth and his fat fleshy stomach protruding beneath his
shirt, he propped his feet up on the coffee table and leaned back lazily.


Six of the guardian angel women, three on each side, lowered
themselves next to him. They kicked out their legs in unison and then crossed
them. They made Kara think of the Rockettes. 


The other six women continued to hold their soul blades unsheathed
and stood guarding Kara and David’s metal cage. Kara hated the fact that she
couldn’t see their eyes. Their sunglasses made them look colder and more
calculating, like demons.


Then something on one of the screens caught her eye. 


“Is that…?” 


But even before she could finish her question, she already knew
the answer.


On the middle screen to her left Kara could see the archangel
Raphael examining the contents of a glass vial. Her long black hair spilled
over her shoulders like a shawl. A large syringe lay on the table in front of
her. It was from Kara’s essence.


Kara looked away. 


She felt embarrassed to intrude on the archangel’s privacy. To be
eavesdropping and spying, watching something private, seemed wrong. 


She glanced away. On another screen she recognized red dunes and
white tents. On the screen, Gabriel stared intently at a screen monitor, and
for a moment he looked up and their eyes met. She cringed, but then she
realized that his eyes were not directly focused on her. 


Now she felt both ashamed and angry. On one screen, a group of
oracles at Orientation busied themselves with groups of the newly deceased. On
another screen, rays
of yellow light spilled through the enormous glass dome and illuminated a group
of seven archangels—the high council. The image was so close that she could see Jeremiel, the minister
of ministration and peace, perfectly well. He was right beside her, and she
could hear his comments, even the shuffling of his papers.


Kara
was afraid to speak, in case the high council could hear her. But then she
realized this was a one-way spying scheme. She could see and hear them, but
they could not see her.


Kara stared at Metatron, incredulous. 


“Are you spying on the archangels? The high council?” 


She heard David curse as he saw and heard the truth for himself.


“And what if I was?” answered Metatron lazily. 


“But…why? Have you no shame?”


“I don’t.” Metatron took a drag of his cigar. 


“Listen kid, I like to have eyes and ears everywhere. It’s how I
do business. It’s how I know what’s going on before anyone else does. I want to
know who’s coming and going. I want to know how many demons we’ve killed this
month. I want to know how many new rookies we have, and how many we’ve lost. I
want to know everything that goes on in Horizon.” 


“Do they know you’re spying on them?” asked Kara. 


She had forgotten her own fears as her curiosity had taken over. 


She watched the archangel’s stone-like face. His eyes were always
hidden by his glasses, and she couldn’t read what he was thinking. 


“I’m going to guess that they don’t. What are you, Metatron? The
spy master?”


Metatron laughed hard. He turned to the women beside him and said,
“Metatron the Spy Master! Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think, Claire?” 


The woman named Claire smiled from behind her sunglasses, and he
continued, “I like her. Do you hear the hatred she has for me in her voice?
It’s so pure. There’s so much energy and emotion in it. She hates truly and
fiercely.”


Kara’s anger rose. “What do you want from us?”


He blew a sword-like shape of smoke. 


“I’m
the man in charge now, and I like knowing what’s going on in my domain. I don’t
like operations sneaking behind my back.”


“Who said anything about sneaking?” David raised his voice above
the cacophony of television speakers. “Listen, Metatron. I’m telling you that
we weren’t sneaking. Ariel requested us. We were just following orders, like
good little soldiers. And that’s exactly what we were doing.”


Metatron smiled as he observed David, like he was thrilled to be
having a conversation with him. He leaned forward and laughed softly. 


“I like you Davy—”


“It’s David.”


“You remind me of me in my younger days with the legion, but I was
much more handsome,” said Metatron. 


The women next to him giggled. 


His face toughened, and he tapped his cigar. “You think I don’t
know…you think I can’t see what you’re up to?”


David laughed casually. “Dude, we’re not up to anything. It’s like
I said. We were just following orders.”


Metatron chewed on his cigar and clapped as though David had just
given a superb theatrical performance. All the women on the couch followed his
example and clapped. He stopped clapping, and so did they. 


He leaned forward, shaking his head disapprovingly, a sly smile on
his face.


 “I applaud your efforts, Davy, but the fact remains—you can’t con
a con, kid.”


Kara shot David a nervous look, but his attention was fixed on the
big man on the couch. 


“Both of you went against my orders,” said Metatron, his face
clear of any smiles. “You were trying to escape from me. You managed to con those two
simpletons I sent to apprehend you, I give you that, but your little scam won’t
work on me. See, I’m charged with protecting the legion, protecting Horizon, by
any means I choose.” 


He leaned back and blew cigar smoke in the shape of a skull. 


“I’ll do anything to protect us. Anything. If I say you’re
traitors, then you’re traitors.” 


“We’re not traitors,” said Kara defiantly. 


She tried to gauge the anger in the bend of his neck and the
hardness of his shoulders. Would he really kill them? She had a feeling that he
might— to prove a point—just to show off in front of his lady friends. 


Kara felt trapped. She feared this archangel more than any she had
ever encountered. He was ruthless, dangerous, and he had an obvious lust for
power. He seemed to get pleasure from seeing them squirm under his authority.
How could the high council appoint such a heartless archangel to be the overall
legion commander? It made no sense.


Metatron was silent for a moment. 


“It is in my power to decide your fate and your future with the
legion. I can kill you—” he snapped his fingers, “just as easy as that. And
I’ll feel no remorse, no guilt, in killing you both. I’ve killed many guardian
angels over the past millenniums, and I’ve never regretted my decisions. I do
what’s best for the legion—no matter the stakes.”


The guardian, Claire, leaned over and whispered in Metatron’s ear.
Her red lips brushed against his earlobe playfully, and to Kara’s surprise she
handed him a pair of gold-colored gloves. Metatron took the gloves and then
kissed her cheek affectionately.


“Thank you, darling,” he said. “I do believe it’s time. And now,
here comes my favorite part,” he said as he looked at Kara. 


After a big drag on his cigar, he pulled on his golden gloves and
rubbed his hands excitedly together like a psychopath anticipating his next
kill. 


He stood up and moved to the right side of the couch to a great
wooden chest with stars carved on the sides. He raised the lid and drew a
thick, black metal chain from the contents of the chest.


“Let the tortures begin!” 


He jumped down from the platform in a single bound, and the ladies
on the couch applauded and crossed their opposite legs in unison.


David squeezed Kara’s hand hard. She could feel him trembling.


As Metatron neared their cage, the mass of television screens
reflected off his glasses and made him look like he had two enormous bug eyes.
It made him all the more creepy, and it made the situation seem more like a bad
dream. 


He held up his black chain, wiggling it in front of their eyes.
Toxic black vapors coiled up from the knotted metal. 


Kara had the feeling that she had seen this chain before, but she
was terrified and couldn’t think straight.


“This,” he said, and he pulled the chain taut, “this chain has
provided me with many, many answers. It is a remarkable tool for the truth…and
the truth I will have.”


It was Kara’s turn to squeeze David’s hand. 


“This, here, is made from the same metal the demons use for their
death blades. I can see from the fear in your eyes that you’ve seen it before.
You have reason to be fearful. It is the same metal that can cut through the
skin of an angel like butter and poison their essence with a terrible burning
darkness.”


He paused theatrically and then raised the chain above his head. 


“Forged
in the Black Wastes in the Netherworld—I give you, Truth Chain.”


Metatron’s
entourage clapped, including the six women who guarded Kara and David’s cage.
They were like his groupies, clinging to his every word like he was some god.
It was pathetic.


“You’re
mad,” hissed Kara. “You can’t do this. The legion would never allow torture.”


“Wouldn’t
they?” laughed Metatron. “And how would you know, little bird?”


There was something strange about the way he said that, like
somehow the legion did permit him to torture angels, like he was given a
free pass to torture whomever he pleased. Kara shuddered.


No one knew she and David were here. And no one was coming to
rescue them. They were on their own.


“You’re sick,” she hissed. “I don’t care what you say, but the
legion was wrong. They should never have made you the overall commander. They
must have been mad.”


Metatron smiled as if she had just paid him a giant compliment. 


“Kara Nightingale, are you a traitor?” 


He raised the chain higher, taunting her with it.


Kara set jaw. “No, of course not. I’m not a traitor. Never
was…never will be.”


“How do you explain your ghost-like appearance? Who do you really
work for?”


Initially, Kara was stunned by the comment, but she recovered
quickly and said, “I work for the legion. What are you implying, exactly?” 


She eyed the black chain in his big hands apprehensively like a
poisonous snake that was about to strike her.


Metatron measured her for a moment. “Not good enough, I’m afraid.”


“But I’m not a traitor—”


In an instant he wrapped the black chain around David’s neck.


David cried out in agony and fell to his knees. Black mist curled
around his head as the chain burned deep into his neck and chest. He tried
desperately to pull it off, but the chain melted the skin from his fingers.
They fell apart like a pair of old rubber gloves. He shivered and cried out
again and again as the black chain burned his body. The black poison made its
way through him like a virus. Kara knew that it would eat away at his soul
until it consumed him entirely.


White-hot fury blazed inside Kara as she fell to her knees next to
David. 


His face was pale, his skin translucent and paper-thin. He
trembled as the poison from the chain paralyzed him. He was suffering
needlessly. He was suffering because of her. She wanted to kill Metatron. 


“Now that I have your attention, and cooperation,” Metatron
pressed, “again, tell me, why are you transparent? And don’t even try to lie,
because I can always tell when angels lie. As a master liar myself, I
can always tell when an angel is lying to me. It is one of my special gifts.”


Kara’s lips trembled. “I—I don’t know. I don’t know,” she said. 


Her anger surged and she screamed in a rage. “I don’t remember,
and that’s the honest truth! I don’t remember what happened to me. Raphael
tried to get me to remember, but I just can’t! I’m telling you the truth. I’m
not a traitor. I don’t know what’s happening to me! Please, I’m telling you the
truth!”


Metatron raised his brows and leaned forward more closely, his
big, ugly grinning face inches from Kara’s.


“I believe you are telling me the truth,” said Metatron after a
moment. His breath was surprisingly sweet, like peppermint, and not sour as
Kara would have thought.


“Thank God! So will you let David go?” Kara felt a surge of relief
and hope.


Metatron shrugged. “I haven’t decided yet.”


Kara wanted to scream at the top of her lungs. She wanted to grab
a soul blade from one of the women and gouge out the hateful eyes that hid
behind those stupid sunglasses. The only person in all the worlds that she
loved more than herself was withering away before her eyes. And Metatron was deciding.


Kara stood up. And in a moment of desperation, she jumped up and
waved frantically at Raphael on the screen, in an attempt to get her attention.
But she realized foolishly that she couldn’t see her. No one could.


“I could let Davy here wither away into nothingness,” began
Metatron, and he took a long drag from his cigar “Or, you and I can make a
deal.”


The word deal rang in Kara’s head. David had specifically
said not to make a deal with him, but right now what other choice did she have?
She could feel her resolve weaken. 


Her voice faltered as she said, “Just, please stop. I’ll do
anything you ask. Just don’t kill him.”


Kara felt a sudden tug on her pants. David stared up at her, his
face drawn as the poison moved though his body. 


“No…” he breathed, “Kara…don’t…”


“I have to.” She answered in a whisper.


She didn’t care about herself. She only wanted to save him.


Kara glared at Metatron. “What will it be then? What do you want
from me?”


For a moment Metatron considered Kara with great interest. 


Then he said, “A deal is a deal. Once you agree—the deal is sealed
with your word, and it can never be broken.” 


His voice was eager, like a threatening whisper.


Kara could feel him ensnaring her. 


“I understand,” she replied. 


“No—Kara—don’t,” said David, his voice cracked like he was
suffering from a cold.


But it was too late. She had already agreed, even before knowing
what she had traded. “What is it then?”


To her horror, Metatron reached forward and grasped a handful of
her hair. He twisted it in his gloved hand, moved closer to her, leaned
forward, and whispered in her ear. 


Kara flinched, but she willed herself not to step back. 


He had spoken the terms.


Metatron leaned back. “Do you agree to these terms?”


The words rang in her ears. She dreaded them. They were like the
poison from the death blades, eating slowly away at her soul, but she still
nodded.


“Yes.”


“Done.” Metatron laughed.


He reached inside the cage and removed the chain from David’s
neck. “Nothing personal, Davy.”


Immediately, David collapsed to the ground. His face was sunken,
and the flesh around his neck was raw. Kara could see his angel essence
spilling out and over his chest. He moaned in agony.


“Kara!” David muttered, his voice hoarse. “What did you do? What
did you do?”


The conditions of the deal rang loud in Kara’s mind, but she could
not speak the words to David. 


Metatron turned and made his way back up onto the platform. 


He turned to Kara with a superior smile and said, “Give my best to the
ravishing Ariel.” 


And
then he added, “I’ll see you soon, little bird.”
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After a quick stop back to level
three, so that David could heal his wounds in the Healing-Xpress, they made
their way to level five. Kara’s ears still rang with Metatron’s deal. It was an
irritating tune that played over and over, and wouldn’t go away.


“Kara,
tell me what the deal was! What was the agreement?” David questioned her again
and again. But she pressed her lips firmly together and shook her head,
infuriating David all the more.


David
continued to watch her nervously, but she still couldn’t bring herself to tell
him what she had traded their lives for…not yet.


Finally,
the elevator stopped. David retrieved his golden key card from the large,
molasses-colored primate with a tail like a cat who had kept his eyes on the
control panel the entire journey. The two of them stepped into level five, the
Department of Defense.


The
Counter Demon Division looked just as she remembered. It was a giant circular
room the size of a baseball field, with second and third-floor offices
separated by glass walls. Hundreds of guardian angels walked up and down the
stairs or sat at desks and busied their fingers with keyboards. 


At
first the room was loud with the sound of voices, but within a few seconds of
their arrival, the room went still. Kara did her best not to make eye contact
with anyone as they moved past holographic screens that looked like moving
wallpaper. She angled her body strategically so she could hide behind David.
But it was no use. Everyone was watching her. 


Instead
of moving toward the large round desk in the middle of the chamber, where the
guardians usually held their meetings, David led her toward four cubicles of
green-colored water. The vega tanks shimmered like giant emeralds from the
light from the ceiling. 


A
group of angels stood nervously around the tanks, as though they were preparing
themselves for the jump. Kara could see Ashley and her cronies, Sasha, Raymond,
and Ling. Ashley’s hazel eyes shot daggers at her. She was a few years older
than Kara and wore her long blonde hair pulled back into a braid. It was a
style that caused her sharp, plain features to stand out. Sasha was a mousy,
skinny girl with shoulder-length straw-colored hair and big dull eyes. Raymond
stood on the other side of Ashley. He was a red-haired brute with a face like a
bloodsucker. And Ling hid in the shadows behind Ashley. Ling always made Kara
uneasy. He reminded her of a leech with his thin face, black greasy hair, and
empty black eyes. 


Their
hostility was like a sudden frost around the vega tanks, and Kara suppressed a
shiver.


A
petite teenage girl around the same age as Kara, with a pixie cut of purple
hair, squealed at the sight of Kara and rushed over to her. 


“Wow,
you look like a hologram,” said Jenny. 


A
giant smile spread across her sharp, pointed features. She looked like a
typical teenager, except for her polished purple combat boots and purple
bomber-like jacket. She wore a silver quiver with a bow and a multitude of
silver arrows strapped to her back. 


“This
is so totally weird to look at you like this. I can see right through
you, like I’m staring through a fog or a cloud. Does it hurt?” 


She
moved her fingers delicately through Kara’s long ponytail. Her large, green
eyes stood out against the black kohl and purple of her eye shadow.


“No,”
said Kara. “I don’t feel any different either. I just look different.”


Jenny
jumped into Kara’s arms and hugged her tightly. “Who cares? I missed ya.” 


Kara
relaxed a little and smiled. “Missed you too, you crazy girl.”


As
Jenny released Kara from her bear hug, a scrawny teenage boy with glasses, a
mousy face, and wearing a combat uniform two sizes too big extended his hand. 


“Glad
you’re back, Kara,” smiled Peter. “We could really use your help with this.”


Kara
shook Peter’s hand. Her eyes went to David. “Yeah, David said something about a
situation. What situation? What have I missed?”


“Something
the legion hoped we would never have to face,” said a voice.


Kara
looked over Peter’s shoulder. A stunning tall woman made her way toward them.
Her mocha-colored skin blended beautifully with her black CDD uniform. She
studied every inch of Kara’s mysterious semi-transparent body, and Kara felt
even more self-conscious. Kara could tell that the archangel Ariel had never
seen a ghost-like guardian before. She hadn’t expected Kara to look quite like that.



No
one knew what was wrong with her, and it made her feel worse. 


“It’s
nice to see you again, Kara,” said archangel Ariel. Kara thought that Ariel
looked tired. 


“Are
you up for a mission? I could really use your help and skill with our present
situation.” 


There
was a sense of urgency to her voice. “We don’t have enough trained field agents
at the moment. Those who are in training, well, they’re not quite ready just
yet, not for a perilous mission like this one.” 


She
hesitated, measuring Kara’s body again. 


“Can
you work like this? Do you think you can make another vega leap? I do need you
on the team, but I wouldn’t want to add more…more harm to your
affliction, whatever it is.”


Despite
the strangeness of the situation, Kara was excited. She smiled.


“Raphael
seems to think that I can. But she advised me not to overdo it, just in case. I
feel fine though.”


It
was unusual to be back so soon. And even more so with another tainted form, but
there was nothing in the world that Kara wanted more than to be a guardian
again. At that moment, she realized that this, being a guardian angel,
was what she was meant to be in this ethereal life. It explained the
empty feeling she had experienced as a mortal. It was what she had tried very
inarticulately to explain to Mr. Patterson. She was meant to be a guardian
angel. She was meant to save lives.


Kara
raised her chin, and then she added more confidently. “I can do this.
I’m ready.”


“Good,”
said Ariel. “You don’t have time to change, so those clothes will have
to do for now. Not sure how effective they will be on your mission
though. I’m sure you’ll make them work.”


Kara
looked down at herself. She’d never imagined her blue jeans, white cami, and
black cardigan would be effective for anything. They were just comfortable.
Although they weren’t demon-fighting clothes, she could still maneuver easily
in them.


“Kara,”
said Ariel, “you’ll be on Jenny’s team with Peter and David. Ashley already has
her team ready—”


“She
shouldn’t be on any team,” said Ashley suddenly. 


Her
tone was cold and filled with hatred. “I mean, look at her. All she’ll
do is attract attention to us. She’ll put us all in danger.”


All
eyes were on Kara once again, but she stood her ground defiantly. 


“Shut
up, Ashley,” David growled.


“Yeah,
Ashley,” agreed Jenny. “Nobody asked for your opinion.”


“My
opinion matters just as much as yours does, Jenny. I’m a team leader.”


Ashley
continued in a superior tone and drew herself higher. “She hasn’t told us why
she looks the way she looks, has she? Do we really know what her motives are?
It’s not like we read minds. How do we know what side she truly is on? We can’t
tell, can we? All we know for sure is that she was once marked by demons, and
now it looks to me like she’s been marked all over again—”


David
made a move toward Ashley, but Kara grabbed him back, shaking her head. The
last thing she wanted was for David to get suspended because of her. 


“I
swear to God I’m going to shut you up if you don’t stop.” David turned away
angrily.


 Ashley
studied the faces of her cronies, and then she smiled confidently.


“You
know I’m right. Every one of you knows that I’m speaking the truth. You just
don’t have the guts to say it, but I do.” 


She
looked at Kara and sneered.


Kara
felt deflated. She searched her friends’ faces and wondered if Ashley’s words
had any real truth to them. Were they really afraid she might get them hurt? 


“Speak
for yourself,” Peter frowned. “I want Kara on my team. She’s an excellent
guardian, and I couldn’t ask for a better teammate.” 


Kara
relaxed her shoulders and felt a little better. At least Peter didn’t believe
the words that spilled from Ashley’s insufferable mouth.


Ashley
turned on Peter but pointed at Kara. 


“She
looks foul. She is foul, and I don’t trust her. For all we know she
could be leading us into a trap, an ambush. Until we know for sure, she should
stay back with archangel Raphael so that she can keep an eye on her.” She shook
her head. “She shouldn’t be with us. She poses a threat to our mission. We’ll
never be safe with her around.” 


She
glared at Kara, her face twisted as though she wanted to slap her.


“You
know,” said Jenny, wandering forward. “All kinds of accidents can happen on the
job.” 


She
smiled wickedly at her. “I might mistake you for a demon—”


“Enough,”
said Ariel. “We don’t have time for this.”


Kara
didn’t hear the archangel. She could fight her own battles. 


Before
she knew what she was doing, she stepped in front of Ashley and thrust her face
into Ashley’s. 


“I’m
right here. You’ve got something to say to me? Then say it to my face.”


Ashley
drew herself up and met Kara’s challenging glare. “I don’t trust you. You’re
tainted. We both know you don’t belong here. It’s just a matter of time before
the rest of the legion realizes their mistake.”


“I
have a right to be here just as much as you do,” spat Kara.


Ashley
laughed a spiteful laugh. “But you don’t. You just don’t know it yet.”


Kara
made fists with her hands. “You’re going to wish you never said that.”


“What?”
mocked Ashley, “That you’re fouled?” 


Her
cronies laughed. 


Kara
raised her fists. “You’re the one who’s going to be fouled when I’m finished
with you.”


“Is
that a threat?” laughed Ashley again. 


She
narrowed her eyes. “I doubt you can even throw a decent punch, the way you
look. Look at you: pathetic, weak. You’re not even real. You’re a ghost,
a figment of what you used to be. You’re nothing. They should have locked you
up in Tartarus.”


Kara
pulled herself together and stood stone-faced. Ashley would never know how much
her words hurt. 


“Well,
they probably will throw me in Tartarus, after I’m done with you.” Kara leaned
forward. “And I think I’ll start with your face, seeing as it’s the closest
thing to me—” 


“Stop
this at once!”


Ariel
pushed the girls apart, scowling. “Have you all gone mad? Have you forgotten
the camaraderie that is the first rule of the legion—we are an extended family,
a fellowship. How can you treat your family like this? It’s ridiculous. You are
all on the same team—each and every one of you—the same team. You
are equals.” 


Ariel
searched every face, challenging them to defy her. “I trust everyone
here, and that should be good enough for all of you. Do you understand?”


“Sure,
I understand,” answered Ashley as she brushed her blonde hair from her face.
“It’s fine by me, really. I didn’t want to get infected by her anyway.”


 She
turned around laughing, and her followers erupted in laughter with her.


“I
mean it, Ashley,” warned Ariel. “One more word out of you…and you’ll be sitting
this one out. Got that?”


Ashley
crossed her arms. “Yes, archangel Ariel. I get it.” She looked at Kara with
cold, calculating eyes, like she was challenging her silently to a fight where
Ariel couldn’t stop them. It was clear to both girls that this wasn’t over. 


Ariel
watched Ashley for a moment longer then addressed the rest of the group. 


“Now
listen up, everyone. I don’t want or have the time to repeat myself. You’ve
wasted too much time as it is with your bickering.” She raised her voice. “Kara
is here because we need an experienced guardian. Kara is a skilled guardian and
a valuable asset to the legion. I need her. You need her. She is one of us, the
same as you. We are a family. And what do families do? They stick together. Is
that clear?”


Everyone
nodded a silent consensus. Ashley knew better than to start another fight in
front of the archangel. Their battle would continue at another time and place.


“Good.”
Ariel turned back to Kara. “If you don’t feel up to it, if you feel a little
off, there’s no shame in saying so, Kara. I just want you to know that.”


“I’m
fine, really, I am,” said Kara. “I would tell you if I didn’t feel up to it.”


She
heard Ashley snort, but she paid no attention to it. She was more aware of the
anxiousness and urgency in Ariel’s voice. 


“But,
Archangel Ariel,” Kara continued, feeling that she had to ask. “What’s going
on? What are you not telling me?” 


She
wondered if the archangel was worried Kara’s body wouldn’t survive the vega
jump. Or was it something else?


Ariel’s
mouth opened halfway, but she said nothing for a moment. 


“Jenny
will fill you in with the details.” 


“Here.”
She handed Kara a silver-blue blade, the length of her forearm. It was lighter
than it looked, and cool to the touch. Small markings were etched into the
blade in a language Kara couldn’t decipher. Tiny stars were engraved around the
hilt like fingerprints. It was stunning. Kara knew it was one of Ariel’s
personal blades.


“Don’t
get too close to them,” said the archangel as she stepped away from the green
tanks. 


“Don’t
get too close to what exactly?” Kara looked over to David for an explanation of
whom or what was them, but he narrowed his eyes and mouthed the word later.


“Quickly
now.” Ariel looked worse than Kara felt, as though she had the weight of the
mortal world on her shoulders. “May the souls protect you.”


Before
Kara could wrap her head around this new threat, Ashley and her team stepped
into the vega tanks. Their bodies disintegrated into sparkling specks of sand,
and then they disappeared as though they had never been there.


“Come
on, Kara, our turn,” said Jenny. She pulled Kara with her toward the tanks.
“I’ll go first.”


Kara
narrowed her eyes. “But where are we going?”


“Las
Vegas, Nevada.” Jenny stepped into the green waters and was gone.


Kara
had never been to Las Vegas as a mortal or on the job as a guardian. She’d
always wanted to go, especially to see the shows, but this wasn’t the time to
play the tourist. By the looks everyone had on their faces, this wasn’t going
to be a fun trip. She began to dread what they weren’t telling her.


“Let’s
do this.” David stepped forward and was followed quickly by Peter. They
vanished in a blink of an eye.


Kara
was the only one left. She looked over at Ariel, whose face showed the same
fear and urgency. She gave a nod of her head to Kara.


Kara
realized how nervous she was. Would her strange, semi-transparent body survive
the jump? Would she come apart in millions of pieces and disappear forever?
There was only one way to find out.


With
her blade clasped tightly in her trembling hand, Kara willed herself to move.
She fell forward into the wall of emerald waters and was gone.











Chapter
7


Lord
Beelzebub


 


 


 


Beyond the planes of the living in a
world of shadow and death, a man sat on a great black marble throne. Black
veins pulsed under his gray-colored skin, and a long black braid of his hair
hung down the side of his large, bare, muscular torso. Golden loops hung from
his ears, and the many rings he wore around his fingers glimmered with the
torchlight. He sat in the semi-darkness that he liked the best, in a vast dark
dungeon. Torchlights sparkled off the black stone walls that looked like sheets
of black diamonds. 


An
orange translucent wall of energy divided the chamber and disappeared into the
darkness of the chambered ceiling. It hummed and shivered as an ominous warning
to intruders.


The
man on the throne liked things that sparkled. He admired the globe that
represented the mortal world, and he clutched it firmly in his right hand.


He
heard soft footsteps approach. 


A
man dressed in simple black leather clothes strode into the throne room. His
long black hair and cape billowed behind him like fluttering wings. He was tall
and thin, but he walked confidently and in a manner that showed off his
athleticism. His face was fierce but handsome, and in his ears were golden
loops. The sound of his tall boots echoed from the dark, slippery chamber
walls, and his yellow cat-like eyes glimmered in the torchlight. 


A
servant-creature, a bow-legged dwarf
with long, ape-like arms, a flat nose, and a face that was twisted repulsively,
followed behind the man. Its dark gray skin was thick as leather. It looked
like a cross between an ape and a pig. Its glowing red eyes shone in the dim
light as it scurried along like a frightened pet dog at its master’s heels. 


“Did
you find the girl?” asked the man on the throne. 


His
deep, commanding voice had the authority of a king who had spent many years in
battles. His yellow cat-like eyes stayed fixed upon the globe in his hand.


The
man stopped just in front of the moving energy wall and clasped his hands
behind his back. The servant-creature bowed low and stayed in the shadow of the
other man. 


“Yes,
my lord,” said the man, his voice contented. 


“And
were you successful?”


“Yes,
Lord Beelzebub,” the man’s black pointy teeth glistened. “I was very
successful. The legion thought they could hide her in the body of a mortal, but
her energy flows with such potency that I found her very easily. The angels
haven’t changed their ways; they are still fools.” 


He
hesitated for a moment and then added with a smile, “She is a feisty little
creature. She fought hard against it, but I got her in the end. I imagine she
should be showing signs of her transformation very soon.”


Lord
Beelzebub looked up from the globe and tilted his head toward the two figures. 


“I
am pleased. That is very good news, Betaazu.” His gaze returned to the globe.
“And the legion knows nothing of her…transformation? They don’t suspect
anything?”


Betaazu
shook his head. “No, my lord. They will not notice any changes in her, not until
the final stages of the transmutation. After that, it’ll be too late for them.
She’ll be in our control. The darkness will have taken over. They don’t stand a
chance. They will not know how to control her.”


 Lord
Beelzebub was silent for a moment. He seemed to be thinking. His fingers
fiddled with the globe in his hand. His eyes slid to Betaazu and lingered.


“When
my confinement is lifted,” he pointed to the energy field, “and my
brothers and sisters are free, we will take back what is ours. Horizon will
burn for keeping us prisoners in this forsaken place. We will crush the light
and let in the darkness—the true and only power.” 


Lord
Beelzebub’s voice boomed. “Get the armies ready. We strike in two moons.


“Yes,
my lord,” said Betaazu. 


He
shifted his weight, and his face and lips contorted as though he was struggling
to say something. Finally he cleared his throat. 


“My
lord, if you’ll forgive me for being impertinent…but there is something I’ve
been curious about, something I’ve been meaning to ask you…”


“Yes?”
said Beelzebub lazily. “Say it. What is it?”


“Why
her?” asked Betaazu. 


The
servant-creature cowered behind him as though he had gone too far.


“Why
this girl…this angel? Rumors of Asmodeus’ downfall have reached
deep into the Netherworld. I’m sure you were aware that the demon tried to
recruit this particular girl-angel. But she didn’t turn. She’s loyal to
the legion.”


“Not
for long.” Lord Beelzebub’s face twitched with annoyance and anger.


“Asmodeus
was a fool, and he deserved what he got. Demons have always been too arrogant,
too self-absorbed to see the real value of things—a fault from their angel
days, I’m sure.” 


He
leaned back into his chair. 


“She
is unique. Not just amongst her own kind, but in all the worlds. It is
that uniqueness that makes her a creature of unparalleled power.”


Betaazu
raised his brows. “But why, your lordship? What’s so special about her? I
sensed her energy. It was strong, yes, very strong, but I didn’t sense anything
else that would strike me as exceptional. She is no fiend.”


The
Lord Beelzebub smiled. 


“No,
she is not like us…not yet. Asmodeus thought he knew what he had; he thought he
knew what he was doing, but he was a fool. Yes, she had the exact amount
of elemental essence mixed with the exact amount of angel and demon
lifeblood to make her the most powerful angel that ever existed…but in his
eagerness to seek power for himself, he failed to learn the real truth,
the real secret about where she comes from. About her bloodline.”


He
paused for a moment, pleased at the intrigued expression on his officer’s face.



“Her
bloodline has been traced back to the beginning of all things, to the very
first archfiends, before we were cast down to this prison and replaced
by archangels. Before my brothers and sisters were destroyed. I’ve traced her
bloodline back to those times.”


“Once
the transformation has taken place, she will become an unstoppable bringer of
death. The darkness will feed on her energy. It has a life of its own—it wants
to live. With her alongside us, the Order of the archfiends will be stronger
than it was when we warred with the archangels. We will destroy the archangels,
the angels, and all the living things that are so dear to them in their
precious mortal world. No trees, no water, no humans—only darkness and fire
will remain. And then, my dear Betaazu, we will rejoice in the darkness and
live forever.”


Betaazu
smiled. “Yes, my lord. I believe we will.”


 “Imp!”
cried Lord Beelzebub. 


The
shadow creature stepped forward, keeping its eyes on the ground, trembling.


“Yes,
your eminence,” it said. Its voice was high-pitched and wailed like the sound
of a dying animal. “I am your humble servant. Your wish is my command. Anything
you ask, my lord. Anything at all. I await your instruction.”


“Yes,
yes, yes. What of the reapers?” said Lord Beelzebub impatiently. “What do you
have to report, imp?”


“Yes,
of course, your eminence,” said the imp, bowing again with due reverence and
nearly scraping the ground with its head. The creature raised its red eyes for
half a second then lowered them again. 


“The
reapers are assembling, my lord. Cities around the mortal world have been
affected by the reapers’ scythes. Many souls have been taken.” 


The
imp began to laugh, a sick, wet laugh, pleased with what it was telling its
master. “One hundred thousand denomites have already found hosts.” 


“And
can you control the denomites?” 


Kyton
lifted his gaze to his master for a moment, fumbling his fingers nervously. 


“Yes,
my lord. The reapers control them. Reapers…reapers are magnificent creatures—” 


The
rest of the imp’s words died under Beelzebub’s threatening glare. The creature
had said too much. It cowered low and flattened its long, gangly fingers on the
ground. 


“Thank
you, Kyton,” said Betaazu, and he kicked the imp in the stomach with his boot. 


Kyton
went sprawling to the ground and howled in pain. He shifted back into a low
bow, almost in prayer and flattened himself as low as he could. 


“I
must apologize for my overzealous nature, my lord, we imps are too—”


Betaazu
kicked him again. 


“Shut
up, Kyton. Lord Beelzebub doesn’t want to hear your useless ramblings, imp.”


Kyton
coughed and said to the ground, “I only live to serve his lordship.”


The
archfiend grasped the edges of his chair to keep his temper in check.


“And
what of the key?”


Kyton
cleared his throat. “The key, my lord? Oh, yes, yes, of course. The key. How
foolish of me. Right. We’ve isolated the key to a specific location. It’s only
a matter of time until the key is found and secured, your lordship.” 


The
archfiend narrowed his eyes. “I hope, for your sake, that this time you
are correct, and not sending the imps on another one of your fool’s errands.”


“No—I
mean—yes—I mean—” Kyton paused. His voice shook. “It’s not a fool’s errand. I
mean, yes. I am a fool, but not this time. I’m sure about this location,
your lordship.” 


The
imp shifted his gaze to his master.


Lord
Beelzebub looked at the imp creature for a moment longer. 


“We’ll
see. We’ve been waiting millenniums for a chance like this. Prophecies mean
nothing. Prophecies can be changed and broken. This is inevitability, and it
will come to pass. She will be strong enough to kill every last angel in
the legion. The darkness in her will break the walls between life and death in
the mortal world.” 


Betaazu
smiled evilly. “This is our opportunity. We have a chance to succeed where
everyone else has failed. We’ve seen where demons like Valkmeer, Moluk, and
Asmodeus have gone wrong. They were too hasty, and now we have learned from
their mistakes.” 


“We
will rise again,” bellowed Beelzebub. “The Dark Gods will rise again.”


He
rose from his throne, and his great black leathery wings spread wide above his
back. He was a magnificent and terrifying god of darkness.


“And
what about the non-believers, my lord?” inquired Betaazu. 


Beelzebub
crushed the globe in his hands in an explosion of dust. 


“The
demons will be dealt with,” said the archfiend. “If they don’t wish to join us,
then we will destroy them.”
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Crimson
Massacre


 


 


 


When Kara regained consciousness,
she was relieved that the vega had not killed her. She had not disintegrated,
and her mind was still intact. She looked around. She had expected to find
Vegas alive with tourists, skyscrapers, fluorescent lights, taxis, buses, and
the clinking of slot machines. 


She
hadn’t expected to find herself in a dead city.


Instead
of a city bursting with bright lights and people—it was dark, quiet, and
ominous. It looked as though the entire city had suffered from a major power
outage. But where were all the people? Papers and dust blew through the
streets, and fires burned in the dumpsters and buildings. Billowing black smoke
clouded the skies. The only source of light came from the setting sun,
which spilled rays of orange light from behind the mountains that surrounded
the city. The hot dry air smelled of smoke and decay. A green street sign read,
Las Vegas Boulevard.


Las
Vegas was a ghost town.


Kara
looked down at herself. She, too, was a ghost, just like this town. Things had
not changed or improved. She had hoped the M-5 mortal suit would have provided
her with a real, solid, mortal body. But it hadn’t. She was still a specter.


Kara
had also hoped the use of vega might have recharged her memories. But she still
couldn’t remember the moments before she had died. And the more she dwelled on
it, the more it bothered her. How did she die? Why couldn’t she remember?


A
sudden pain seared her back between her shoulder blades, like the sting of a
large wasp. But when she reached over, expecting to grab a giant bug, there was
nothing there. Her fingers were empty, and the pain vanished. 


“Kara?
Are you all right?” David had re-integrated right next to her. 


“Yes,
I’m fine,” she answered, and thought nothing more of it. “Just an itch. It’s
gone now.” 


“No,
I mean,” said David, and he lowered his voice, “with the other thing.”


Kara
didn’t like the look of pity she saw in David’s face. If she still had her
elemental abilities, he wouldn’t be treating her like a weak little girl. It
angered her. She wasn’t weak, and she would prove it. 


“I’m
fine,” she lied. 


She
rolled her weapon in her hand. “As you can see, I’m still a ghost; nothing’s
changed. But you can stop staring at me like you think I’m going to break down,
’cause I’m not. I’m fine.” 


David
studied her. “I thought maybe with an M-5, that maybe it would have worked—”


“Yeah.
Well, it didn’t.” 


Kara
shook her head impatiently. She was angry at the world all of a sudden. It was
an anger that she couldn’t control. 


“Just
stop mothering me, okay. I’m fine.”


David
glanced at her sideways, but said nothing. She could see he was confused by her
behavior, but she didn’t care. She didn’t want Jenny or Peter to start treating
her differently either, like she was the weakest link. 


“What
happened here?” asked Peter, breaking the awkward silence. 


He
moved down the street carefully, taking it all in. 


“It
looks like a bomb went off, or a giant riot of some kind. Where are all the
people—?”


As if in answer, the city shook violently as a nearby
explosion tore more stone and steel apart. The buildings shuddered as the city
trembled from another impact. Then it was calm again.


Jenny
lifted her bow from her back and carefully nocked an arrow. “I don’t know what
happened here, but my gut feeling is demons or something else supernatural.”


“I’ve
never heard of demons burning entire cities on their own,” Peter shrugged. “I
don’t know, but it’s not their style. I could be wrong, but I don’t think
demons did this.”


Jenny
aimed her bow at the empty street. “Well, style or no style, something bad
happened here. And it smells worse.”


“It
did indeed,” said Peter.


“I
guess Sin City ran out of sinners, eh?” David pulled out a silver soul blade
from the folds of his jacket. “Too bad. And I was feeling especially lucky this
evening. I thought I might have taken a break from work, once we’d neutralized
the situation, and tried my luck at one of the casinos. I’m an awesome poker
player.”


“You
are?” said Kara.


“That’s
right,” David smiled. “What can I say? I’m a natural at poker, and some women
like that.”


Kara
looked at him, irritated. “What women? Women with very low expectations.”


“More
like dead,” muttered Jenny. She and Kara smiled. 


Peter
walked away from the group. He halted and held up a globe in the palm of his
hand. The globe shone bright yellow, like a little sun. 


“I’m
getting really strong energy readings. Something really big, big enough to
cause a huge gap in the electromagnetic field.” 


He
looked up from his contraption. “It’s off the charts. I’ve never seen anything
like it.”


Kara
looked behind her. She had a sudden sense that something was missing. “Guys?
Where are Ashley and her team? I thought they were coming with us?”


“They’re
in Chicago,” answered Jenny, scanning the street. “There was another threat
there as well, so Ariel sent them there to check it out. What? Did you want her
to tag along with us?” she added with a laugh.


“I’d
rather swallow my own tongue,” said Kara sarcastically, thankful not to have to
deal with sour looks and spiteful remarks from Ashley.


But
something else now was bothering her. She felt uneasy, restless. A darkness was
engulfing the city. It was as if all the life were being snuffed out in a wave
that spread out and just kept on spreading. 


She
measured the lifeless street one last time and said, “Will someone tell me what
this new threat is, before I explode? I could tell Ariel was unnerved by
it. She said it was something the legion never hoped to confront… What did I
miss here?”


Jenny
lowered her bow, her green eyes darkened in the fading sunlight. “Reapers.”


Kara
narrowed her eyes. “Reapers? You mean like The Grim Reaper? The
angel of death? That mythical creature that wears a black hooded cloak? The one
that uses a scythe and—” 


She
broke off. She had the strangest feeling she’d seen one. Was it in a forest?
But that was impossible. She’d only just got back. What was wrong with her? Was
she was beginning to feel the repercussions of being a wraith herself? Her mind
was failing.


“Yup,
that’s the one,” said David, watching Kara carefully. “They exist. Yes, they,
we know of seven, maybe more. And they’re no angels. Reapers are death demons
from the lower planes of the Netherworld. They use the Scythe of Death to sever the ties between the soul and the body. They
kill the mortals and take their souls.”


“Take?”
repeated Kara.


“Exactly,
they steal them. And it’s always been a bit of a mystery what really happens to
the souls.”


“Why’s
that?”


“We
think the souls are dead,” added Jenny. “But it’s not proven, so we
can’t be sure. But we do know that the reapers take the mortals’ souls just
before they die and leave their bodies behind.”


The
hairs on the back of Kara’s neck stood up. A soul’s true death was the worst
thing that could happen. It could never be born again. It was a horrible
prospect. She gripped her weapon firmly.


“Why
do they do this?”


David
shook his head. “We don’t know. Maybe they feed on the souls, like other
demons, but there’s really not much the legion knows about reapers. They’re
like super rare. I think that’s why the legion’s making so much noise about
them. They’re not sure how to handle them.”


“Have
you ever seen one?” asked Kara. “A reaper?”


“No,”
Peter answered. “None of us have. In fact, I doubt any guardian at the legion
has either. Reapers are demons from the first age, before the creation of man.
They’re mysterious creatures. The legion really doesn’t know much about them—”


“Except
that they’re killers,” interrupted David, “soul-sucking killers, like
giant bloodsucking leeches.” 


Kara
quivered at the image. “And you think reapers did this?” 


She
inspected the deserted city and wondered why soul-suckers would take the time
to destroy the city and set fire to buildings. If it was the souls they wanted,
why the mayhem? 


“If
reapers are only interested in the souls…then where are the bodies?”


“I
was just wondering the same thing,” said David. “Should we be seeing piles of
dead bodies by now?” 


“Let’s
get moving,” said Jenny. She raised her bow. “I don’t have a good feeling about
this place.” 


Their
footsteps echoed as they passed the burning casinos, hotels, and restaurants.
The smoke obscured the last of the sunlight, making it really hard to see more
than a few hundred feet ahead. Ashes and debris fell from the sky like heavy
rain. Kara could feel panic and uncertainty wash over her friends like a heavy
paint. It was not like them to be so nervous.


To
make matters worse, Kara had the eerie feeling that something or someone was
watching them. 


From
the corner of her eye, she could see that David was watching her as often as he
was scouting the streets. He was worried about her, like he expected her to
collapse at any moment. While it frustrated her that David seemed unduly
concerned about her, she still couldn’t shake off the feeling that they were
being watched. It was there, like a bad headache. 


The
smoke and darkness muffled the last of the light, and she knew they would be
covered in darkness.


She
thought she heard a scream, but she realized it was just the wind blowing
through the buildings. 


Five
blocks further down the strip they passed dark street corners that stank of
gasoline, and cars ablaze in tall yellow and orange flames.


And
still, they found no one.


Kara
forgot about her curious disintegration and focused on this new threat.
Although she didn’t have her elemental abilities anymore, she didn’t feel like
anything was missing either. The more she pondered, the more she thought
it strange. Shouldn’t she feel different? Maybe she wasn’t meant to feel
disconnected. Maybe she wasn’t part elemental anymore. Maybe she was just a
regular angel, like everyone else. 


Just like everyone else, she thought as she stared at her
hand and remembered the golden electricity that had once danced along her
fingertips. But now it was just a plain hand.


The
sharp pain erupted on her back again. She flinched and stumbled forward.


David
was at her side before she had a chance to blink. 


“If
you say it’s only an itch again, I might have to tie you up and check you
myself.” And then he added, “Not that I would mind, actually.” 


Kara
smiled, but she felt uneasy. “Well, whatever it was, it’s gone now. I don’t
feel anything anymore.”


“But
there is something wrong.”


“I’m
not sure I’d call it wrong, but I did feel something like a sting on my
back.” She looked up into David’s face. “It’s probably nothing serious, so stop
worrying.”


David
watched her. “But it could be really serious.”


“If
it was serious, I’d be in a lot more pain, which I’m not. I’m perfectly fine.


“Yes,
you are fine.”


Kara
rolled her eyes, but her smile widened. “Let’s keep moving, lover boy, before
the others think there’s something really wrong with me.”


As
they made their way forward, the smoke cleared for a moment. A mass of people,
men, women, and even children, hundreds of them, stood like statues in the
street and blocked their way. 


Their
faces were lifeless, and when Kara looked at their eyes, she held back a
scream. Their eyes were black, not the pitch-black eyes of demons, but of
empty, hollow, bottomless pits. Their souls had been taken. Their bodies were
empty shells. Their faces and skin were covered with black veins that looked
like tattoos and their nails had become gleaming red claws, like the claws of
beasts.


They
lived, but they were not human anymore. 


“At
least now we know where all the people went.” David waved his soul blade.


“Do
you think they want to hurt us?” asked Peter. He pocketed his globe and took
out his soul blade awkwardly, as though he had never held a sword in his angel
life.


“Well,
I don’t think they want to dance,” said David. 


Jenny
pulled another arrow from her quiver. 


The
men and women stood in some sort of catatonic state. It was almost as though
they were waiting for something. Their empty black eyes were unfocused, as if
they were sleeping. Kara could hear quiet guttural moans and hisses rising from
them, like caged, restless animals. Maybe that’s what they were now; someone’s
animals, someone’s beasts. 


And
just when she was beginning to think that maybe they weren’t going to move,
their eyes suddenly glowed yellow with light shining from the inside, like
their batteries were fully charged.


They
attacked.


The
mad wave of screaming men, women, and children spat and hissed like rabid
animals. With their fingers extended like claws, they thrashed toward her.
Their faces were distorted, as though a creature on the inside was trying to
tear itself free. Some invisible switch had been turned on, commanding them to
attack. 


Kara
was frozen in place. 


She
heard David yelling over the shrieks of the creatures, but she couldn’t make
out what he was saying. 


A
black-veined little girl with yellow eyes advanced toward her. Kara wondered
what she had been doing here before the reapers got to her, before they took
her soul and left her like this. She stared at the charging abomination that
used to be a little girl. She knew that her soul was lost forever, and she knew
that she had to kill her.


The
girl lunged, aiming her little claw-like fingers toward Kara’s neck.
Instinctively, Kara raised her arm as a shield. The
creature clawed at her arm and ripped out fragments of her cardigan and M-5
suit. The girl grunted like an animal, and then screamed in a language Kara
couldn’t recognize. The creature raked at Kara’s arm again and again. Its
breath was rancid and smelled of sulfur. Its yellow, animated eyes were wide in
wild fury. It tore at her viciously, trying to get to Kara’s face. 


Kara was barely aware of the weight of her silver-blue
dagger, but in a swift and calculated swing she drove the dagger into the side
of the girl’s neck. The girl let out such a loud guttural howl of agony that it
caused even Kara to flinch. Blood spilled from the corners of the girl’s mouth,
and she dropped to the ground.


Kara stared at the girl’s dead body. Even though she knew
this was no longer a girl, but a newly created creature of the Netherworld, she
couldn’t shake off the feeling that she’d just murdered an innocent.


David battled three large man-creatures. He lunged toward one
of the advancing beasts, his sword crashing into its skull and sticking fast.
Howling in agony, the creature thrashed and writhed as David hammered his
gauntlet-clad fist into what he presumed was its face. 


But even as one fell, others came at him. 


Jenny stood her ground, shooting arrows like an automatic
weapon. But even as dozens of the newly animated creatures fell, more scampered
over the fallen and came toward her. 


Kara searched for Peter in the midst of the chaos and found
him slicing and dicing the horde that came at him with surprising agility and
strength. 


“Kara, watch out!” shouted David. 


Something heavy plowed into Kara, and she tumbled to her
knees. Claws scratched at her face and arms, and something bit her on the back
of her neck. Kara cried out, rolled over, and kicked a man-creature in the
face. There was a sickening crack, and he keeled over. 


Two more creatures, a female and a male, turned on her. Blood
stained their clothes, and Kara realized in horror that it was other people’s
blood and not their own. Their spit flew in her face, and she retched at the
sickening, rotten smell. The creatures snarled and thrashed, wild-eyed and
crazed. They pinned Kara to the ground, biting and scratching her sword arm,
and tearing at her mortal suit. 


More weight came crashing down on her, and Kara could hear
the different grunts and shrieks from the creatures that were trying to get at
her. She could hardly move, and she knew that she was lucky that she still held
on to her blade. Even with the M-5, she could feel her strength leaving her.
They were going to tear her apart. 


Kara felt a warm flicker like her elemental power somewhere
deep inside her, and then it was gone. It was wishful thinking. There was
nothing there.


She was able to use the memory of her powers as renewed
strength, however, and willed herself to move. She used her short sword and met
the teeth and talons with the clang of steel, hacking through the creatures’
soft bodies like a knife through butter. Blood spattered and sprayed Kara in
the face, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop. 


The creatures reared back at Kara’s sudden fury. She stared
at the pile of dead bodies around her, but there were still more. They hissed
and growled, and then started speaking to each other in that strange language
again. They were planning something. 


They roared in fury and launched another attack. But this
time Kara was ready.


Again and again the creatures struck. Each blow rang loudly
against Kara’s dagger, and she could hear the sound of tearing cloth as her
mortal suit ripped. Soon she was covered in large wounds that dripped with her
brilliant angel essence. 


The creatures stared at the brilliance of her essence,
admiring it, pleased at the damage that they were doing to her. Yet, she still
fought them off. She plunged her dagger blade into another creature’s throat.
The beast gave a blood-curdling squeal of agony and crumpled to the floor with
a howl that faded into silence. With all of the strength and fury that these
creatures elicited from her, she was relentless in her slaughter of the
innocents. She struck over and over until all the creatures had screeched in
agony and lay dead at her feet.


Kara
heard a cry and turned around. Jenny was backed into a corner, yelling,
screaming unintelligibly, and firing arrow after arrow into the creatures’
heads. Kara ran into the tangle of creatures, and Jenny continued shooting. 


The
first came at her with wild eyes and screeching mouth. It swung its arms so
erratically that it was no trouble for Kara to dodge. She kicked another
rushing creature in the head, and then stabbed them both in the necks. With
unmatched speed, she gripped her sword and came out swinging again. She knocked
another creature down and ran her dagger through its stomach. She turned on two
man-creatures who came from behind and killed them both with her dagger, while
she fought off a third with her other arm. 


Finally,
only one man was left. His breath was ragged, and his eyes were wide with
madness. In a flash, Kara threw her dagger. It hit its mark. The creature cried
out, fell to the ground, and lay still.


Kara
wiped the blood from her blade. The blood of the murdered men and women was wet
on her jeans. She felt terrible. She pitied them. They couldn’t have helped
themselves. It was as though they were in a trance. Their minds were not their
own, and they had acted on direction from another power, like puppets on a
string. They had lost their minds all together. 


“All
my souls,” said Jenny, overcome with sorrow. 


She
stared at the mass of crumpled dead bodies. “This is a massacre, a bloody
massacre. Look at all their faces. Some of them were kids! We killed kids! How
could we have done this?” 


They
were dead. All of them. Kara felt overwhelmed by a pain in her chest. She tried
not to look at their empty, lifeless faces. If this was the reapers’ doing,
then she knew that reapers stole the souls of mortals and transformed them into
fighting zombies. 


“We
did this because they left us no other choice.” David’s voice sounded suddenly.


Kara
looked up to see David and Peter. They were still intact, but their clothes and
M-suits were ripped and torn, and Kara could see glimpses of their angel
essence through their many wounds. 


“Don’t
question yourself, Jenny.” David sheathed his soul blade. “You did what you had
to, what we all had to. There was no other way.”


“But
maybe there was?” said Jenny; her lips quivered, and she looked like she was
about to weep.


“There
wasn’t.” David shook his head. “They weren’t human anymore. None of them were.
They were monsters, creatures, killing machines. Didn’t you see the blood on
their hands? Their clothes? Who knows how many innocent people they killed before
we—”


“Killed
them,” finished Kara. Her voice felt strange, like it wasn’t her own. She knew
what was rattling inside her. It was plain cold fear.


David
moved toward her and took her hand. “They weren’t alive, Kara. Didn’t you see
their blackened eyes? Their souls were already taken. These things weren’t
human anymore.”


“He’s
right,” said Peter, and he wiped the blood from the creatures off his face.
“I’m pretty sure these were denomites.”


Kara
let go of David’s hand. “What are denomites?”


“Think
of them like parasites from the Netherworld. They need a host body to stay in
this world. They’d die without one.” 


Peter
bent down and inspected one of the dead bodies. “They came into these bodies
and used them as shells, hosts.”


“So
the reapers control these denomites?” David kicked over one of the dead, as if
looking for something attached to it.


Peter
shook his head. “I don’t know. Could be. But it could also be demons or any
other force from the Netherworld, something powerful, really powerful. It takes
a great deal of power just to break through the veil, let alone infect so many
people at once. I’ve never heard of an attack of this magnitude. This could be
the beginning of something far worse.”


“We’d
better get back and report this to Ariel,” urged Jenny. “She’ll want to hear.
Plus, she’ll need to send another team to clean up this mess before mortals
from the neighboring cities come looking for their loved ones. Somehow, we have
to make this right.”


Although
they had eliminated this threat, Kara felt defeated. “I just wished we could
have saved at least one, just one soul. We couldn’t even do that! What’s the
point of being guardian angels if we can’t even save one miserable soul?”


David
reached out to her again. “Kara, don’t torture yourself; this is not your
fault. It’s nobody’s fault.”


Kara
brushed him off. “Don’t—”


A
scream echoed down the street.


Startled,
the group froze and waited, listening, watching each other and waiting to hear
the sound again. Had they imagined it? But the scream came again, a terrified
girl’s pleading scream.


Before
Kara knew what she was doing, she ran toward the sound.


“Kara,
wait!” cried David.


But
Kara was focused only on the sound of a girl’s scream. She had to save her. She
needed to save at least one mortal to relieve the guilt and shame she felt for
killing all those innocent people. She had to do this, no matter what. Save the
soul…


The
gray, billowing smoke crowded around her, and Kara could only see darkness and
the soft light that spilled from the many fires that marked the strip like a
runway. She tore down the street, praying she was heading in the right
direction. Don’t die, she pleaded. Please don’t die.


Another
series of the strange sharp pains she had felt earlier erupted between her
shoulder blades, but she ignored them. Her only thought was to save the girl. 


Her
M-5 suit had taken a real beating, and she was beginning to tire. She had to
find the girl soon.


She
didn’t know when the view had changed. She just kept running. The gray smoke
snuffed out the buildings. She didn’t know if she’d gone too far. The endless
buildings that rose all around her all looked the same. 


She
realized that she was shivering, not from the cold, but from a panic that
consumed her with a desperate need to make amends for the shame of the
massacre.


I have to save one. 


She
halted in the middle of the street and listened for any sign of the girl. And
just when she thought she had failed, she heard a faint whimper.


Kara
bolted in the direction of the whimper. Her M-5 suit still enabled her to run
at supernatural speed. She turned right at the next block and headed down what
appeared to be an alleyway. A giant wall of smoke materialized in front of her,
and she tore through it. She couldn’t see more than ten feet in front of her.
The rest was lost in shadow.


“Hello?
Are you here? I’m here to help you,” Kara’s voice cracked, and she didn’t care
to mask her desperation. 


“Just—just
say something, so I can find you. I can get you to safety, if you’ll only tell
me where you are—”


Something
collided with Kara from the back and flew into the air. She went sprawling on
the ground and rolled over. Her blade fell from her grip. The blow would have
broken her back, if it weren’t for her M-5 suit. 


She
was disorientated. She felt something brush the side of her leg. A girl lay
beside her. She was still and cold. Her eyes were black and lifeless.


Kara
felt a presence nearby. 


She
looked up at a black-robed figure who loomed over her.
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Reapers


 


 


 


Kara stared, transfixed both in awe
and in fear. The creature stood seven feet tall and wore a flowing black robe
that rippled like tendrils of black smoke. Underneath she could see fragments
of a body that was corrupted by shadow and darkness. Its face was hidden behind
a heavy hood that was as dark as night except for two glowing red eyes. It
exuded an aura of fear.


It
held a great scythe in the rotten flesh of its exposed hand. Kara screamed when
she looked at the blade.


The
gleaming red blade was covered with the faces of thousands of souls. Horrified,
Kara could hear their faint cries and could feel their pain and suffering. It
was as though they were begging her to set them free. Panic gripped her. She
couldn’t breathe, and she couldn’t look away from the screaming souls.


Although
it didn’t speak to her directly, she could hear the reaper’s voice in her mind.
It was a voice like blackness, the voice of death itself.


Come to me, said the voice. Come to me.


Then the darkness and death came at her. Kara felt her
essence breaking as coldness
washed over her like a thick fog. She could feel her mind clouding as the
blackness came nearer. The creature had some sort of hold on her, and she was
transfixed and couldn’t move. 


The
Reaper leaned closer. Its robe enveloped her in swirls of black smoke that felt
like gangly fingers gripping at her. It was so close to her now that she could
see a haggard face beneath the hood. Its exposed rotten flesh was coated with
the faces of pleading souls. 


Kara
tried to scream, but her voice wouldn’t come. She couldn’t look away.


Its wet, gaping hole of a mouth contorted into a grin. The
reaper lowered its scythe, aiming it toward her chest, slowly angling it, as it
decided where to cut her. Red and black mist coiled from the scythe and reached
out to Kara. She could feel it burning her M-5 suit. Tendrils of mist
insinuated their way into her body. She thrashed and kicked, but it was no use.
Her strength was failing, and her eyes began to blur. Her angel essence was
being drawn out of her body into the reaper’s scythe. Soon she would join the
other captive souls. The reaper’s hideous dark hide seemed to ripple with
excitement as it prepared to strike. 


And as the reaper raised its scythe above its head, ready to
strike her down, ready to finish her completely—it hesitated.


It lowered its scythe and pulled back. It cocked its head to
one side, as though it was contemplating whether or not to kill her. Something
about Kara had stopped it.


The
hesitation was all she needed.


With
the connection lost, Kara’s energy returned. She rolled away and jumped to her
feet. With a quick move of her hand she threw her blade directly toward the
reaper’s face. But the beast was unimaginably fast and easily caught her blade,
inches before it hit its face. He tossed it aside, and in one giant step it was
on her again. 


“Kara!
Duck!”


Kara
fell to her knees.


Two
silver arrows and a soul blade perforated the reaper’s chest. Kara spun around,
hurdled over the dead girl’s body and landed near her fallen weapon. She
grabbed her silver-blue blade and turned to see David, Jenny and Peter running
toward her.


The
reaper seemed mildly surprised at the three weapons sticking out of it. It
barely glanced at them. Wrapping its rotten, emaciated fingers around the two
arrows and the blade, it pulled them out easily, as though they were nothing
more than a nuisance, and tossed them to the ground. Black liquid oozed from
the three small wounds and spilled out over its hideous rotten body. It turned
and faced its new foes.


David
hurled a red orb through the dark sky, and it crashed against the reaper’s body
in an explosion of red light. The creature disappeared in the explosion of
light. But when the light dissipated, the reaper stood unscathed.


Incredulous,
David swore loudly and hurled a glowing white orb. 


The
orb hit its mark and exploded at the reaper’s feet, showering it in brilliant
white light. For a few seconds the reaper disappeared into the giant ball of
white light, but when the light dispersed, the reaper stood unharmed yet again.


“Our
weapons didn’t make a mark on it! What in the souls is this thing?” cried
David, his eyes wide. 


He
pulled out a second soul blade from his jacket and brandished it in his hand
skillfully. They waited.


 Even
though Kara couldn’t see the reaper’s face, she knew it was smiling, mocking
them. It stood still and waited for another challenge. Its robe billowed in the
wind, as if it, too, were calling them to try again, teasing them. 


Even
from a distance, Kara could feel it radiating death. She could still hear the
cries of souls, like the howling of wind before a great storm. The reaper
grasped its scythe with both its rotten bone-thin hands and waited. 


Jenny
opened and closed her mouth at the sight of the reaper’s scythe. She tried to
speak, “Are those…?” she began, but she choked on her own words. 


She
tried to speak again, “Oh my god, are those…?”


“They’re
souls.” Kara’s voice didn’t seem her own. 


Her
heart ached at the trapped, anguished faces who pushed and slipped like
blisters along the gleaming red blade. It was a horrible sight, and she wanted
nothing more than to kill this creature before it captured any more souls. 


She
could see that the souls in the blade were still alive. She realized that the
reaper didn’t kill the souls it captured. It trapped them and kept them close, like
a serial killer who kept trophies from his victims. Reapers kept their souls.


“This
is so wrong.” Peter’s face paled when he saw the faces in the creature’s
scythe. If he weren’t a supernatural entity himself, Kara was sure he would
have thrown up. They all would have. 


The
reaper cocked its head to the side, measuring them one by one, as if deciding
whom to kill first. Kara was sure that it took pleasure in their terror and fed
on their fears. 


The
reaper turned back toward her. Its red eyes were barely visible under its heavy
hood, but she could feel it watching her. 


“What’s
it waiting for?” Jenny nocked another arrow in her bow and aimed it at the
reaper.


“Maybe
it’s full,” suggested David.


As
if in response to Jenny’s question, the reaper struck the ground with its
scythe. A piercing cry rose from the demon as if all the souls trapped in its
body and scythe cried out together. Its robe billowed around it like coils of
smoke in the wind until it was completely hidden in a tornado of black.


 And
then it vanished.


Kara
squinted as her eyes adjusted to the dust and debris and waited for the winds
to die down. 


She
blinked. The reaper was gone. Only the cold, lingering feeling of death
remained. 


“You
think we scared it off?” asked Peter as he wiped his glasses on his shirt. 


“I
doubt that.” Kara moved toward the spot where the reaper had been last. The
only sign that anything had actually been there was droplets of black blood.
Strangely, she felt that it hadn’t been afraid of them, but that it was
curious.


David
looked disgusted. “Well, I’m glad it’s gone. It smelled like death.” 


“You
all right, Kara?” he said as he noticed the dead girl near Kara’s feet.


“I’ve
been better.” 


Kara
smeared the black liquid on the ground with her shoe. It began to bubble and
sizzle. Then it smoked like burnt toast, and with a last pop it evaporated.


David
moved carefully toward the spot where the blood had been. “Never seen that
before. Usually when demons bleed, their bloods stays here. But this just—”


“Evaporated,”
said Peter as he leaned over to search for any last remains of the creature’s
blood. 


“This
is no mere demon. These reapers…these creatures are something else entirely.
It’s like their essence can’t stay for very long in this world. Not even a
single drop can stay.” 


He
stood up. “Maybe they can’t either. We might not know much about them, but at
least now we know that they’re like other Netherworld creatures. I mean, they
can’t stay in the mortal world for too long. My guess is that the reaper left
suddenly because it had to. Like it had already stayed too long and was
beginning to weaken.” 


“So
it took off,” said Jenny hopefully. “If that’s true, then we can use it against
them. We need to trick them into staying longer so that we can finish them off
once and for all.”


Kara
watched the optimistic looks on her friends’ faces. But deep down, she knew
these creatures were different and more complicated than any demons they’d
faced before. They were powerful, much more powerful. But she didn’t know how
to word it properly.


David
stood next to Kara. “I saw what it did. I saw what it was doing to you, but
then it stopped. How did you make it stop?”


Kara
had been wondering the same thing. She had felt the creature’s indecision, as
though it had sensed something within her that it didn’t want to kill. What?
Why did it spare her?


 “I
don’t know,” said Kara quietly after a few moments, and then she added under
her breath, “I have no idea, but I’m going to find out.” 


She
was beginning to fear that her return as a guardian was in some way connected
with the way that the creature had pulled away from her. How could she be
connected to that soul-eating demon? 


“Let’s
find a source of water and get out of this godforsaken town,” said Jenny
suddenly. “It’s giving me the creeps.”


“Same
here,” agreed Peter. “Ubercreeps.”


“Let’s
check the nearest hotel for an indoor swimming pool,” said Kara. 


The
four of them began their trek back up the street. Kara knew that David was
still watching her carefully, but she ignored him and kept quiet. The pain in
her back acted up again, but she forced herself to stay calm and pretended that
it didn’t burn. She pretended that she didn’t feel the panic that was slowly
overwhelming her. What was going on? What was happening to her?


The
smell in the air suddenly changed, and Kara recognized the cloying warm scent
of death. She sensed the wailing screams of thousands of captive souls again.
She halted.


And
then she saw them.


Four
reapers stood in the street.
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The reapers materialized at the head
of the street as if they had sprouted up from the ground. Identical in size and
choice of weapon, they were a black impenetrable wall of evil and death.


“You’ve
got to be kidding me,” David rubbed his hands on top of his head.


“Four
reapers! What do we do now? Our weapons have zero effect on these
soul-suckers.” He looked nervously at Kara and then back at the reapers. 


“Any
great ideas, people? How do we kill these things?”


“They
bleed gross black stuff,” suggested Peter. “If they bleed, then maybe we can
kill them?” he added hopefully. 


“Not
with anything we have on us,” said Jenny, pointing her arrows at them anyway.
“Didn’t you say that we might have a chance if they lingered in the
mortal world too long?” 


She
looked at Peter but he didn’t answer. 


“Although
it looks to me like these guys just got here.”


“If
we get back—and I’m really, really hoping that we do—I’m asking Ariel for a
raise.” David laughed nervously. 


“Well,
at least now we’re even. Gotta love these odds.”


“I
wouldn’t call this even.” Kara didn’t like the odds. These creatures were
practically unknown to the legion. She shifted her weapon nervously in her
hand, but she was sure it wouldn’t do much damage.


“I
say that they can’t hurt or kill us as easily as they did the mortals,” said
David. He sounded determined. 


“Think
about it, they steal mortal souls, not angel souls. We can beat them.”


Kara
hoped silently that David was right.


The
reapers moved apart with a ghostly shudder. They screeched as they went,
tearing and ripping the hot, smoky air. Their long black robes curled like
mist. 


Kara
felt a sting in her chest. If only she still had her elemental abilities,
perhaps she could be more useful. She felt powerless, and useless.


The
reapers began to circle around them. But soon they were moving so fast that
they became a black blur. They became a circle of black smoke that kept rising
and rising until it formed a moving, circular wall. 


They
were trapped.


Piercing
shrieks reverberated around them, and Kara felt the screaming from inside her
own head, as though the voices from the lost souls were calling out to her.
Like a giant migraine, the screams were relentless and horrible. She felt their
sadness and agony again, and it pained her. Her knees began to buckle, but she struggled
to stand. She knew that if she fell and let herself be taken, she would die.
The reapers would take her soul as well. They were the bringers of death.


The
wind smelled of rotten flesh, and the shrill, echoing cries of the trapped
souls rose all around like a thunderstorm.


“Make
it stop! I can’t take this anymore,” cried Peter. He covered his ears.


 Kara
shuddered at the fear in his voice. She felt it too. 


“You
have to stay together!” cried David over the loud screeching. 


“Back
to back! Get ready. We can do this.” 


They
all obediently pressed their backs against one another, until they formed a
tight circle of their own, weapons drawn. 


Suddenly,
a reaper broke from the ring and materialized like a puff of smoke right in
front of Jenny. In a flash, it hacked its great scythe at her.


Jenny
dodged and rolled just as the tip of the blade sliced through her M-5 suit and
into her flesh. She came up behind the creature, and faster than a blink of an
eye she shot an arrow at the back of the reaper’s head. 


But
just as the arrow was about to hit, the creature spun and deflected the arrow
away with its scythe. It had anticipated Jenny’s shot as though it had eyes in
the back of its head. 


Then
as quickly as it had appeared, it disappeared in a puff of black smoke.


Jenny
cursed as she armed her bow with two more arrows. 


“It
saw me!” she said through gritted teeth. “How could it see me?” 


Peter
pulled Jenny back next to him in their protective circle.


Kara
could see that David also had the uneasy feeling that the reaper had some sort
of sixth sense that anticipated danger.


While
the black, ghostly circle continued to spin around them, individual reapers
prodded their scythes at them with quick jabs, teasing them. Their bodies
twisted and writhed. They screeched in delight.


Kara
knew that if by some miracle they were to survive this, they needed to get out
of the reaper’s circle and run. 


Suddenly
the reapers stopped. The black smoke circle evaporated into the air. Their
hooded heads all turned and looked behind Kara.


David
frowned. “What? What are they looking at?”


 “Die,
demons!” cried a voice from behind them.


Kara
recognized the voice and tried to call out to stop her. But it was too late.


Mousy
little Sasha came hurtling toward the reapers heroically. She threw a moonstone
at the foot of one of the reapers and smiled triumphantly at her perfect aim.
The moonstone exploded, and Sasha’s forward momentum carried her closer to the
reaper. In one fluid movement, the reaper swung its scythe at the guardian
angel, cutting her as easily as if she had been a leaf.


Her
severed body fell to the ground. Millions of glowing particles rose in the air
like tiny fireflies and migrated to the reaper’s scythe. In a moment Sasha’s
angel soul was completely sucked into the weapon. The red blade shone as though
it were welcoming its new soul. 


Her
M-5 suit withered and blackened, until there was nothing left but a pile of
gray ashes.


Kara
watched, transfixed and horrified at how easily a guardian could die with the
sweep of a reaper’s scythe. Reapers could kill angels and ensnare their souls,
too. Her friend’s screams became disconnected and muffled, like in a dream. And
then she heard more shouting.


Raymond
and Ling tore toward the reapers with soul blades wielded in each of their hands.
They were oblivious to the gray ashes on the ground, oblivious to what remained
of their teammate. They hadn’t seen what had happened to Sasha. 


“STOP!
WAIT!” Kara yelled. 


They
kept running. 


“No!”
Kara moved forward, but David pulled her back, his face tight. 


“It’s
too late for them.”


Kara
watched in horror as two reapers moved toward Raymond and Ling. The reapers
moved as one and swung their scythes with such force and speed that Raymond and
Ling didn’t even flinch or stop. 


Kara
head a gurgle, a gag, and then they were split in half from head to toe. Their
M-5 suits peeled away and fell over to their sides like banana peels. And then,
just as had happened with Sasha, their angel souls floated into the air and
drifted into the reapers’ scythes. Their M-5 suits became ashes blowing in the
wind.


While
Kara had never cared for these three guardians, she knew they didn’t deserve to
die like this. Were their souls truly dead, or somehow still alive and
imprisoned within the reapers’ scythes? 


“This
is our chance,” said David. “They seem to have temporarily forgotten about us,
like they’re still enjoying their recent kills. It’s time for us to say bye
bye.” 


“He’s
right,” agreed Jenny bravely. But Kara could see her angel essence was spilling
out of her side, and her skin was pale. 


“Let’s
get out of here before they get greedy and put angel soul back on their
menu.”


As
they turned and raced back up the street, Kara looked over her shoulder. The
reapers still hadn’t moved. And then something struck her as odd. Where was
Ashley? It wasn’t like Ashley to leave her team behind. She was the team
leader; where could she be?


“We
need to find water!” yelled Peter.


“We’re
in a giant desert!” cried David. “There is no water!”


“Shut
up you two,” howled Jenny. “There are like a million hotels here.”


David
turned to her, “Sorry to rain on your parade, Jen, but it’s not like we have
time to play the tourist.” 


“Not
that, you idiot,” argued Jenny.


“She
means we’ll find water in the hotel pools,” interrupted Kara as she ran.


“Thank
Horizon! We’re saved!” David made his way toward the nearest hotel, a giant,
pink building with two huge palm trees on either side of the front entrance,
and a sign that read PINK DUNES HOTEL, SPA AND POOL. 


Suddenly
Ashley came tearing down the street back toward the reapers. She was weeping
furiously.


“No!”
she cried between sobs. “I’ll kill you all! Demons!” 


With
her soul blade in her hand, Ashley ran toward the four reapers, ready to die to
avenge her friends.


Kara
knew it was crazy. She hated the girl, and the girl hated her back. But somehow
she spun around, and in two great strides, she grabbed hold of Ashley’s jacket.


“Ashley,
they’re gone!” Kara pulled the girl around to face her. “There’s nothing we can
do to help them. You’re going to get killed.”


“Let
go of me—you freak!” Ashley kicked and punched at Kara desperately.


Her
voice cracked. “My—my team—my friends. I have to help them. There’s still a
chance!”


Kara
slapped Ashley in the face hard, harder than she had intended. It worked. Ashley
stopped fighting her. 


“Ashley,
listen to me,” said Kara urgently. “They’re gone, they’re all gone. And we’ll
be joining them soon if you don’t come with me right now. Ashley? Are you
listening to me?”


Ashley
staggered, dazed. She looked like a lost, frightened puppy, not at all like the
headstrong young guardian Kara remembered.


“I…I
told them to wait…I told them to wait for me…” mumbled Ashley. Her lips
trembled, and her eyes were unfocused.


Kara
looked over Ashley’s shoulder.


The
four reapers were coming up the street toward them.


“Come
on!” Kara grabbed Ashley’s hand and pulled her into a run. She could see David,
Jenny, and Peter waiting for her at the hotel’s door.


Jenny
moved forward and drew four arrows, one for each reaper. 


As
the arrows whipped past Kara, she stole a look behind her.


The
reapers were so close now that she could smell the rotten warmth of death
again.


The
reapers screeched in frustration, angered that their next meals had run away
from them. They had tasted angel souls, and now they would stop at nothing to
get more.


A
black tendril flashed past Kara and was gone. Something tangled around her
legs, and she and Ashley both fell. Kara whirled around and shot her weapon
straight into the face of the first reaper. It shrieked and danced away, but
there were still three others, coming in fast.


Kara
pulled Ashley to her feet.


“Come
on! We’re almost there!”


The
two girls ran in desperation. If they fell now, they would join Sasha and the
others.


Jenny
continued to fire at the reapers, and while it didn’t slow them down, it did
distract them, which was better than nothing.


And
just when Kara thought her M-5 suit was going to explode, she and Ashley
reached the hotel doors and rushed inside. David pushed them out of the way and
bolted the doors shut. 


“You
think that’ll hold them?” 


David
shook his head. “Not for long, it won’t.”


“Hurry,
this way!” called Peter from somewhere inside the hotel lobby.


Under
different circumstances, Kara would have taken the time to explore the grandeur
of the great hotel and to marvel at its marble floors, grand crystal
chandeliers, giant staircases, and majestic rugs. But this time, she only
concentrated on pulling the distraught Ashley along with her and putting as
much distance as she could between herself and the reapers.


Even
before she saw it, the smell of chlorine filled her nostrils.


They
arrived at an Olympic-sized indoor pool. Its pure blue waters were calm, and
the soft murmur of a pump sounded from below the water like the beating of a
heart. No one said much. They just wanted to leave the horrific place and get
back to Horizon a.s.a.p.


A
blast thundered outside the pool chamber, and the waters rippled.


“That
was the front door,” said David. “Everyone in! Now!” 


He
stood by the edge of the pool and watched the door.


Without
a moment’s hesitation, Peter hurtled himself in the pool, shouting, “See you
guys later!” And with a brilliant splash, he was gone. Jenny jumped in after
him.


“Do
you think they’ll spot us here?” Ashley sounded as though all her happiest
feelings had been stolen. It was as though she had already lost her soul.


Kara
watched her but said nothing. Although she still clung to her hand, Kara didn’t
know what to say to comfort her. 


“You’ll
know they’ve spotted us when they screech,” David told her.


The
reapers screeched.


“Told
you.”


Kara
saw them, black against the white-colored hotel walls. The reapers raised their
arms and turned into coils of black smoke and shadow. She could sense them
leering under the shadow of their hoods. 


Kara
dragged Ashley to the edge of the pool. She readied herself and gripped
Ashley’s hand hard. She bent her knees—


“Uh…Kara?”


Kara
turned to David. “What? What is it?” 


The
reapers reached the doorway of the pool.


“Your…your
M-suit…”


“What
about it?”


“You’re
not transparent anymore.”


Kara’s
mouth fell open. “What?”


Before
she had time to react, David grabbed Kara’s free hand and pulled her and Ashley
into the pool with him.











Chapter
11


An
Old Enemy


 


 


 


Kara sat in the archangel Raphael’s
healing chamber and tugged at her skin. It had the same elasticity as before,
the same smooth texture. The only difference now was that the skin wasn’t
see-through. Her usual olive-colored skin color was back, just as it was when
she was a mortal and a guardian.


She
was back to normal. 


While
she should have been relieved, she wasn’t completely happy. There was still
something that nagged her. When she’d realized that David was right and that
her skin was back, she’d thought her memories would come flooding back, too.
But they didn’t. That part hadn’t changed. She stared absently at the walls of
Raphael’s chamber, trying to remember. It was like the memories of before she
died had been locked away in some room, and she couldn’t find the key to unlock
them.


Picking
at her fingernails now, Kara had to admit to herself that she was also a little
bummed out that she’d been dumped in the Miracles Division, and had not gone
with the others to the Department of Defense to debrief. She didn’t feel any
different, but she knew the legion was still nervous about what had happened to
her and where her true loyalties lay.


Although
she was back at her duties, and not in Tartarus, it was only because Metatron
had believed she was loyal to the legion. She knew that she and David had been
released only because she had made a deal.


And
now, the archangel Ariel had ordered her to remain at level three indefinitely
because they needed to know more about her sudden return to normal. 


The
only other guardian in the entire legion who felt worse than Kara was Ashley,
and she sat on the opposite side of the room with her head in her hands. 


Ashley
hadn’t uttered a single word to anyone since she’d arrived back to Horizon. The
scars of what had happened to her team were still clearly visible on her face.
Ashley sat slumped and silent with a dazed expression, like she was in a dream
and didn’t want to wake to face reality. Kara could see plainly that Ashley
blamed herself for the loss of her friends.


Kara
felt wrong to stare at Ashley’s personal torment, as though she was
eavesdropping on a private conversation. 


She
heard the archangel in the medicine storeroom down the hall, rustling through
the chests and drawers, unearthing the potions and creams that she would no
doubt be smearing over Kara at any minute.


“Kara,
how do you feel?” Raphael called out.


“Fine,”
Kara called back.


There
was some muttering in response, and then a moment later the archangel came into
the chamber with containers, vials, tubes, three potted aloe plants, and a bag
of what looked like salt.


Kara
raised her brows. “Are you going to prep me up for surgery? You really
shouldn’t be wasting your time on me. I said that I was fine. Truly, I feel
great. Never better. I swear.” Her face broke into a smile.


“Sure
you are,” said Raphael, unconvinced. She dumped the medicines on the table.
“And you shouldn’t swear.”


Kara
kicked her legs under her chair impatiently. 


“What
I should be doing is helping David and the others with this reaper
business, not being a lab rat. No offense,” she added with an apologetic grin.


“Look
at me…I’m fine. I’m better than fine. I look normal again. See?”


The
archangel ignored her. 


“David
said that you were experiencing some discomfort around your back. Stand up and
lift up your shirt please.”


Kara
sighed loudly but did as she was told. She lifted her shirt and waited
uncomfortably while Raphael inspected her closely.


“Hmm,”
she heard the archangel say. “I don’t see anything.”


“That’s
because there is nothing to see except a perfectly fine angel body.”


“Don’t
be smart with me, young lady,” said the archangel shortly. “It doesn’t suit
you. Now, stay put.”


Kara
hung her head. She was tempted to run out the door to join the others, but
decided against it. Raphael would be livid, and she knew that even though she
was back to normal, most of the archangels and angels in the legion
still weren’t too thrilled with her. They never were. She didn’t want to give
them more reasons to hate her.


She
flinched as Raphael rubbed a cool ointment on her back. She smelled raw onion
and cabbage. It reminded her of her mother’s beef stew. 


She
wondered how her mother was. She missed her dearly. Had she said goodbye to her
that morning before she went off to work in the bookstore, before she died?
Yes, she had. That she remembered. But when she tried to recollect those
precious moments before her death—nothing. Her mind was an empty box. The
contents were missing. 


“Are
you almost finished?” asked Kara as patiently as she could. She was frustrated
more with herself because she couldn’t remember how she died, than she was with
the archangel’s overly conscientious concern for her.


“There.
Now I’m finished,” said Raphael finally. She pulled Kara’s shirt back down and
turned her around to face her. 


Kara’s
skin felt cool, as if the archangel had rubbed Vicks VapoRub on her. And then
she felt nothing. “What did you put on me?”


“Ethereal
E-3 non-stick, Healing balm,” said the archangel as she tightened the lid
of a small container with green-colored cream inside. “Not sure it’ll work, but
it’s supposed to minimize the effects of burns and cuts and help your angel
body to heal faster. It protects it with an extra layer.”


“Like
an M-Suit.”


Raphael
smiled. “In a way…yes.” And then her face was serious again. 


“Any
other pains or bruises I should know about?”


“Nothing,”
said Kara. “And that’s the truth. Honestly, I feel as right as rain.”


“If
you say so,” said Raphael, smiling, but she still looked troubled. 


Kara
smiled. “Then I’m good to go, right? I have to get back to the others. I’ve
been dying to know more about these reapers and how to stop them.” 


The
smile faded from the archangel’s face at the mention of the reapers. “You know
something about them, don’t you? The reapers? What do you know, Raphael? Tell
me.”


Raphael
set down the healing cream and absentmindedly ran her fingers along the table’s
smooth surface. 


“I
know what I saw. It was a very long time ago…over two millenniums ago…” She was
silent for a moment, “…maybe even longer than that. Before the first age,
before the creation of man, before things changed.”


“Which
is?”


The
archangel pressed her hands down on the table, almost as though she needed to
steady herself. “Reapers have always been servants.”


“Servants?
Like the hired help.” Kara’s eyes widened. “Okay, so they serve some demon
overlord from the Netherworld. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”


“Not
entirely.” 


Raphael
looked down at the table. “Reapers don’t suddenly appear like most demons. They
have a singular purpose. They follow rules—they are controlled—they obey
orders. They are faithful servants to their creators.”


Kara
watched Raphael’s face. 


“Higher
Demons control them, right? I knew it. They created the reapers to kill us, to
kill angels.”


“No,”
said Raphael, and she frowned. “No. Demons didn’t create the reapers, something
far worse did. Something we archangels thought we had banished long ago. But
now I know that we were not successful. If the reapers have reappeared, it
means they’ll be joining them soon.”


Kara
could hardly control her curiosity. Her voice rose. “What will? What’s
controlling the reapers? I can’t think of anything worse than higher demons.”


“Archfiends.”
Raphael closed her eyes. “Archfiends are the epitome of evil.”


“Archfiends?”
repeated Kara stupidly. She’d never heard of an archfiend. 


Raphael’s
eyes looked dark. 


“Reapers
were created by the archfiends in a time when we were at war with them. Reapers
collected the souls of angels with their Scythes of Death, and truly killed
them in the process. Now these monstrosities have been unleashed onto the
mortal world. It should never have been allowed to happen. We’ve been careless,
and now we’re going to pay dearly for our folly.”


“Archfiend…archangel,”
Kara began. 


Raphael’s
eyes flashed to hers. 


“Is
there a connection? The two sound oddly similar, like cousins. Is there a
connection?” she repeated.


Raphael
fell into a chair, her beautiful face tangled in a mixture of desperation and
disbelief. She dragged her long black hair into her hands and began to braid
it. 


“Archfiends
were a mighty race of ethereal creatures that originated long before the
archangels, and long before the time of man. They were created with a strong,
and reckless lust for power and loved only themselves. They were banished from
Horizon soon after the archangels were created. 


The
Archfiends believed they were gods and wanted the creatures of the worlds to
worship them. They were jealous of the archangels.”


“So
what happened?” Kara bubbled with interest. 


“There
was a great war that lasted five hundred years, mortal years if you will. I
lost many great friends in that war…” 


Raphael’s
gaze changed and her face fell, like she was remembering some awful trauma. 


“We
were losing. The archfiends were too powerful. We couldn’t match them in
battle. We decided to concentrate our efforts on banishing them instead.
After many, many years we contrived a way to keep the archfiends locked away
for all eternity. We were able to trick them, so that they were transported to
an exile beyond the planes of the Netherworld. Never to rise again—”


“Until
now.” Kara could see that Ashley had been listening to the entire conversation.



“Until
now,” echoed Raphael. She looked distant and was obviously still traumatized by
an event that took place eons ago.


Now
Kara understood that the reapers weren’t a new threat at all, but the return of
a malignant old enemy. And from what she could gather from Raphael’s reaction,
these archfiends might even be more powerful than the archangels themselves. 


“What’s
the legion’s plan?” Kara said. 


She
saw the look of defeat return to the archangel’s face, so she continued,


“If
the legion beat them once, surely we can beat them again. And they haven’t
broken out of their prison yet, right? We’ve only seen the reapers, not the
archfiends, which means they’re still in there.”


The
archangel held Kara’s eyes and didn’t answer.


“Right,”
said Kara, puzzled. “Well, if they haven’t, then it means we still have
the upper hand. We just have to stop them from breaking out. We need to figure
out if they’ve got a get-out-of-jail-free-card, and destroy it before
they have a chance to use it. Whatever it is. I know we can do this.”


Raphael
forced a smile. 


“I
admire your courage, Kara. I always have. You are a remarkable guardian.” 


But
then she rose from her seat as though the conversation were over.


“I’ve
been called to a meeting with the High Council,” she said rather coldly.


“In
fact, I really must be going.” 


Raphael
came over and inspected Kara curiously. 


“Well,”
she said, and put her hands on her hips. “You truly are a mystery, but I just
can’t see anything wrong with you.”


 “Then,
can I go? I’m dying to see the others.” Mostly, Kara wanted to see David, but
she kept that to herself.


“You
may go,” said Raphael with a smile. 


With
her angel body back to normal, Kara felt she was invincible. And when she came
to think of it, since their arrival back, she had felt stronger. It was as
though she’d been given a dose of angel-steroids. She couldn’t explain it, but
she didn’t care. She was sure the archfiends’ situation would reveal itself in
more detail to her later.


Kara
waved goodbye to Raphael. 


Ashley
sat with her head down, looking morbid and gloomier than before. Kara couldn’t
believe what she was about to say to the girl who hated her. 


“Ashley,”
said Kara, as she moved toward the other guardian. “I’m sorry about your team,
your friends,” she began awkwardly. “I know you’re blaming yourself, but it’s
not your fault. It’s nobody’s fault. There was nothing you could have done.”


Ashley
gripped the sides of her chair but said nothing.


“I
know you were listening before, you heard what Raphael said. We could really
use someone like you on the team. Are you up for it? You could come with me
right now.”


“Why
don’t you just shut up and leave me alone?” spat Ashley.


Kara
pressed her lips into a fine line. Just as she was about to tell Ashley off, to
bellow out all the new curse words that she’d learnt this summer from David,
she bit her tongue. The sadness that flashed on Ashley’s face caused Kara to
see and feel her pain. She thought of Lilith then, and her own insides twisted
with pain.


“I’ll
leave you alone if that’s what you want,” said Kara gently.


“That’s
what I want.” 


Ashley
turned away from Kara and stared at her boots. Even though she acted tough,
Kara could see she was in torment.


The
door swung open, and a giant crystal ball rolled into the chamber. The tiny man
with curly white hair that looked like he was wearing a cloud maneuvered his
crystal ball effortlessly with his bare feet and stopped inches from Kara’s
face. A bright smile spread across his wrinkled face.


“Hello,
hello! I’m oracle # 779-MIND, from the Mental Health Unit, but everyone calls
me Doctor What, because what-ever it is, I’m going to find it!” 


He
jumped in the air. “How lucky you are! It’s not every day that a young guardian
such as yourself gets a visit from Doctor What.” 


He
puffed out his chest proudly. 


“I’m
here for your psych evaluation, Stacey,” said the oracle cheerfully, like Kara
had just won the lottery. 


He
pulled out a large magnifying glass from the folds of his silver robe and began
to inspect her head. 


“I
see that you have a very large frontal lobe, which could very well be the
source of the problem—”


Kara
slapped the magnifying glass away and jumped back in alarm. 


“I’m
not Stacey, my name is Kara. And I think you mean Ashley.” 


His
eyes moved to Ashley, who stiffened in her chair and stared murderously at the
oracle. 


Kara
bit her tongue to stop from laughing.


The
oracle winced. 


“Oh,
goodness me. My apologies,” he said to Kara, “But are you really sure you don’t
need one? I perform a whole battery of tests that measure an angel’s
intelligence, academic achievement, weaknesses, and recent and old traumas. I
have recommended specific strategies that have proven to be helpful with
dealing with the loss of team members, and in evaluating angel disorders. My
tests are especially
beneficial for younger angels
who are not used to such—”


“Uh—no
thanks, Doctor What. I’ve already had my psych eval this month,” Kara lied and
smiled kindly, hoping to run away before the oracle insisted she stay. 


The
oracle scratched his head aggressively. 


“Suit
yourself, Clara. But remember, I am here to help!” 


He
rolled his crystal ball toward Ashley, and she looked up at him with daggers in
her eyes. “Hello dear. I’m oracle # 779-MIND, from the Mental Health Unit, but
everyone calls me Doctor What, because what-ever is it, I’m—”


Ashley
kicked the crystal ball with her foot, and Doctor What went sprawling on the
ground.


Raphael
rushed over to the oracle and helped him up. And as she came thundering toward
Ashley, who looked somewhat pleased with what she had done, Kara took that as
her cue to leave.


She
bolted for the door and didn’t look back. As she ran out of the chamber and
down the corridor, she could hear Raphael’s voice booming like a murderous
thunderstorm and reverberating off the stone walls. Ashley would be getting
more than just a psych evaluation now. Although Kara felt sorry for Ashley, the
girl was still a fool. 


Kara
reached the building’s front doors, burst them open, and rushed out into the
street where she crashed into David.


She
staggered and nearly fell, but David scooped her up in his arms.


“I
knew you couldn’t resist me for very long,” said David with a sheepish smile on
his face. He drew her close, so close that she could have leaned her head
forward and kissed him if she wanted to.


Her
body tingled at his nearness and his touch. To feel another angel’s skin and
body in Horizon was electrifying. She felt it shooting down her arms and into
her fingers, tingling in her toes. She couldn’t get enough of it. 


But
when she caught the many looks on the faces passing by, she wiggled out of
David’s embrace, but very slowly. 


“Stop.
You’re embarrassing me,” said Kara, with a smile. 


“You
know we can’t show our…we can’t suggest that we feel…you know…what we feel for
each other. No one’s supposed to know, or at least suspect.”


David
watched her for a moment. 


“You
love me, admit it,” he said. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say it back, but you
can’t fool me. I can see it in your face. You loooovvvve me.” 


He
shoved his hands in his pockets. His face was more beautiful every time she
looked at it.


Kara
shifted uncomfortably. 


“Focus
please. We’re angels, remember? Guardians.” She did her best to control her
feelings. 


“So,
Raphael let you go,” said David, still smiling. “I knew you were fine. So very,
very fine.”


Kara
shoved him playfully. “Stop that, you idiot. Raphael could find nothing wrong
with me, so I’m free to go. By guardian angel standards, I’m perfectly
healthy—”


A
shot of searing pain stabbed her between her shoulder blades. It was happening
again, and this time it was worse. She clenched her teeth and trembled as she
forced herself to stop from screaming. 


“What
was that?” David could see she was in pain. “I thought you said you were okay?”


The
pain stopped, as quickly as it had started.


“What
was what?” she lied and quickly changed the subject. 


“Raphael
told me some interesting information about the reapers and who created them.” 


She
recounted Raphael’s story about the archfiends, glad that David’s interest in
this new information had distracted him from his concern about the stabbing
pains in her back. 


She
was torn about whether to tell him that her memory hadn’t returned, and that
the pain hadn’t subsided but was getting worse. She decided not to worry him
any further. 


David
narrowed his eyes suddenly. 


“Why
didn’t Ariel tell us about these archfiends? It makes no sense. It’s like they
just sent us out there without all the facts. It’s not like her.”


“I
don’t know,” said Kara, who wondered the same thing. 


“Maybe
they were hoping to be wrong? I’m not sure it would have helped us anyway. But
the way Raphael looked when she talked about them, I think they didn’t want us
little angels to know. I think they’re ashamed. Maybe it’s a deep, dark secret
that the archangels wanted to keep, and that they believed they would never
have to tell.”


“And
now it’s out,” David said. 


He
watched Kara for a moment, but his mind was elsewhere. 


“Well,
CDD’s been given the mandate to figure out how to seek and destroy the
reapers,” he said finally. “That’s why I’ve come to fetch you. Jenny and Peter
are waiting for us back at the unit. First, we need to figure out where the
reapers will strike next. Then we figure out how to kill them.”


Kara
raised an eyebrow. 


“It’s
not going to be that easy. You saw how they killed the others. They have to
have a weakness. There must be something we just haven’t figured out yet, that
we haven’t seen. I’m sure of it.”


“How
did the archangels defeat them in the first place?”


Kara
shrugged. “I don’t know, she didn’t say. Maybe Ariel knows?”


David
shook his head. “She doesn’t. If she did, she would have told us.”


A
group of oracles rolled by on their crystals. “I wonder if the oracles know
more about these archfiends, and if they’re willing to tell. I know how
secretive and strange they can be with all the information that swims inside
their big brains. But I think it’s worth a shot to ask them.”


“I
agree,” said Kara. “And I know exactly which oracle to ask.” 


He
might be able to answer a few more questions that she was dying to ask, and he
was someone whom she could trust to keep them secret. 


David
smirked, impressed. “Pretty and smart, a dangerous combination.”


“Shut
up.” 


“So,
who’s the lucky guy?”


“An
oracle named Mr. Patterson.”


Kara
followed David out of the city and down the forest path toward the elevator.
She could think only of the three questions she was dying to ask Mr. Patterson.
Why couldn’t she remember how she died? Why had she become transparent? And why
was she suffering from recurring pains in her back?


 











Chapter
12


The
Visitors


 


 


 


Kara, Jenny, Peter and David stood
outside Old Jim’s Bookstore. A dark, navy sky sparkled with bright stars. The
moon was full and spilled soft gray light over the quiet street and cast long
shadows. Yellow light trickled from the store’s windows, and Kara could see a
shadow moving on the inside.


The
pain in her back was increasingly worse. It hurt her just to stand, and she did
her best to hide her discomfort in front of her friends.


“He’s
here,” said Kara as she moved toward the front door. Ignoring the closed
sign hanging crookedly on the old wooden front door, she turned the knob and
pushed in.


Mr.
Patterson sat on a stool behind a glass counter. He looked up casually from his
book as they approached. His expression was contemplative and serious, as
though he had been expecting them. He measured them through his bushy white
eyebrows. And then he frowned.


“I
knew I’d see you again soon,” said Mr. Patterson, glaring at Kara, “since you
never came back from your trip to the park.” 


He
placed his book on the counter and made his way toward them. 


“I
knew something had happened. I had warned you, but you refused to listen. And
now look what’s happened. You’re an angel again.” 


He
threw his hands in the air dramatically, and Kara could see the holes under the
arms of his plaid suit.


“You
warned me that the dead bat was a bad omen,” said Kara as she put her hands on
her hips. “That’s all I remember—”


“Never
in all my time,” rambled Mr. Patterson, and he began to pace about the room. 


Jenny
jumped out of his way, and Peter leaned against the wall and crossed his arms
to listen. 


“…not
supposed to be so soon,” he continued, “It’s not right. The time is just not
right. It wasn’t in the future. I didn’t see it! Why didn’t I see this? What
does it mean? What does it mean?”


“I
hate to break up the fight between yourself and yourself,” said David.
“But we have bigger problems. They’re called reapers. We thought—”


Mr.
Patterson waved David to be quiet and hurried over to Kara. 


“What
do you mean, that’s all you remember?” 


The
cat was out of the bag. Kara sighed. It was time to tell everyone the truth.


“Exactly
what I said. I don’t remember anything else. I can’t remember how I died. I
thought that with time I would, but I can’t. It’s like I know my memories are
there—I feel them—but I just can’t reach them. Something’s blocking me.”


Mr.
Patterson’s reaction went from disbelief, to irritation, and then to distress.
Kara shifted uneasily in his gaze. The room went still, and she could feel her
friends’ eyes on her.


“I
thought you could help me,” she said. “You did bring back my memories once
before when we used memory projection. I thought you could try that again?”


Mr.
Patterson considered her for a moment. “It won’t work.”


“Why
not? That sounds like a great idea.” David looked puzzled. “Are you saying you won’t
help her?”


“No,
of course not,” said Mr. Patterson, shaking his head. “Kara’s always been my
charge. She’s my responsibility and always has been. I’m sworn to
protect her.”


Kara
blushed. She’d never heard Mr. Patterson speak about her like this. She was
pleasantly uncomfortable. She’d discovered someone apart from her mother,
David, and her friends who cared for her. She could see that Jenny was smiling
at her. 


Mr.
Patterson paced the room. 


“But
it’s not the same thing, is it?” he said to the floor, lost in thought for a
moment. “This is different. When we used the memory projection on you before,
it was to bring back your memories as a mortal and to help you see through the veil
of the supernatural. We projected memories onto you as a guardian angel. That’s
how it works. We used the crystal to jump-start your memories—”


Kara
was lost for words. She hadn’t expected that response from him. 


David
turned to Mr. Patterson, “But we are going to try it? Aren’t we?” he
said. 


It
wasn’t a question. It was a command.


Mr.
Patterson’s face lit up. “You’re right! Of course we are!” 


The
old man scurried over to his glass case, rummaged through it, and then came
rushing back with a gleaming crystal ball. 


“If
we use just the right amount of crystal propulsion, it might work. Here we go.
Remember now, it’s going to sting a little.” 


He
handed the crystal to Kara. “But whatever you do…don’t drop it.” 


Kara
clamped her hands
tightly around the crystal ball. The glass surface was cool in her hands. She waited to have her brain
zapped and to feel and see from the crystal’s power. But nothing happened.


Mr.
Patterson’s face fell. “It’s what I feared would happen.”


“You
mean nothing happened,” said David angrily. Kara reached out and
squeezed his arm, shaking her head. 


“Thank
you, Mr. Patterson,” she said as she let go of David and handed the crystal
back to the old man. “It was worth a try.” 


Kara
felt confused. She had thought that it might work, but now she was back to
square one. 


Mr.
Patterson eyed Kara curiously. “Not remembering your own death as a guardian is
a serious thing,” he said gently. 


Kara
sensed the fear in his voice. 


“It
is very usual, to say the least. No, it is unheard of—”


“Not
as unusual as coming back semi-transparent,” said Jenny. 


“Kara,”
said Mr. Patterson more urgently. “What happened that night before you died?
Try to remember. What can you see? I’m getting the sense that there’s more. What
else are you not telling me?”


She
wanted to tell him about the strange pain she felt on her back. But when she
recalled that the reaper had let her go, she feared the connection. She
couldn’t talk about it, not now, not until she knew more. She would figure it
out on her own.


“I
can’t remember,” said Kara. 


She
looked away from the old man’s stare. “And there’s nothing else to tell. I was
sort of transparent before…but I’m fine now, as you can see. The archangel
Raphael cleared me for duty, so here we are.” 


She
looked at David. “David is right. We have much bigger problems.” 


She
turned back to Mr. Patterson. “What do you know about reapers?”


Mr.
Patterson dropped his crystal ball. “Did—did you say…reapers?”


“That’s
it. The old man’s gone senile on us,” said David. “Didn’t you hear me before? I
said reapers.”


Kara
ignored David and bent down and picked up the crystal ball. 


“That’s
what I said. We encountered four of them earlier. We barely made it out.”


“We
made it out,” said Jenny, “But we lost three of our comrades. The reapers are
brutal. They just scythed through the other angels like their bodies
were made of butter. It was awful.”


Kara
grabbed Mr. Patterson’s hands and shoved the crystal ball back into them. 


“We
know that the archfiends created them back when they were at war with the
archangels.” She ignored the surprised look on the old man’s face and
continued. 


“We
also know that they were defeated and imprisoned. But now their masters have
sent them back. We’re hoping you know how to defeat them.”


Mr.
Patterson stood for a moment. He made his way toward the counter and placed the
crystal ball back into the glass case. He shrugged and placed his hands on the
counter, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know—”


“Great,
that’s two strikes so far,” said David grumpily.


Kara
moved toward the counter. 


“But
the legion beat the reapers before. Surely you know of some sort of weakness,
or something we can use against them? I mean, how did they beat them then, all
those years ago?”


“We’re
not sure,” said Mr. Patterson as he scratched his head. “When the archfiends
were banished, the reapers disappeared.”


“Until
now,” said Peter, and everyone turned to look at him. He took off his glasses
and rubbed them with his shirt. “It’s only logical to assume that with their
return, the archfiends are back, too.”


Mr.
Patterson’s face paled. 


“I
do hope you’re wrong, my young friend. If the archfiends are truly back…that
would mean…” 


He
hesitated, as if he were unwilling to admit what he was about to say, as though
it was so terrible he couldn’t begin to say it.


“What
would it mean?” pressed Kara. 


David
moved closer. 


Mr.
Patterson’s voice sounded distant. 


“If
the archfiends are freed, if by some miracle they have escaped, they will
destroy everything. The world will be consumed by darkness and fire. All life
will cease to exist, on earth and in Horizon. It means—”


“It
means that we’re in a whole lot of trouble,” interjected David. “Like the end
of the world?”


Kara
turned to Mr. Patterson. “What do we do to stop them—?”


The
bookstore’s front door exploded open and a mob of squat, flat-nosed, sallow-skinned
creatures with wide mouths and glowing red eyes scurried into the small shop.


Thick,
leather-like gray skin covered their repulsive
hairless bodies. And the entire shop smelled of rotten flesh and dung.


“Look
here, the Netherworld’s sent us gifts.” David’s hand slipped into his jacket.
“What are these butt-ugly rejects?”


“Imps,”
hissed Mr. Patterson. He raised his beloved bat from behind the counter and
held it like he was about to hit a homerun.


“So,”
said David holding his soul blade like a butcher about to carve a roast, “the
Netherworld threw up, and you guys came out, awesome.”


The
largest imp growled, sending strings of yellow spit across the floor. It held a
small sword in its hand. “Angels have always had too high an opinion of
themselves. And we’re going to put a stop to it.”


David
threw back his head and laughed. 


“It
speaks! Bless the souls! The Netherworld’s garbage can communicate. Now I’ve
seen it all.”


And
then they came.


Kara
just had time to draw her soul blade as an imp with the pointy ears and
squished face of a vampire bat came at her spitting and slashing with his
dagger. She blocked him with her arm and fed him with a kick in the gut. The
imp staggered backward and howled. 


There
were imps everywhere, crawling up the sides of the walls and on the ceiling
like big ugly bugs. 


One
hung upside down from light bulb and hacked at Peter who dodged and blocked
every blow with his blade. Peter looked as surprised at his skill as did the
imp. 


Mr.
Patterson beat two imps at once with a powerful blow with his bat. The imps hit
the ground and exploded into dust. 


Jenny
planted herself in front of the counter and shot the oncoming imps like
dominos, one after the next. 


David
slashed and kicked his way out of a mass of imps, like he was parting the sea. 


There
were too many imps to count, and when Kara looked at the front of the shop, she
could see that they kept pouring in from the doorway. Where did they all come
from?


A
sharp pain burned Kara’s leg, and she staggered backwards. The same imp with
the squished-up face had come at her again. She sidestepped and slapped her
fist into the creature’s back, sending it flying into the wall behind her. But
the imp spun around, spat some black liquid from its mouth, and charged again.
She kicked out high and hard. There was a sickening crack, and the imp’s head
did a one-hundred-and-eighty degree turn, and it exploded into dust. 


“Give
us the key!” called another imp with green skin and a gaping mouth. It lunged
at Kara like it hadn’t eaten in years, and she was going to be its first meal.


Kara
wasn’t about to become imp-buffet. She stood ready and waited for the exact
moment when the imp moved in to bite her. She kicked it under the chin and
swung her blade into its back. The imp shrieked and danced away.


Imps
were everywhere, coming from all sides. But Kara wasn’t afraid. She felt strong
and empowered, as though something inside had inspired her with new strength
and courage. 


She
swung her blade, madly slashing and beating, while clouds of imp dust rose all
around her. 


“What
do they want?” she roared at Mr. Patterson over the shrieking chaos.


His
plaid suit was drenched in gray dust, and his eyes were wild, but he swung his
bat with a crazed satisfaction, as though he was secretly enjoying himself.


“The
key,” said Mr. Patterson as he swung his bat at an imp who had tried to sneak
up behind him. The imp detonated into a gray mess.


“The
key? What key?” said Kara, dodging another imp who came at her with a sword. 


“I
think I heard one of them mention a key.” 


Mr.
Patterson didn’t answer. He kept swinging his bat and yelling at the imps for
destroying his bookstore.


The
same imp came at her again, thrashing his sword madly. She stepped back and
rammed her blade into its chin and thrust it up into its brain. The imp’s body
burst, and for a moment Kara was blinded by the dust in her eyes.


An
imp fell on her from the ceiling and got her in a headlock, all the while
stabbing her repeatedly with its short dagger. She jabbed her blade into the
creatures left eye, then flipped it over her on the floor and stepped on its
throat. She unsheathed her blade and brought it down into its head. The imp
shook and exploded into a cloud of grey dust. 


Kara
looked down at herself and gagged. She was covered in the imp’s ashes. It was
in her face, on her hair, and even in her mouth. Kara spat the imp ashes from
her mouth. They tasted sour and flaky, like she had swallowed toilet paper
marinated in vinegar. It was utterly disgusting. 


David
climbed up a bookcase and hurled books down at the imps, while Mr. Patterson
screamed in outrage for his beloved books.


Finally,
when there were only a few imps left, one with a patch over its right eye
raised its fist and called out, “We’ll be back! We’ll be back for the key, and
we’ll kill you all, angels!”


The
last imps rushed out through the front door and were gone.


Kara
brushed the ashes from her hair and clothes as best she could, but the more she
rubbed, the more the particles seem to want to stick. She wiped the ashes from
her eyes and looked around. 


Everyone
was covered from head to toe in gray ashes, and the bookstore looked like a
bomb had gone off. Plaster dust and debris fell from the ceiling like snowflakes.
Bookcases were toppled over one another, and books were strewn on the floor.
Glass shards mixed with the remains of the imps lay in piles of grey ashes
between shredded books and wood splinters. The bookstore was in ruins.


David
spat on the floor and then whistled. 


“Wow,
what a mess, literally. There are imp leftovers everywhere. Hope you
have a good cleaning lady, Mr. Patterson.” 


His
smug smile disappeared when he saw the murderous look in the old man’s eyes.


“Is
everyone okay?” Kara inspected her friends closely. Although there were many
deep cuts and serious-looking gashes, overall they were fine. Mr. Patterson
didn’t have a mark on him except for some fluffy dust.


Kara
wiped her hands on her jeans and then moved toward Mr. Patterson.


“What’s
this key they were looking for? They seemed to believe they’d find it here.” 


She
measured his face closely and said, “I know you know what they were talking
about. They tried to kill four angels and an oracle to find it. Tell us, what’s
so special about this key?” 


The
old man looked at each of them in turn. After a moment, he lowered his bat,
straightened up, and said, “They are looking for the key to unlock their
master’s prison. I am its keeper.”











Chapter
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Mr. Patterson picked up his bat,
climbed over the piles of books and debris, and returned it behind his counter.
He stood, shaken for a moment, and held the sides of the counter to steady
himself. Then he untied his bowtie and tossed it on the ground. 


Kara
had never seen her boss so distraught. It was uncomfortable just looking at
him. For the first time since she’d known him, he looked lost. And if he was
lost, what did that mean for the rest of them?


David,
Jenny, and Peter looked equally confused.


Kara
moved toward the counter. 


“Mr.
Patterson, are you okay?”


The
old man lifted his head, “Not even remotely.”


“Tell
us what this all means,” said Kara. She tried to hide the urgency in her voice.


Mr.
Patterson closed his eyes and shook his head absentmindedly. 


“The
archfiends were expelled from our reality thousands of years ago. The
archangels forced them into a barren dimension.”


“You
mean the Netherworld?” Kara looked at him.


“Yes,
and no.” Mr. Patterson opened his eyes. 


“Beyond
the Netherworld there exists another plane, another dimension, a place of fire
and shadow, darker than even the Netherworld. And it is there that the
archfiends were exiled. All this time we thought we had successfully banished
them, and that it was impossible for them to escape.”


“But
they haven’t escaped, not yet.” said Kara. “If the imps are looking for your
key, it means that the archfiends are still locked up.”


The
old man looked serious. “Yes, but the fact that they are aware of the
key’s existence and know where to find it means they are planning something.”


“And
if they get their hands on the key,” began Peter, as he drummed his
fingers on the counter, “they can unlock their prison. Doesn’t that sound a bit
too easy? If the archfiends are as dangerous as you say, why didn’t the legion
take better care of how they banished them? Why didn’t they just destroy the
key? Why didn’t they destroy the archfiends?”


“That’s
exactly what I was thinking,” said Jenny. She leaned over the counter next to
Peter and picked up a crystal ball from the glass case. 


“Because
we couldn’t,” said Mr. Patterson. 


He
glared at Jenny. He took the crystal ball from her, and then gently placed it
back inside the broken glass case. 


“They
were too strong, too powerful. The only thing we could do was to banish them,
to keep them from doing harm. Which is what we did.”


“And
the key?” asked Kara. 


“The
key is part of it,” said Mr. Patterson. “It’ll take more than just the key to
unlock their prison. There are other elements that need to work together in
order to breach the force field that confines them. We never thought it
possible.” 


Mr.
Patterson hit the counter with his fist. “I still don’t understand how they can
even contemplate an escape.”


“Well,
they’re thinking it,” said David. “They must think that they can escape.
They’ve sent the reapers out, right? Which can only mean they’re getting ready
to break out.”


Kara
knew David was right. If the archfiends had released their reapers to clear the
mortals and angels out of the way, they were preparing their escape and knew
they could achieve it somehow. 


Kara
turned to her boss. “So how do we keep them from escaping?”


Mr.
Patterson shifted uneasily and held her gaze. “They must never get hold of the
key. No matter what.”


“Sounds
easy enough,” said David. “Let’s just keep it hidden—”


A
shrill cry of someone being attacked echoed from outside.


Mr.
Patterson moved over to Kara, grabbed her elbow, and steered her to face him. 


“The
imps are coming back. And this time there’ll be more of them.”


“Why
am I not surprised?” said David lazily.


“The
key cannot stay with me anymore,” continued the old man more urgently. His grip
tightened around Kara’s arm. 


“They
know I have it now. The key must be kept hidden and secret if we are to
save our worlds.”


“Okay,
we’ll help.” Kara bobbed her head vaguely, a little confused. “Just tell us
where it is, and we’ll help you hide it somewhere—”


“No!”
said Mr. Patterson. “The key must be transferred into the hands of
another keeper. That is the only way to keep it safe.”


Kara
watched Mr. Patterson closely. “Did you say into?”


But
before he answered her, Mr. Patterson grabbed a glass shard from the counter
and slit his arm from the wrist to the elbow. Instead of the bright, white
essence Kara was used to seeing in the wounds of angels, a silver light spilled
out of his cut. His arm disappeared in the bright silver light. 


He
worked fast. He dropped the glass shard and pried his skin open with his
fingers. He rummaged inside his arm like it was a carry-on bag, and he was
looking for his toothbrush.


“Stop!”
cried Kara. She tried to grab his hands, but he yanked himself free. “Have you
gone mad?”


And
then Mr. Patterson withdrew a brilliant golden key from his arm. It was the
size of his palm and had a shield engraved into it. It looked like the
archangel’s symbol of two wings sculpted into a bow. Etched all around the
edges were symbols and letters written in a language she didn’t understand. 


“This
is the key,” said Mr. Patterson.


David
cursed loudly, and Kara eyed it curiously. 


“I
bet that hurt,” she said. 


Mr.
Patterson reached out and grabbed her wrist. She felt a small electric shock.
But before she could ask him what he had done, he grabbed David’s soul blade. 


“Hold
out your arm Kara.”


Kara
looked at him, stunned. “Excuse me?”


“You
are the new keeper,” he said simply. “Hold out your arm, quickly now. We don’t
have much time.”


Kara
expected David to save her from Mr. Patterson’s sudden madness, but he gave her
a short smile and a nod. Jenny and Peter nodded, too. Somehow, there was a
silent agreement amongst them that she should be the new keeper.


Kara
knew she couldn’t refuse. But she wasn’t sure she was the best candidate.


“Mr.
Patterson,” Kara began, speaking as fast as she could. “There’s something I
didn’t tell you. Since I’ve been back I haven’t just lost my memory—I’ve also
been experiencing pain—”


“There’s
no time!” Mr. Patterson glanced over his shoulder as though expecting a new
horde of imps to crash into his bookstore at any moment.


“Give
me your arm! Make haste! Hurry!”


Kara
held out her arm and flinched as Mr. Patterson sliced up the inside of her
forearm. Her angel essence spilled out like sunshine. She felt a tug and
watched, transfixed, as he tucked the key under her M-suit skin. 


He
pulled his fingers away, and Kara felt a sudden white-hot pain. The key was
burning her from the inside.


“It’s
burning!” she cried and shook her arm violently. The key popped out of her arm
and fell to the ground.


Mr.
Patterson jumped back in alarm, recovered quickly and scooped up the key again.


“What
just happened?” David asked Mr. Patterson. “Is that normal?” 


Mr.
Patterson gazed at Kara, but she knew what he was going to say.


 “The
key has rejected you, Kara,” said Mr. Patterson. 


He
looked at Kara curiously, as though there was something about her that he
wasn’t saying. Something confused him. If the key rejected her, it could only
mean that somehow she was bad.


Kara
pressed down on her open wound. “But why? Why would the key reject me?”


Mr.
Patterson studied the golden key. He looked up at Kara and said, “I’m not sure.”



But
just when she thought he was going to explain himself further, he grabbed Peter
and sliced open his arm. Peter yelled in protest, but Mr. Patterson shoved the
key into his arm, just as he had done with Kara.


Everyone
was quiet, waiting to see if the key would reject Peter. And when nothing
happened, Mr. Patterson let him go and stepped back.


“There!
The new keeper,” he said, relieved. 


Peter
didn’t look relieved at all. He felt desecrated. He looked at the wound in his
arm like it was a huge infection. 


Kara
wondered why the key had rejected her, but had accepted Peter. 


Mr.
Patterson pressed down on Peter’s skin to stop the essence from seeping out. 


“Penny,
take that bowtie and wrap it around his arm,” he said pointing his head at
Peter’s arm. “As tight as you can. We don’t want the key to fall out
accidentally, before the skin has time to heal. Hurry.” 


Jenny
held the bowtie taut for a second, like she was about to strangle Mr.
Patterson. “It’s Jenny, not Penny.” 


Moving
fast, she wrapped the bowtie around Peter’s arm until it was bandaged
completely, and his angel essence was intact. 


“There…”
Mr. Patterson stepped back and admired his handiwork. “How does that feel?”


Peter
moved his arm and ran his fingers along the bowtie-bandage. “Like I’ve been violated.
It doesn’t hurt, but I feel it. It feels like I have a foreign object inside my
arm like a tumor.”


“Perfect!
The key has accepted you as its new keeper,” said Mr. Patterson and then he
added, “Quickly!”


Mr.
Patterson jumped over the piles of rubbish and headed toward the door. 


Kara
held her arm with her hand. She felt a little annoyed, even envious, that
somehow she wasn’t good enough to be the keeper of the key—that Peter was a
better guardian, one without fault, one that wasn’t tainted.


“Are
you all right, Kara? You look like you’re about to punch someone or want
to punch someone,” said David. 


He
held up a dirty old shoelace. 


When
he saw Kara’s puzzled expression, he added. “From one of the old man’s shoes.
It smells like onions, but it’ll do.” 


“What
will do?” she asked and frowned.


David
tied the shoelace around Kara’s wound. He wrapped it tightly enough to keep
most of her essence from seeping out. 


Kara
moved her hand over her laced-up arm. “Thanks, David.”


“Now
you can’t ever say that I’ve never done anything for you,” he said, smiling. 


He
looked serious again and said, “I know what you’re thinking.”


Kara
raised her brows. “You do, do you…? Do tell.” 


“You’re
thinking that the key didn’t accept you because you were marked. And
that somehow this has made you different; that you will always be different.”


Kara
wished she were back in her mortal body with David, alone and away from the
key, the imps, and the reapers.


“I
see,” she said, a little embarrassed. “I’m like an open book to you—”


“The
imps will be back,” said Mr. Patterson suddenly. 


“They’ll
be back with a new scheme and with reinforcements. Imps are the most conniving
tricksters in all the worlds. Their capacity for chaos and destruction is
limitless.” 


His
voice rose to a higher pitch, and he raised his hand in the air. “The earth’s
energy is changing. Hurry! You must leave now.”


Kara
had no idea how her boss could feel the world’s energy change, but she
believed him. 


The
others ran to the door and onto the street. Kara halted near the door and stood
next to Mr. Patterson.


“What
do we do with the key now?” 


Peter
kept waving his arm around. He just couldn’t get used to the key lodged inside
him. He looked like a rabbit in front of a snake. He was terrified. 


Mr.
Patterson looked at Kara. 


“Keep
it safe. And whatever you do, they mustn’t discover that Peter has it. It’s
better that you tell no one else, not until I’ve figured out what to do.” 


He
ushered her out. “Now go.”


Kara
suddenly felt a cold shiver pass through her. She was worried about the old
man. “What will you do—?”


The
ground shook and moaned. The road opened up like a giant mouth, and in an
explosion of rock a monster the size of a bus burst out of the hole. 


It
looked like a cross between a centipede and a scorpion, and it spat out
pavement chunks like they were flour. It had rows of bulbous red eyes and sharp
mandibles as long as swords. 


The
creature hissed, spraying strings of yellow spit like a sprinkler. And where
the acid spit landed on the road, the pavement sizzled, smoked, and dissolved. 


As
if that weren’t enough, thousands of angry imps began to crawl out from the
hole behind the monster.
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“Oh, great, the imps
brought a pet,” said Kara, and when she turned around, Mr. Patterson had
disappeared.


“Kara!
Let’s go!” cried David from the middle of the street. “Get out of there.”


“I
can’t leave him!” she yelled back. 


But
when she searched the bookstore, Mr. Patterson was gone. Maybe he had left
through the back door? Frowning, Kara turned her attention to the colossal bug.


The
giant centipede creature scurried toward the bookstore. Its eyes burned with
hatred and hunger. Its body rolled and spurted as it moved, leaving a wet,
slimy residue behind. The beast was moving fast. She saw what appeared to be
straps, crisscrossing the beast’s underbelly. That’s when she realized that
twenty imps armed with curved daggers were saddled on top. 


On
the ground, more imps poured into the street like an army of ants. Soon David,
Jenny, and Peter were drowned in a wave of shrieking and spitting foes again.
Could the imps sense the key? Peter’s life would be in great danger if they
did. She had to help them. But she had to protect her boss, too.


Kara
pulled a soul blade from inside her jacket and stood her ground. As the
creature neared, its foul breath nearly knocked her unconscious. The rancid
smell burned her eyes and her skin, and she blinked furiously through her
blurred vision.


The
giant insect halted for a moment. Buckets of drool spilled onto the sidewalk
and burned holes into it.


“Give
us the key, oracle filth. Or die!” challenged one of the imps saddled on the
centipede. It had a large scar that cut across his face and his belly. The
others sneered and laughed, kicking their legs against the creature’s belly as
they urged it on toward her. 


Kara
moved to the center of the doorway. She raised her weapon. 


“If
you don’t want to join your dead friends, I’d suggest you go back to the hole
you crawled out from.” 


She
doubted she could harm the giant insect with her puny blade, but she had a
feeling Mr. Patterson needed time to escape. She would give him that.


“Stupid
angel,” laughed the same imp. It pointed its black, curved weapon at her like a
finger. 


“No
matter. We will get the key from the oracle.” 


It
laughed again and then licked its lips. 


“And
when we free our masters, you are all going to die. You and all of your
beloved mortals, this miserable world, and all that’s in it will burn. Free the
Dark Gods! Seize the key!” 


“Seize
the key! Seize the key!” cried the other imps. 


“Free
the Dark Gods!” they chanted.


“The
eighteens!” cried another.


Jenny
had two arrows in her hands and was using them like swords, perforating the
imps like balloons. 


Peter
kicked and stabbed the imps that came at him like giant mosquitoes. He was
fighting well, despite the fact that he had new fear and new responsibility. 


David
was closer to Kara, and he kicked, punched and sliced his way through the imps
as well as he could. But it was like being attacked by a swarm of wasps. The
imps were everywhere. David disappeared under a wave of imps. Her friends were
drowning in imps.


“You’re
not getting the key,” she called out. 


She
hoped these creatures couldn’t sense that the key was inside Peter’s arm, and
that she was a good enough actor to make them believe Mr. Patterson still had
it with him.


The
imp howled in laughter and then pointed to itself. 


“We
will get the key,” it said. “And when the eighteens comes, this world and all
the other worlds will belong to our masters.” 


Before
Kara could wrap her head around what the eighteens was, the imp yelled a
command and the giant beast lunged forward.


Kara
threw herself out of the way just as the giant worm burst through the front
doorway and took out the front wall of the building as it did so. Its grotesque
body wriggled and climbed over the debris. The building shook, and the roof
started to move. It was going to come down.


In
a moment of panic, Kara jumped to her feet and thrust her blade into the
beast’s torso. She dragged the blade all the way down its side, and thick
yellow liquid oozed out of the great gash and burned into the ground. The
centipede staggered and howled in anger. It bucked off three of its riders who
burst into ashes as they were crushed. The giant bug rolled and thrashed,
sending walls and concrete slabs crashing down in an avalanche of building
materials.


As
Kara tried to retrieve her weapon, a chunk of concrete came crashing down on
her. She stumbled backwards, but her legs were trapped under a mass of concrete.



The
imp-riders cheered as they steered their beast toward her. She pulled and
pulled, but it was no use. It was like trying to move a bus. She was trapped.


She
looked up. The centipede-scorpion reared up on its back legs. Its gaping mouth
revealed rows of teeth. It was so close that Kara could see right into its maw.
Tiny fangs circled around its throat all the way down inside its cavity.


Desperately,
Kara searched the ground. She grabbed a brick the size of a shoebox and hurtled
it straight into one of the beast’s eyes. Its eye exploded like a squashed
tomato. 


It
was livid. It struck out like a bullet. 


Kara
rolled to the left just as its giant mandibles sliced her hair and part of her
jacket. The beast’s hot breath burned the back of her neck like an acid shower.
She turned her head. Yellow spit spilled onto the concrete that pinned her
down, protecting her legs from the beast’s acid saliva.


“The
eighteens!” cheered the imp-riders. 


Kara
pulled at her legs. She felt something tear, but she couldn’t break through.


“Uh—guys—a
little help here!” she yelled over her shoulder. 


But
no one came. 


This
couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t die in the jaws of a giant worm.


“Tear
her apart, Sentini,” said one of the imp-riders. “Eat her angel-flesh until
there is nothing left. Destroy her!”


The
beast widened its jaw and lowered its head. Its red eyes gleamed with hunger as
it was about to feast on her.


Kara
braced herself for impact—


And
then there was a flash of white light. 


The
ground shook, and Kara blinked, half expecting to be ripped to shreds. But the
creature lay on its side. It twitched as coils of white electricity sparked
around its body. 


“Go
back to the Netherworld, you devilings!” Mr. Patterson appeared on top a pile
of rubble with a shimmering crystal ball in his right hand. 


“Get
a taste of this!” 


He
threw his crystal over Kara’s head, and it crashed into a mass of imps. There
was another great white light, then nothing at all. No ashes. Nothing. Twenty
imps just vanished into thin air.


“Mr.
Patterson,” said Kara as the old man came rushing over to her. “You shouldn’t
be here.”


“And
you should take better care of yourself.” 


Mr.
Patterson kicked an imp in the gut, and the creature keeled over.


“Peter,
help me lift this off her.” 


David
and Peter appeared behind Mr. Patterson. They ran over to Kara and gripped the
stone block. “On three. One. Two. Three.”


Together,
they raised the concrete slab. Kara slipped her legs from under it before it
came crashing back down. Jenny helped her up.


“Get
her out of here!” said Mr. Patterson angrily as a new wave of imps appeared.
The giant centipede stirred, like it was waking.


“I
can’t leave you here with them. They’re going to kill you,” said Kara “They
think you have the key. You have to come with us.”


“No.”
Mr. Patterson pushed her away. She could see that he had another crystal in his
hand. 


He
looked at Peter. “You must get the key to safety. That’s all that matters. You
must not fail. Go!” 


Before
Kara could protest, David grabbed her arm, and they broke into a wild run. Kara
stole a look over her shoulder and saw her boss disappear under another wave of
imps.


She
wanted to kill every last one of those filthy creatures.


“Stop.
Stop!” cried Jenny. She pointed behind them. “Look. They’re not following us.” 


It
was true. The imps weren’t following them. They were tearing apart what was
left of the bookstore. They thought the key was hidden there.


“The
key’s more important to them than we are,” said Kara. She felt as though she
had abandoned her friend.


“He’ll
be fine, don’t worry,” said David, as though he read her mind.


“Oracles
are full of surprises. He’s probably got some backup plan. He’s probably
leading them on some wild goose chase right now. I’m sure nothing will happen
to him.”


“I
hope you’re right.” 


Kara
stared at her old place of employment. She could hear glass shattering and loud
metal tearing as the centipede moved through the ruined building. It crawled
out through the other side and then back through the opening that had once been
the roof. It was searching for something.


“Let’s
get out of here before the imps change their minds, and figure out I’m the one
with the key,” pointed Peter. “There are too many of them.”


David
patted him on the back. 


“I
have to agree with you on that one, my friend. Come on, the legion’s got some
serious answers to give us. I want to know what the heck is going on. And I
need a pay raise!” 


They
ran down the street together. 


But
just when Kara thought they were home free, a burning ache exploded in her
head. She staggered and fell to her knees. A ringing noise blasted in her ears
like the howling of a home alarm system. 


She
could see David standing above her. His lips were moving, but she couldn’t hear
what he was saying. She tried to stand, but her knees shook, and she fell
again. 


The
pain on her back burned between her shoulder blades again. She was so hot. She
yanked her jacket from her shoulders and tossed it to the ground.


She
could feel her skin starting to tear. As it ripped she could feel some kind of
transformation. Something was growing out of her and swishing behind her like a
cape.


And
when she stood she didn’t see the shocked impressions on her friends’ faces.
She was too busy staring at the two great wings that sprouted from her back.











Chapter
15


Wings


 


 


 


Jenny dropped her bow.


“Oh.
My. God. You’re a fairy!” 


She
rushed over and inspected Kara’s new wings. 


Wings? Fairy? Kara could hardly believe what she
saw. How could she have grown a pair of wings? Had this ever happened to
another guardian before? 


It
was difficult to see them clearly since she couldn’t turn her head around, but
she could see well enough to see that she did, in fact, have wings. Large
wings, almost as tall as she was and twice as wide, at least ten feet across.
The wings were black, thin, and strong. They looked like a mix between the
wings of a butterfly and a bat, or maybe even a dragon.


Without
knowing what she was doing, Kara flapped her wings. She flew three feet
forward, staggered, and nearly fell. With some effort, she managed to stand
still and counterbalance the weight of the wings on her back. They were heavy.
It felt like she was carrying a fifty-pound backpack. 


She
stood up on shaky legs, scared and excited at the same time. Steadying herself,
she concentrated and realized that she could move the wings easily. With just
the hint of a thought—they moved. 


She
flapped them again and again, balancing herself, until she could stand normally
and use her wings for balance. They were extremely strong. It would take some
time to get used to them, but she could already feel the change in her. The
wings just moved naturally, like they’d always been a part of her. The thought
of sprouting wings made her queasy, but the sensation of actually having them
was electric. She felt solid and strong.


And
then her memory began to trickle back, piece by piece, from some part of her
mind she hadn’t been able to reach. She saw the yellow, cat-eyed creature that
had injected her with a substance that would transform her when she came back
from the dead. She knew that she would become something dark. 


She
felt David’s eyes on her, and her chest tightened. What if he despised her
again? 


She
didn’t ask for this. Her new wings had somehow triggered her memories. 


A
demon or creature had violated her. It had injected her with some substance
that made her grow a pair of wings. At first she was afraid that she’d feel
evil. But how can you feel evil? Aren’t you just evil without knowing you are?
She was confused. 


Kara
was scared. So far she felt almost the same as before, which was a good thing.
But what would happen later? Would she become a creature of darkness? Would she
be some bringer of death and hurt her friends? How would they react when she
told them the truth?


“This
is extraordinary!” Peter rubbed his glasses repeatedly like somehow they were
making him see things that weren’t possible. He frowned and pushed his glasses
back up his nose. 


“How
is this even possible? Angels don’t have wings! Everyone knows that it was
always a myth. It’s inconceivable. It’s crazy.”


“Well,
she just grew a pair.” Jenny looked enviously at Kara’s new wings. She made a
face. 


“I
wish I had wings. I’ve always wanted to fly, you know. I always wanted
to be a fairy, too, like Tinkerbell, and sprinkle fairy dust.” 


“Can
you fly? Please try to fly, Kara. Come on. Let’s see you try.”


Kara
didn’t want to test her wings right now. She wanted David to say something. She
needed him to speak before she could do anything. Slowly, she turned and looked
at him. 


His
face was troubled. She could tell he was worried. He didn’t despise her, but
she couldn’t read his face.


“Kara,”
said David finally, his voice grim and low. “What aren’t you telling us? I know
you’re hiding something else, besides the wings. I can always tell. I
can see it in your face.” 


He
watched her and said, “You remember now, don’t you? You remember how you died.”


Kara
nodded solemnly. “I do. I remember everything.”


Kara
recounted the events of the night she died. She told them about the dead bat,
about wandering into the forest after David, and finally about the mysterious
man, and how he injected her with a substance.


David
frowned. “You know that wasn’t me, right? That night in the forest?”


“I
do now,” answered Kara, remembering the hateful remarks from the
David-imposter.


“And
after he injected you, he said that you would transform into something
else,” said David, observing her wings. “Into something strong, of unmatched
power? What the heck does that even mean?”


“He
said he was giving me back what was mine,” said Kara. “Or something along those
lines. I remember him saying that I would have darkness inside. I think that
whatever he did is going to make me evil or something. I know it’s something
dark. I can feel it. And then he said that I needed to die to make it happen. I
needed to die and come back for the transformation to work.” 


She
suddenly lost her excitement about growing a pair of wings. 


David
moved around her slowly and inspected her wings more closely. He looked at an
area below her waistline, and he smiled.


“Why
are you looking down there for?” Kara spun around, flustered and angry, and
suddenly extremely self-conscious.


David’s
smile widened. “’Cause. I was just looking to see if you’d grow a tail—ouch.” 


Kara
punched him in the chest.


“Not
funny,” she said grumpily, and her wings spread out automatically, as if they
acted on her anger. 


She
stood there, embarrassed, not knowing how to fold them back.


“Well,
to grow wings,” noted Peter, “it doesn’t seem too harmful or evil to me. I’m
sure the legion won’t be too alarmed. They’re just wings, and you’re still you,
Kara—”


“No.”
David lost his smile; his voice rose. “We’re not telling them.”


Peter
looked at David. “Why not? Maybe they could help?”


“I
said no.” David narrowed his eyes and watched Kara when he spoke. 


“We
don’t know what this is yet, and until we do, we don’t tell
anyone, especially the legion. Don’t you guys remember what happened when they
found something different about her before? The Mark? Her elemental powers?
Remember what they did?”


“They
locked her up in Tartarus,” said Jenny, looking gloomy. 


She
gave Kara a small pout. “So not cool.”


“Exactly.”
David looked up and down the street. “We’re not taking that chance again. We’re
not telling them about the key and we’re definitely not mentioning Kara’s new
wings.”


Peter
raised his hand. “Just a second. Let’s think this through.” 


He
scratched his head and then looked up, his eyes wide. “Raphael. I’m sure the
archangel Raphael would help us. She can keep a secret, and she’s always had a
soft spot for Kara. She’ll help us.”


“Peter’s
right,” said Kara, feeling a little less apprehensive. “I know I can trust
Raphael. She’s like my second mother.” 


“It’s
too risky,” said David, shaking his head. “Raphael’s my friend, too, and I know
she’ll want to help us—but her loyalty is to the legion. If she feels, for just
a moment, that Kara’s wings represent a threat, she’ll report her. They’ll lock
her up again. And I don’t know how easy it’ll be to break you out this time
around. They’ve tripled the guards at the prison.”


Kara
sighed heavily. She knew that David was right. 


“So,
what do you suggest we do? It’s not like I can hide these things.
They’re gigantic.” 


She
fluttered her wings, staggered, and balanced herself again.


“They’re
huge, and I’m not even able to control them yet—not really.”


“Be
right back.” David took off down the street and headed for a building with the
sign KNOBS & KNOCKERS, the local hardware store.


Jenny
frowned. “What’s he up to now?” She picked up her bow and slung it on her back
again.


“I
don’t know.” Kara watched as David kicked open the front door and disappeared
inside. “But he’s up to something.”


“Well,
he’d better hurry.” Peter looked toward the remains of Old Jim’s Bookstore. 


“The
imps won’t stay there much longer. Sooner or later, they’ll figure out that Mr.
Patterson doesn’t have the key anymore, or that it’s just not there. And
they’ll be coming this way. I don’t want to be here when they realize I
have it.” 


For
the first time Peter looked miserable. 


“He
shouldn’t have picked me,” he said softly. “I’m not strong and brave like you
guys. David should have been the one, not me.”


“Well,
he’s not,” said Jenny. “Mr. P. picked you, Peter. Don’t second-guess him or
yourself. Besides, the key accepted you, right? That means something.”


Peter
seemed a little more contented to know that Jenny believed in him. 


Kara
covered her face with her hands and spoke through her fingers. 


“This
is just the weirdest day I’ve ever had. I grew a freaking pair of wings. What’s
next? A tail?”


A
sudden chill passed through her, and she shivered. It was like something
shadowy had started to cloud her mind, but when David reappeared the sensation
stopped. 


He
held out his hands. “Bingo.” 


In
his right hand was a roll of duct tape, and in his left a bundle of black
cloth.


David
dropped the bundle of cloth, stripped a piece of tape, and held it between his
hands. “We’re going to tape you down, baby.” 


“You’re
going to what?” Kara’s voice rose, and she stood with her hands on her hips.
“David McGowan, you’d better explain yourself. And don’t call me that.”


David’s
raised his brows. “What? Baby?” He laughed. “I’m going to tape down your
wings.”


Kara
glowered. “With duct tape?”


“Duct
tape has a bad rap,” said David as he moved behind Kara. 


“It’s
awesome. I duct taped the floor of one of my old cars once. Hard as metal.
Impressive stuff. My grandfather used duct tape to fix a hole in his boat. It
lasted a good year before it took on water, and he drowned. Never mind.”


“Duct
tape…” said Kara again. 


Jenny
and Peter both took a step back.


David
reached out toward Kara’s wings and then hesitated. 


“Listen,
you’ve got two options. I use the duct tape on you and pin your wings back…or
you show up back in Horizon all fairy-like, and then for sure they’ll throw you
back in Tartarus. Your choice.”


Kara
made a face. He was right. 


“It’s
not really my choice at all, is it?” she said after a moment. “I never asked
for this,” she added softly to herself. 


David
reached out and touched the top of her right wing.


Kara
cringed and felt a slight tingle at his touch.


“Sorry,”
he said, a little embarrassed. “Can you fold them back? It’ll be easier that
way.” And then he added, “And lift your arms.”


Kara
managed to fold her wings on the second try. She stood still with her arms in
the air and watched David’s face as he whirled around her with the duct tape
until he had spun a sticky, tight web around her middle. She was glad she
didn’t need to breathe, because this was tighter than a corset. It was more
like armor. 


The
tips of her black wings peeked from below her waist. She didn’t know how they
would hide that without taping her legs. She’d really be like a mummy then. 


When
he had finished she immediately regretted her decision to go along with him.
She felt trapped, and she hated it.


“Now
for the grand finale.” 


David
shook the black cloth open. It was long and waved in the light breeze.


Kara
dropped her arms to her sides when she realized what he was doing.


“It’s
a cape,” she said.


David
threw it over her shoulders and tied it at her throat. 


“I
found it in last year’s Halloween section, part of Dracula’s outfit. There.
It’s perfect. It covers all of you.” 


He
stood back and admired his work.


Jenny
grinned. “Apart from the two lumps on your back, it does hide most of the
wings. I think it’ll work.”


Kara
didn’t hide her disappointment. “I look like a witch.”


“If
witches looked like that,” said David, grinning sheepishly, “then I’d be in a
whole lot of hexing trouble—”


“Guys,”
Peter held up his hand. “You hear that?”


They
all listened carefully. 


“I
don’t hear anything,” said Jenny.


“Exactly.”
Peter turned his attention down the street. “I don’t hear the imps anymore.
We’d better go.” 


They
headed toward the garden pond in front of a white house with the red door. They
had used it before.


Initially,
Kara was constrained by the weight on her back and the unnatural tightness of
the duct tape. But soon she picked up speed and started to catch up to them. 


But
there was another reason she was hanging back. She couldn’t shake off the
feeling of dread that was growing in the pit of her soul.


Why
had she grown a pair of wings? What was the mysterious substance that had been
injected inside her? 


Her
transformation had begun. But how would it end?
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On
with the Search


 


 


 


Kara walked through CDD, with David,
Peter, and Jenny acting as her bodyguards. She knew they were trying to hide
the two humps on her back, but she had a feeling they were drawing more
attention to themselves this way. And with the constraint of duct tape around
her, she felt like she was walking like a penguin. 


Still,
they made it to the meeting table without anyone asking any questions. 


At
first Kara hadn’t noticed how unnaturally quiet it was, but when she took the
time to look around she saw that most of the unit was missing. Papers littered
the ground. Many of the chairs were upturned, and most of the holographic
screens were turned off. It was like most of the unit had upped and left in a
hurry. 


Ariel
sat alone at the great table. She leaned heavily on her right hand and watched
the holographic screen in front of her. 


She
looked up as they approached. She looked even more tired and a lot worse than
the last time Kara had seen her. Her usually bright hazel eyes were red, and a
darkness had settled below them. 


“Good,
you’re back,” Ariel rubbed her eyes with her fingers. “I was getting worried
something had happened to my best team.” 


“As
you can see, nothing’s happened,” said Peter, a little too hastily. David shot
him a look that silenced anything that he might have wanted to add.


“I’m
glad,” said Ariel. “We have so much to do…so few of us left…so little time…” 


She
trailed off. Her eyes went back to her screen. There was such a sadness about
her that it was starting to make Kara uncomfortable.


Kara
shared an uneasy look with David. 


They
moved nearer to the archangel so that they could get a better look at what was
making her so gloomy.


The
screen showed the same map of the world that it usually did. But when she
inspected it closer, Kara could see that there were red dots over nearly every
major city. And the longer she looked, the more the red dots multiplied and got
bigger. Some filled up an entire country.


“Ariel,
what’s going on? What are all those red dots?” 


Ariel’s
face darkened. 


“The
reapers’ wrath. The red dots represent the cities where the reapers have stolen
the souls of the mortals, and where human bodies have become hosts to the
denomites. The epidemic is so grave that we’ve lost entire countries now:
Algeria, Congo, even Mexico.” 


She
closed her eyes. “We just don’t know how to stop them. And the more we try new
approaches, the more we fail, and the more angels we lose. I’m at a loss.”


“But
where is everyone?” Kara looked at Ariel. “Are they all out fighting the
reapers? Are they on search and rescue missions?” 


“They’re
killing us. The reapers are killing us.” 


Ariel
shook her head and stared back at the screen. “I’ve sent them to their
deaths…to their true deaths.” 


Her
voice lowered. “They never knew how to defend themselves against such a
merciless, evil threat. I can’t keep sending out units without more facts.”


“How
many teams did you send?” David’s voice rose. “How many?”


“Thirty,”
answered Ariel, her voice shaking. 


Kara
and David shared a sidelong glance. 


“And
how many returned?” asked Kara, sensing something horrid.


Ariel’s
face was contorted in pain, and if Archangels could cry, Kara would have seen
tears rolling down her face. 


“Only
you.”


Kara
felt like she’d been punched in the gut. One hundred and twenty guardians had
lost their lives. It was a huge loss to the legion. 


Kara
counted the guardians who were left in the room. Fifty. Fifty-four if she
counted her own team. 


“What
about Ashley?” she asked.


“She
is still under Raphael’s care. I don’t know if Ashley will ever return to CDD.
Her own loss was too great, and from what our healer has told me, she may never
recover.”


If
Kara had lost her own team, she would probably have reacted exactly like
Ashley. If David were lost…


“I’m
sure we’ll see more guardians come back,” said Jenny hopefully. “We only just
got here, and we made it. I’m sure there’ll be more. You just have to be
patient. There are a lot of good guardians out there.”


Ariel
looked at her, but her eyes were unfocused and far away. 


“Yes,
and I’ve sent them to their deaths,” she said darkly. 


But
then the archangel seemed to recover a little, and she focused on the small
group as though she had only just really seen them. 


“Gabriel
is training as many new recruits as he can, but I’m not sure how effective they
will be,” said Ariel. “He’s building a new army. My teams are supposed to track
and analyze the reapers—to find a way to destroy them. What’s the point of
building an army if we don’t understand who we’re fighting against?” 


She
hesitated. “There are only seven reapers, and yet just one can take down all of
my units. I fear…I fear…” 


But
then she smiled when she said, “Is that some new kind of uniform you’re trying,
Kara? A cape? Looks rather silly if you ask me, something maybe David would
try.” 


She
laughed again, but it sounded more like a desperate cry than a laugh.


Kara
shifted uncomfortably, and tried to shrink behind her friends. The archangel
was looking at the hump of her wings. Did archangels have x-ray vision? She
really hoped they didn’t.


Ariel
folded her hands on the table. “What do you have to report? Please tell me that
my best team has discovered something. Do they have a weakness?”


David
dropped his blade on the table. It resonated oddly in the nearly empty chamber.



“Well,
we know that none of our weapons work on the stupid reapers. It’s like
everything we threw at them had no effect. We didn’t even slow them down.
They’re like super-demons, and we suck.”


Ariel
nodded absentmindedly. “I was afraid of that. What else?”


“And
we were attacked by imps,” said Peter.


“Imps?”
Ariel’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”


“Yeah,”
said Peter, “and they brought with them a giant—”


Kara
kicked Peter in the shin and his face fell.


“A
giant what, Peter?” demanded Ariel in a commanding voice.


“A
giant pain in the butt,” laughed David. “That’s what.”


Ariel
was still curious. “Tell me more about these imps.”


“Well,”
Kara began, “we don’t know why, but they just showed up with the reapers,” she
lied. “We took care of the imps and were able to control the situation very
easily.” 


Kara
felt terrible about lying to Ariel, but she had made a promise to Mr.
Patterson. And she was going to keep it, for now.


The
archangel measured the group intently. She knew they were hiding something from
her. 


“Imps,
you say,” repeated the archangel. “Imps don’t just show up for no reason. They
are not like your regular demons. They must have been after something.” 


Her
eyes went to Kara’s shoulders and settled on her hump again. But just when Kara
thought that the archangel was about to ask her to remove her cape, a beeping
sound came from her computer.


“Gabriel’s
requested the four of you to level two immediately.” 


Ariel
brushed her fingers over the keyboard. 


“You
will help him train the new CDD guardians. I have faith in your abilities. I’m
sure you’ll all make great coaches.”


“Super,”
said David gloomily. 


He
slipped his soul blade back inside his jacket pocket. “Just what I wanted, more
rookies to train.”


“Not
just any rookies,” said Ariel. “The only ones who volunteered
that showed enough skill to join CDD on such short notice.” 


She
pushed her chair back and stood up. 


“This
is not a request. Don’t make me repeat myself, David. Get a move on.”


Without
another word, Kara and the others crossed the chamber and stepped back into the
elevator. Kara was glad to be away from Ariel. She could have sworn that the
archangel could see under her cloak.


As
the elevator descended to level two something kept playing over and over in
Kara’s mind. Something nagged her.


“Guys,”
said Kara, breaking the silence. “The imps kept saying the Eighteens.
Do you know what they meant by that? Are the Eighteens demons?”


Peter
shook his head. “I’ve never heard of the Eighteens.”


“Can’t
say that I have,” said David.


“Me
neither,” said Jenny. “What do you think they are?”


Kara
shrugged, and wiggled under the tightness of the duct tape around her abdomen.
“I don’t know. But I have the strong feeling that the Eighteens, whatever they
may be, are linked to the key somehow. Maybe the Eighteens are the archfiends?
It could be their numbers, like there are only eighteen of them left. It would
make sense.”


Jenny
shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe.”


“Eighteen,
the legal age to drink,” said David as he leaned against the back panel with a
goofy smile.


Kara
ignored him. 


“Maybe
if we find out more about the reapers and the archfiends, we’ll know more about
the key and the Eighteens.” 


She
feared that the Eighteens were the Dark Gods, something much worse than the
reapers. 


The
doors swished open, and Kara stared at the bright red dunes of Operations.
Jenny, Peter, and David jumped off the platform and landed in the soft red
sand. But Kara remained where she was.


David
realized that Kara wasn’t beside him. 


“Kara?
I don’t think it’s wise to make Gabe wait…especially now. The dude’s got a
temper to match his size.” 


Kara
shook her head. 


She
could see the tan-colored primate who operated the elevator watching her. Its
fingers twitched anxiously around the CLOSE door button.


“I’m
not coming with you.”


Peter
crashed into Jenny’s back, and they both turned around. 


“What
do you mean you’re not coming?” 


David
walked up to the elevator. “You heard Ariel; we have to do this.”


“I
know we do,” said Kara. 


She
tried unsuccessfully to reach an itch somewhere between her new wings. 


“But
I’m not going.”


“Why
not? You’re not making any sense.”


“I
have to go and check on Mr. Patterson. I don’t expect you guys to understand,
but I just have to. I just do. I have to make sure he’s all right.”


“Kara,”
said David, “he’s an oracle. Of course he’s all right. He’s probably
smoking his pipe and having a pint of beer at the local pub. Wish it were me.
Trust me, the guy’s totally fine.”


But
Kara had a horrible feeling that he wasn’t. 


“I
have to,” she said after a moment. “I just do.”


David
stood still for a second. “Fine, then I’m coming with you.” 


He
stepped into the elevator, but Kara pushed him back.


“You
can’t.”


“Oh,
yes, I can,” pressed David. “If you’re going, then I’m going.”


“We’re
coming too!” echoed Peter and Jenny. 


The
elevator operator frowned.


“No,”
said Kara. 


She
raised her hands in protest, “Especially not you, Peter. You can’t go back
there…not after,” she raised her brows and looked at his bandaged arm. 


“I
appreciate it guys. I really do. But you have to stay here and do what Gabriel
says. Hopefully, he won’t notice that I’m gone—”


“I
seriously doubt that,” argued David. He crossed his arms over his chest.


“Excuse
me,” said the operator, raising his eyebrows like he wished he were anywhere
else. “Make up your minds. I’m on a time frame. What will it be—in or out?”


David
was so handsome when he was mad that Kara was tempted to lean in and kiss him.
But instead she leaned over and pushed him out of the elevator.


 “Out,”
she said with a playful smile. “And don’t look at me like that, David. You guys
stick together. I’ll be back before you know it.”


“How
do you expect to use the vega tanks without Ariel seeing you?” noted David.
“It’s not like there are a lot of angels using them at the moment. She’ll see
you.”


Kara
turned and spoke to the operator. “Level one, please.” 


She
turned back to David and said, “I’m going to use one of the pools at
Orientation.” 


She
hadn’t thought about how she was going to get back to Mr. Patterson, not
really, until she said it aloud. And as she said it she could sense it was all
coming together.


She
waved to her friends, and the doors closed in front of David’s face. She had
the feeling he was going to pry the doors open and pull himself in. But he
didn’t.


The
doors stayed closed.


 


A
few minutes later, Kara shuffled down Cedarview Street like a battered penguin.
Having wings was one thing, but being duct taped like a mummy constricted her
every movement. She would have to tear the duct tape off.


Kara
wobbled past houses, shops, cafés, and the little parks in between. The sun
rose and the street took on a warm orange hue. However, there were no smells of
baking bread, coffee, or the sounds of doors opening and cars rushing by to
work. The devastation told a different story.


 The
once quaint and neatly kept rows of houses and shops looked as though an army
of giants had trampled over them. Everywhere she looked, walls, roofs, windows,
and doors littered the street and sidewalks. Dust and debris coated everything
like the ashes from a volcano eruption. From what she could tell, there was no
sign of life. There was no sign of imps or reapers either. She felt like she
was walking through the set of a post-apocalyptic movie; everything was barren
and ominous.


Kara
shuffled as fast as she could, scrambling over boulders and glass in the
street. When she reached the last block, she slowed. She had to move carefully
now. She might not be able to see or sense the reapers or the imps, but it
didn’t mean that they weren’t hiding somewhere in the rubble. 


But
her fears weren’t just about Mr. Patterson. Her fears were also about herself.


She
could feel her transformation more deeply now. It seemed her body and soul were
slowly accepting the changes—whatever they were. But with the change, with the
wings, there was also a darkness. She could sense it. At first she was thrilled,
because she’d believed that the fiery ball in the pit of her being from which
she drew her elemental powers was back. 


But
soon after she felt it, she knew it was different. It was cold.


She
stared at her hand and remembered the traces of gold light that had once
covered her palm and fingers. Whatever was happening to her now wasn’t
elemental. Kara soon started to feel dread. She feared the future and longed
for things that once were. What was she changing into?


She
finally stood in front of what remained of Old Jim’s Bookstore. Two brick walls
stood, open to the sky above. The only evidence that it had once been a
bookstore were the hundreds of books that littered the debris and spilled onto
the street. Bricks, wood splinters, and fragments of plaster covered the floor,
as though the walls had caved in on themselves. 


Kara
carefully stepped over the front door and peered in for a closer look. She’d
always loved the quirky bookstore, but a tightness formed in her chest at the
devastation.


“Mr.
Patterson?” she called, as quietly as she could. 


Her
voice carried too loudly across the rubble. She waited and then called again.
“Mr. Patterson?”


Silence.
The longer Kara waited, the worse she felt. She tried to think positively. Mr.
Patterson was an oracle who could take care of himself. But where was he? If he
had been here, he would have answered. 


The
street was too quiet, and it unnerved her. Had the imps gotten a hold of him?
What if he lay hurt and dying under a pile of rock? Was Mr. Patterson dead?


A
scream cut through the silence.


The
hair on Kara’s arms rose. It came from the building next door. It wasn’t Mr.
Patterson, but it was the desperate and agonizing scream of a young child.


Kara
shuffled as fast as her constricted body and legs allowed her. The building
next to the bookstore was still standing. She entered through a large gap in
the wall and stood in the rubble of what had once been a living room. 


She
smelled rancid sulfur. There was something rotting in here, and it wasn’t the
garbage. She stepped over lamps and cushions, and stopped to examine a picture
frame on the ground. A family with a young blond boy of around seven or eight
years old smiled back at her through the broken glass. An old, green-carpeted
staircase led to a second floor above. Carefully, she picked her way over a
fallen couch and stared at an empty kitchen at the other end of the building.


As
Kara strained for any sudden sound, an ache began to sting on her back. She
realized then that it was her wings that hurt. To be taped down for
hours was probably not a good thing for her or for her wings. How odd, to even
think of such a thing. She wondered if the cape would still hide them if she
took the tape off. What would Mr. Patterson think if he got a good look at her?


THUMP.


The
sound came from upstairs, like something heavy had just fallen on the floor
above her head.


Kara
ran up the staircase as fast as she could. She nearly tripped over the body of
a man whose black empty eyes stared up at her blankly. His hands were slashed and
bloodied like he had fought to protect himself. It was too late for him, but
maybe she could save another.


She
heard a whimper and followed the sound. She peered through a doorway into a
bedroom.


A
little boy stood against the far wall clutching a stuffed animal, like somehow
it was going to protect him. Blood poured from a cut above his blue eyes, and
his face was red and wet. 


A
woman lay at his feet. Her black empty eyes stared up at the ceiling. The
pained expression on her face told that she had failed in her last attempt to
protect her child. She still clasped a kitchen knife in one hand, while her
other hand was wrapped around the leg of a crib. 


And
when Kara looked inside the crib, she held back a scream. The lifeless body of
an infant lay on his side, staring at her with black soulless eyes. 


Suddenly
a reaper stood in the middle of the room.


The
top of its head grazed the ceiling. Its long shadowy robe rippled and moved in
tendrils of black smoke. It pointed a single rotten finger of exposed flesh at
the boy, as if telling him that he was next. 


Its
red eyes were barely visible, but it watched her. Its
red scythe glimmered with the helpless faces of the thousands of souls it had
reaped.


Kara
cringed not only for the pain of the souls reflected in the blade, but also
from her own fear of the darkness and death that emanated from the reaper. 


Its wet, gaping mouth moved. It spoke directly to her mind.
She could hear the darkness of the voice of death.


Come to me, said the voice inside her head. Come
to me.


And then she felt the cold fire and nightmare darkness that
she had felt on their first encounter. 


She wanted only to run and hide, to escape from the clutches
of such evil and death. She was transfixed. The creature had some sort of hold on her.
She felt her own angel essence breaking like
shattered glass as the cold feeling washed over her like a thick fog and
clouded her mind with blackness. 


But
at the sound of the boy’s cries, the cloud lifted, and she could concentrate
again. She pushed away the darkness. She had to save the boy. Save the boy.



“Get
away from him!” cried Kara. 


She
reached inside her cloak for her weapon, and she cringed. She had forgotten it
in Raphael’s chamber. She cursed. How could she have been so stupid? 


“Help
me,” whimpered the little boy. His face was wet with tears, his eyes wide as he
pleaded for Kara to save him.


The
reaper stood between them. She knew that as soon as she made a move, the reaper
would be on her.


She
had to save the child.


She
rushed forward, leaped over a toy truck, and tripped over her cape. She
stumbled to the ground, tangled in her disguise. She reached out for the child,
but the reaper moved more quickly. 


“NO!”
Kara screamed. But it was too late.


In
one great swing, the reaper’s scythe slashed the child’s body across his
abdomen. Red and black mist coiled from the
blade and reached out to the boy. Brilliant light particles seeped from the boy
and moved to the scythe as it sucked the life of him. The light particles
entered the blade where they turned into an exact replica of the little boy’s
face. 


The
boy cried out one last time. His large and frightened eyes clouded over and
then turned black, as though a switch had been turned off. The boy fell to the
ground, lifeless. His head hit the side of the crib with a crunch, but he
didn’t feel it. He didn’t move again.


He
had become trapped forever in the reaper’s scythe.











Chapter
17


First
Flight


 


 


 


“No!”


Kara
struggled against her cape. In a fit of madness and rage, she ripped it off and
tossed it away. She jumped to her feet. Her fear had been replaced by hatred.
The reaper would pay for murdering this family. She wanted it dead.


And
yet, she had no idea how to kill it. Nobody did. 


Even
though she was alone on an unauthorized, selfish mission, it was still her
mandate to figure it out. It was the least she could do. She needed more time
before it killed her. If she could study the creature, she might be able to
find its weakness. Maybe the answer had been staring her in the face. Stall it.
That’s what she needed to do. Stall it, and learn from it.


Hoping
the reaper couldn’t read her mind, she faked a leap forward, spun around, and
dived out of the bedroom door. Even though she was still bound in tape, she
felt freer and more agile without the cape. She leaped over the body of the
dead man, but just as she thought she had escaped, the reaper caught her legs.


Kara
went sprawling into the broken glass at the bottom of the stairs. She heard a
loud rip and felt an immediate release around her chest. The duct tape had
ripped, and she could feel her right wing move more freely. 


She
squirmed and kicked, trying to break the reaper’s hold on her. She slammed her
fist into its thigh as hard as she could. The creature moved back, but his grip
didn’t loosen. She was ensnared in black tendrils that issued from the
creature’s cloak and body like extra-long fingers.


The
reaper loomed over her. 


Her
plan of stalling seemed more and more foolish the longer she struggled against
her shadow bonds. She was going to die. 


But
then she felt a flutter ripple through her. At first she thought it was her
elemental powers coming back, answering her desperate call for help. But
instead of the electrifying warm elemental power—this feeling was cold. Black
cold. She could sense it, but she didn’t surrender to it. It frightened her. It
frightened her more than the reaper.


She
curled her hand around a shard of glass and thrust it at the creature’s head.
But it dropped its scythe and caught her hand before she could even get close
to its contorted face. The creature was too fast, but she had distracted it,
and it loosed its grip on her. 


She
jumped to her feet and used her momentum to spin around and kick the reaper in
the legs. The reaper was surprised and stumbled back into the wall. Before it
had time to react, Kara slammed her feet and her fists into his chest and head,
again and again. The reaper turned on her in frustration, grabbed her by the
throat, and hurled her across the room. 


She
flew through the front window and fell onto the debris in the street below. 


Okay.
The creature was mad. 


Kara
stood up and picked a few shards of broken glass from her M-5 suit. 


The
reaper stepped casually out of the broken window, the scythe at its side, and
its haggard, rotten face raised in hatred and defiance.


It’s really going to hurt now, isn’t it? thought Kara.


The
creature’s robe spilled out in swirls of black smoke behind it. She could hear
the souls pleading from within the creature’s skin and scythe. She steadied
herself. She would go down fighting.


The
reaper raised its scythe above its head.


There
was a pop behind her, and the last of the tape tore off. 


Kara’s
wings fluttered behind her. It was such an exhilarating feeling that she
temporarily forgot about the ugly reaper.


Kara
stretched out her wings and gave them a hard flap. The force drove her to her
knees, and her face scraped the pavement.


Kara
spat out the gravel in her mouth. 


Obviously,
having wings was not as easy as it looked on television.


She
expected the reaper to use this opportunity to strike her down. But when she
stood up again, straining to keep her wings from making her fall again, she
gasped.


The
reaper was on his knees. He was bowing to her like a knight would bow to a
king. His scythe lay on the ground in front of him. It was almost as though the
creature thought that she was his mistress. 


But
that was absurd. 


And
just when Kara thought things couldn’t get any weirder, a ball of white light
hit the reaper square in the chest. It exploded, and the reaper howled and fell
to the ground. The white light coiled around him like wild electricity. The
stench of burnt flesh and tar rose into the air around her, as the reaper’s
body smoked and sizzled.


“Kara!
Kara!”


Kara
turned around. 


Mr.
Patterson came running toward her, smiling proudly at his successful attack on
the reaper. 


But
then his smile was lost, and his eyes widened at the sight of her. He staggered
and then halted in front of her. His crystal weapon slipped from his hand as he
paled in shock and bewilderment. 


“What
in the name of Horizon?” began Mr. Patterson, blinking, “…Bless the
souls…how…how can this be? You have wings!”


“Yeah,
I noticed.” 


Kara
took his hand in hers and smiled, relieved that he was okay. “I’ll explain
later.” 


She
turned quickly when some motion caught her eye. Although the reaper’s body
still smoked, it grabbed its scythe and stood up. The vapors diminished, and in
a flash of black smoke the reaper was gone.


“How
did you do that?” Kara turned and faced Mr. Patterson. 


“What
weapon did you use? I’ve been dying here, trying to figure out what we can kill
it with, and whatever you used…well, it worked. It didn’t kill it, but it hurt
it. We’re going to need a lot more of whatever those were.” 


“Mr.
Patterson? Why are you staring at me like that?”


The
old man stared at Kara in wonder. 


“You
have wings. You have wings.” He hesitated for a moment and then said,
“Kara, why do you have wings?”


Kara
remembered events fully now, and she recounted them as fully and articulately
as she could.


“I’m
sorry I didn’t tell you before,” she said finally. “But I couldn’t remember
what had happened to me. And now I have these things.” 


With
a single thought, she spread her wings as easily as spreading her fingers. It
had become second nature to her. She didn’t know why, but she felt proud and
happy to have her wings. It wasn’t her elemental power…but it was something
different and exceptional. And no other guardian had wings—except her.


Mr.
Patterson examined Kara’s wings closely, mumbling to himself as he poked and prodded
them. He couldn’t believe that they were real.


“I
don’t know what the big deal is,” she said, shifting uncomfortably as the
oracle continued to examine her. 


“I
mean, for one thing, I’d always thought angels had wings…you know, like
everybody else, I suppose. I’ve seen pictures. There was this giant painting in
my grandmother’s house of two children playing and in the background there was
an angel watching over them. The angel had wings. Anyway, it’s what I
thought…before I became one.”


Mr.
Patterson stopped examining her and said, “Angels don’t have wings.” 


“Yeah,
I got that.” 


Kara
was unsettled by the old man’s tone. It was almost as if having these wings
frightened him. But what was so frightful, and why? 


“And
they just grew, like a weed,” he said, “right there in your back?”


“Yup.”


“Astonishing,”
said Mr. Patterson. “If we weren’t in such a pickle already, I might have found
this truly astounding. But from what you told me, being injected with a
substance without your consent, and the means by which it was done, and by the
creature you describe…I’m afraid it could only mean one thing.”


Kara
spun around. “What? Tell me!”


Mr.
Patterson said softly, almost to himself, “There has only ever been one
creature which was created with wings. Just the one…”


“What
creature?”


Mr.
Patterson dismissed her with a wave of his hand. “Never mind that now,” he
said. 


Since
he was obviously not going to answer her question, Kara asked instead, “So what
happened to you? Where are the imps and that giant insect-like creature they
had with them?”


“Gone.
Some destroyed, some not. They finally gave up the search for the key and
returned to their foul home. I wanted to give Peter and the rest of you enough
time to escape.”


“It
worked.” 


Something
occurred to Kara. “What about my mom?”


“She’s
safe. She’s back in Horizon training the rookies.” 


Kara
had to know. “So, are you going to tell me which creature was made with wings?
I think I have a right to know, don’t you?”


Mr.
Patterson ignored her. 


Finally
he said, “I might be wrong, but I think we need to figure out how to remove
them.” 


“Remove
them?” Kara took a step back, her voice loud and angry. 


She
folded her wings back. Intuitively she knew she had to save herself from
mutilation. 


She
glared at Mr. Patterson, but when she saw that her impulsive fury had confused
him, she felt ashamed. 


“I
mean…is that going to hurt? I just started to get used to them.” 


She
knew he was probably right. Even though she liked the idea of having wings, she
knew that removing them might be the only way to stop the transformation.


“To
be perfectly honest,” said Mr. Patterson, “I just don’t know. But what I do
know is that angels don’t normally grow wings. It’s never happened before.
Whoever did this to you obviously had dark plans for you.”


Mr.
Patterson paused for a moment before he continued, “I can see that you wanted a
different answer, Kara. But these wings are not good news. I’m sorry Kara, but
I’m afraid the wings have to go. If we can remove them at all without…”


“Without
what?”


“Here
I go again,” said the old man, “I’ve said too much.” 


He
scratched the top of his head, and then his eyes broadened like he had just
remembered something. 


“Quickly,
back to the bookstore!”


“What?
Wait!” Kara balanced herself awkwardly as her wings spontaneously flapped
behind her in reaction to her sudden outcry. 


Mr.
Patterson scrambled up the pile of rubble that had once been his bookstore.
While he was distracted, she took the opportunity to try out her wings. Just a
little.


She
unfurled her wings, and they caught the air immediately. She hovered just above
the ground. She angled her wings downwards and touched back down softly. It
wasn’t as easy as she had first thought. How did birds do it? Well, she wasn’t
a bird and had no real instinct for flight…or did she? It did feel natural. But
that was crazy…wasn’t it? How could that be?


She
tried again.


She
pushed down with more strength this time, and her feet lifted off the ground.
As she felt gravity start to pull her back down, she pulled her wings up and pushed
down again, harder. 


She
was flying!


Kara
laughed as she surged upwards. She was flying, up twenty feet…thirty feet…forty
feet. Forty feet in the air, hovering like a bird of prey. If this was how
birds felt, the great feeling of spirited flight, then she envied them. She
remembered a dream in which she was flying. It had always been her favorite
dream, the way it made her feel free and untouchable—this was like her dream.


It
was an incredible feeling to fly. Her wings moved now, up and down. It was coming
naturally to her now. The world from above was incredible. She could see
clearly now the destruction the reapers and imps had wrought on her town. It
looked like a thousand elephants had trampled the buildings. 


She
was surprised at how much she could see, how far her sight could reach from so
high up. Was that also because of her wings? Was the change giving her hawk
vision?


She
felt the pull of her wings hard at work. The air whistled in her ears and
rippled through her wings. With the breeze rustling her hair and the warm sun’s
rays tickling her face, she never wanted to go back down. She wanted to stay up
forever—


“KARA!
GET DOWN HERE THIS INSTANT!” Mr. Patterson, the size of a hamster from where
she looked, shook a fist at her. 


“Are
you mad? The mortals will see you!” he hissed. “You’re not invisible!”


Right. The mortals. She had forgotten about the
mortals.


In
a moment of panic, Kara folded her wings and fell forty feet to the hard
pavement. 


It
hurt. It hurt a lot. It hurt a lot everywhere. Kara moaned, as she lay
spread-eagled on the cement sidewalk. 


“Have
your newly acquired wings affected your mind?” asked Mr. Patterson. He tapped
his toes impatiently. 


“What
were you thinking? Anyone could have seen you. Can you imagine the disaster—the
impact if you had been seen? We’ve already been hit with a cataclysmic invasion
of reapers. We can’t afford to go around changing history, erasing mortals’
memories. Too much is at stake here already. There’s just no time for that.”


Kara
pulled herself to her feet, still a little shaky from the fall. Her wings were
fine, but her knees were bleeding. 


“I’m
sorry,” she said, “I wasn’t thinking.”


“Obviously
not.” Mr. Patterson watched her with narrowed eyes.


Kara
shrugged. “I didn’t think the mortals could see my wings. You know,
aren’t they blind to the supernatural?”


“Yes,
they are,” agreed Mr. Patterson. “They cannot see your wings…but they
can see you.” 


Kara’s
face fell. “Oops.”


Mr.
Patterson’s anger faded away at the sight of her injuries. He sighed.


“Well,
we have to clean you up before more demons and imps smell your essence and come
looking for you. Let me fetch my first-aid kit. I can’t do much, but I can stop
more of your essence from spilling out.” 


He
walked back across the toppled remains of his precious bookstore searching for
the first-aid kit.


Kara
followed him. 


“So,
what were you looking for before? When I first got to the bookstore?”


Mr.
Patterson pulled out a small white metal box with a red cross marked on the
top. He popped the lid open and pulled out a roll of gauze. 


“Something
that might help explain what has happened to you,” said Mr. Patterson as he
dressed her wounds. 


“And
did you find it?”


“No.”


“What
was it?”


Mr.
Patterson finished tying the bandage around Kara’s knee and looked up at her. 


“It’s
a map, in a matter of speaking. A map to help us find those with the answers—”


David
suddenly bounced into view. His blond hair was disheveled, and he wielded a
soul blade in each hand. 


“Kara!
I’m here!”


Mr.
Patterson raised an eyebrow. “So we can see.”


Kara
fluttered her wings in annoyance, something she just realized she could do, so
she did it again. 


“David
McGowan,” she said through gritted teeth. “What are you doing here?”


David
shrugged and looked around. 


“I’m
here to save you?” It was more of a question than an announcement.


“Well,
we don’t need saving, boy,” said Mr. Patterson. 


“We
need answers. Answers to all this.” He raised his arms. “Answers to this.”
He pointed to Kara’s wings. 


“And
answers are what we’ll get if you help me find the yellow crystal.” 


He
kicked and tossed fallen debris, looking under fallen bookshelves and books.


Kara
turned to David and lowered her voice. “I told you not to come.” 


She
looked at him with a mixture of irritation and delight; part of her was glad to
see him again so soon. 


David
smiled mischievously. 


“I
just love a bossy woman. Even when I don’t necessarily listen to her
every command, I just love the way she orders me around. I love being ordered
by you. Any requests?”


“God,
you’re so irritating sometimes.”


“One
of the many qualities you love about me.”


“Don’t
flatter yourself,” she said, but she couldn’t hide her smile. “And help us find
this thing—this yellow crystal.”


“Found
it!” Mr. Patterson held a yellow glass sphere the size of an apple high above
his head. 


David
stared at the yellow ball. 


“That’s
it? This tiny thing is what’s going to help us? A small yellow ball is going to
give us all the answers? Are you serious?”


Mr.
Patterson eyed David angrily. 


“It’s
going to help us find those who have the answers we are searching for.”


Kara
watched Mr. Patterson. “And who might that be?” 


Mr.
Patterson scratched his beard. 


“We
need to look for the oracle mothers.” 


“The—the
oracle mothers?” Kara choked on her own words. The old man had clearly
gone senile. 


“I’m
surprised that you would joke about something like that,” she said to her boss.
“You’re joking, right?”


But
Mr. Patterson had gone strangely serious. He looked sad, like something that
had pained him a long time ago was resurfacing, like an old memory had suddenly
become clear again. 


Kara
glanced over to David. 


“There
are female oracles?” she asked. She couldn’t believe what she was
hearing. “Did you know this?”


David
had a dreamy smile on his face and said, “No, I didn’t.” 


He
turned to the old man and smacked him on the arm, grinning stupidly.


“Mr.
Patterson, you old dog. Keeping all the ladies for yourself, eh?”


Kara
shifted her wings in irritation. 


She
looked at Mr. Patterson again and asked, “The oracle mothers? But I’ve never
seen any female oracles in Horizon. I didn’t know they even existed.”


“That’s
because they’re not in Horizon.”


Kara
imagined the oracle wives as pudgy little women with long beards, like dwarf
Mrs. Santa Clauses. She could see them running on top of their snowy white
crystals.


Mr.
Patterson held out the yellow crystal ball. 


“I’ve
been keeping this for over three thousand years, hoping one day I might have
use of it. That I might see…” 


He
trailed off, but there was panic in his look, real fear. 


“This
will lead us to them,” he said suddenly.


“What
do we do about the key?” 


Kara
was worried about Peter. The last time she had seen him he looked as if he were
about to rip open his arm and pull out the key. He had looked terrified. 


“We
can’t do anything about that now. The key is safe in Horizon with Peter, for
now.”


“Yes,
but soon the legion will send him out to fight the reapers again,” said David. 


He
had begun to feel the same sense of urgency as Kara. “He won’t be in Horizon
for very long. He’s going to need our help.”


“Exactly
what I was thinking,” said Kara. “Peter will be in danger as soon as he
materializes down here. The imps will be after him. We need to go back—”


“No.”
Mr. Patterson reached out and grabbed Kara’s arm as she started to turn around.
He squeezed it with surprising strength, the strength of a man ten times his
size. Kara realized that there was much more to these oracles than she knew. 


His
eyes blazed with fierce determination. 


For
the first time, Kara felt that he really did fear her. Or at least he feared
for her, or what was going to happen to her as she changed. 


Kara
looked away. She realized that she was using the key and Peter as an excuse to
hide from the reality of her transformation, from her wings, from it all. She
was afraid of what might happen next. 


“You
were used before, Kara, because of your unique essence,” said Mr. Patterson.
“And I’m afraid we’re facing the same thing now…or a version of the same…I just
don’t know. What I do know is that you’re being used again, and it’s dark.”



He
let go of Kara’s arm. 


“First,
we must find out how and why you grew these wings. The key, the
reapers, the archfiends—they’re all connected.”


As
Kara hung her head, silently acknowledging the truth in his words, 


David
squeezed her hand. A silent understanding passed between them. She squeezed his
hand and smiled back, grateful that he was coming along for the ride, grateful
that he was on her side.


“So
where do we find these oracle mothers?” asked David with a sly smile. Mr.
Patterson brought the yellow crystal to his lips and blew. 


A
bright light danced inside the crystal, growing stronger and stronger until the
little globe shone like a miniature sun. He raised the luminous yellow crystal
ball over his head and said, “In Eden.”


Kara
raised her hand to shield the light from her eyes. 


“Do
you mean the Garden of Eden?” she asked incredulously.


But
before Kara could ask any more questions, three beams of light exploded from
the tiny sun, and the three of them vanished.


 











Chapter
18


Eden


 


 


 


Yellow. More yellow. Everywhere Kara
looked, it was yellow. She felt like she was floating in a giant yellow ball.
She couldn’t see David or Mr. Patterson, but she felt them, especially David.
The sensation was like when it’s dark, and you can’t see, but you can still
sense a person behind you.


She
knew she was moving or being propelled to the place Mr. Patterson called Eden.
As she felt her body tingle, the sensation reminded her of how it felt to use
vega—from Horizon to Earth. And yet it was different somehow. She wasn’t
exactly sure, but this time it was almost as though her body had remained
intact. She had no sense that her body and soul had dematerialized or that it
would rematerialize as it always did when she used vega. 


It
wasn’t an unpleasant feeling. More than once she thought she heard laughter
that sounded very much like David. It felt like she was floating along in a
dream state, where she could sense her body, and yet she couldn’t.


Finally
she felt her feet touch solid ground. She blinked the light from her eyes. Her
vision cleared, and she looked out over a world of green and blue.


Eden
was a giant garden. It looked like a paradise. 


She
stood in a vast meadow with rolling green and golden hills that faded to
distant mountains. A brilliant sun hovered in a perfectly blue sky that was
peppered with white clouds. 


There
was a large river that came up from the south-east and broke into four smaller
rivers that streamed with silver and gold water. 


A
warm breeze caressed Kara’s cheeks and the air was thick with the rich scents
of wet earth, freshly cut grass, and lilac blooms, her mother’s favorite. It
might have smelled like spring, but it had all the mesmerizing beauty and color
of the fall. Leaves fell from red, orange, and yellow trees, and drifted around
them like multi-colored snow. Everything had color and brilliant light that
never left. It was on the trees, the leaves, even the butterflies. 


And
there were animals. 


Kara
had never seen so many animals all in the same place. There were birds, cats,
dogs, pigs, and galloping horses in the meadows. Wolves, lynxes, foxes, beavers
and mink prowled the rivers’ shorelines, and bears, cows, deer, and goats
wandered in the woods. And in amongst the more familiar animals, exotic animals
like lions, tigers, alligators, elephants, giraffes, hyenas, pandas, gazelles,
zebras, and wildebeest fed and basked in the sun. 


There
were species she didn’t recognize and some she had only seen on her computer.
There were thousands, probably millions of animals and insects in Eden, and
they all shared something in common. They all radiated a type of inner
light. 


Watching
a long-haired orange cat resting lazily in the grass, Kara could see the white
light clearly coming off it, as if the cat itself was a light.


Butterflies
of every color fluttered around them. Some even landed on their heads and
clothes, like tiny fairies wanting to be a nuisance. Birds flew above them,
chirping happily as they glided on a breeze. 


Kara
thought of her own wings. She still had them, that part hadn’t changed. She
wanted to jump up and fly with the birds, to feel the wind on her face, to feel
the wind on her wings. She almost did, but when she caught a glimpse of David
and Mr. Patterson, she realized how foolish she was being and stayed on firm
ground…for now. 


This
was paradise. It was absolutely breathtaking. Even more beautiful than the
forests and mountains in the Miracles Division, something she thought not
possible. But here it was, staring at her in the face. 


“It’s
beautiful,” said Kara finally. “It’s like an enchanted forest.”


“It
is that,” said Mr. Patterson as he pocketed his yellow globe. 


Kara
had half expected to see him appear in his gleaming silver robes and standing
above his crystal orb like the oracles in Horizon. But instead he was wearing
his old brown plaid suit, with his crystal orb nowhere in sight.


Kara
knew they weren’t anywhere in the mortal world. This realm radiated a pure
light that was almost like a soul. It was everywhere, in the trees, the grass,
and the animals.


“This
is Eden,” said the old man. 


“It
is a world between Horizon and Earth. We’re on another plane of existence. Only
creatures of the ethereal kind can come here. And you two are the only guardian
angels ever to have set foot in Eden.” 


Kara
caught a glimpse of fear again in his eyes. She couldn’t imagine why he would
be afraid in a place like this. It was so calm and peaceful. Kara felt safe
here.


David
watched Kara closely. 


“I’m
feeling kinda special right now,” he said with a goofy smile. 


He
tossed Kara his spare blade. “Here, just in case.”


Kara
took it and slipped it in her jacket pocket, although she felt that she
wouldn’t need it here.


“Follow
me.” Mr. Patterson made his way across the rippling green grass.


They
followed him down through the meadow, onto a little dirt path that wound its
way alongside a rippling stream of silver water. They walked past great pine
trees the size of skyscrapers, and fruit trees with pink and red blossoms. 


And
then through a break in the trees at the end of the dirt road, Kara could see a
giant crystal ball. 


It
was the size of a mall. From where she stood, it looked like the moon had
decided to drop by. It had the same gleaming polished surface and the same
internal lights as the crystals that the oracles drove, only this one was a
thousand times larger.


David
whistled loudly. 


“Why
do I get the impression the female oracles are going to be big, real big?”


Kara
frowned. Maybe David was right. Were the female oracles giants?


Mr.
Patterson moved slowly, as if he were reluctant to move forward but did so
because of Kara. 


As
they got closer to the colossal globe Kara could make out circular shapes that
wrapped around the sphere in a geometric design, like windows. It looked like a
giant golf ball. 


Below
the giant globe was a courtyard with brilliant white walls of shiny rock that
stood out brightly against the green grass. There were pink flowering trees,
and gold and orange trees that looked like they had been kissed by fire. Vines
crawled over great stone walls, and fountains decorated with stags and horses
sprayed rainbow-colored water from their outstretched mouths. Statues of
animals stood in the center of the garden. 


They
moved together silently and arrived at the base of the giant globe. The
circular patterns Kara had seen from a distance and had thought were just an
elaborate exterior design were in fact windows. Most of them were closed, but a
few facing the entryway stood ajar. She couldn’t see inside. They arrived at a
single round door made of glass, and Kara could see gray shadows moving inside.


David
glanced at her excitedly. She knew he couldn’t wait to see how big the lady
oracles were. Kara found herself wondering the same thing. But mostly, she
wanted to know why Mr. Patterson was so uncomfortable.


Mr.
Patterson made a fist and raised it hesitantly, as if he wasn’t quite sure
whether to be here or not, and whether or not to knock. Finally he knocked
three times. He stepped back, flattened the hair on the top of his head and
straightened his jacket unsuccessfully, like a nervous teen on his first date.


Kara
felt sorry for him because no matter what he did, he still looked a mess. It
occurred to her then that oracles must have had romantic liaisons. Why else
would there be females? There was no such thing as romance in Horizon, but
could it exist it Eden? And just when she wondered why he was trying so hard to
make himself presentable, the door swung open.


David
cursed.


Kara
lost her voice. 


An
old woman stood in the doorway. She looked like a forest gnome, only a little
bigger. She was short and pudgy, about four feet tall. Her hair, as milky-white
as her skin, was tucked away neatly inside a high, pointy green hat. She wore a
forest-green robe with golden and silver leaves stitched around the collar and
sleeves. Her rosy bare feet peeked from below her long skirt. A heavy golden
chain fell from her neck, and from it hung a crystal ball the size of a
grapefruit. 


She
raised her brows at the sight of them, and when she saw Mr. Patterson her eyes
narrowed.


“Jim,”
she said, her voice strong and clear, “when the others prophesied your
arrival, I thought they’d been to the Crystal River and had one too many sips.
But here you are.”


Mr.
Patterson lowered his head politely. “Mistral, how nice to see you again. It’s
been far too long—”


“Three
thousand and twenty-six years, eleven months and three days,” said the little
woman. 


Her
round, yellow eyes sparkled with wisdom and intelligence. “That’s how long it’s
been.”


“You
chose to leave,” said Mr. Patterson, his voice low. “All of you.”


“Yes,
because we value the souls of all creatures,” said Mistral. “Not just
the humans. They are just—if not more important. Every beast’s soul
requires looking after. Yes, we chose to leave, because we had to. We
saw it. It was foretold in the crystals. The crystals never lie.” 


The
little woman crossed her arms over her round belly. “We haven’t had to deal
with Horizon in all this time. I’m surprised at you, Jim. What brings you here
now?”


Mr.
Patterson’s head was still lowered, and he averted his eyes. 


“I
wouldn’t have come if there had been any other way. I swear to you on the
crystals and the souls.”


Mistral
pursed her lips. 


“I
believe you,” she said finally. 


Kara
saw a glimpse of a smile on the woman’s lips, as though she was enjoying seeing
Mr. Patterson squirm like a teenage boy. Was she what he had feared?


“And
I see you’ve brought company.” 


The
little woman leaned forward and peered curiously at David and Kara. “Two of
them.” 


Her
eyes widened and her mouth dropped slightly open at the sight of Kara’s wings.
“Oh dear.”


Kara
tried unsuccessfully to hide behind David, but her wings were so large that she
couldn’t hide them.


“This
is Kara and David,” said Mr. Patterson. “Both outstanding guardians, the best
we’ve got.”


“Well
then,” said Mistral, her face grave, “You’d better come inside. The other
oracles will want to see this for themselves. Follow me.”


The
little woman turned and shuffled into the globe-like building without another
word. With Mr. Patterson in the lead, Kara and David bent their heads and
followed him through the round doorway and stepped into the giant crystal ball.


The
building was just as large on the inside. It was hollow, and their footsteps
echoed along the curved exterior walls. There were no staircases, no walls, no
corridors leading to other rooms—it was just a gigantic hollow ball inside. 


They
walked along a yellow marked path that curved upwards slightly. The path was
one of two intersecting paths that ringed the interior walls of the globe and
provided access to the desks stacked with books, chairs, bookcases, glass
cubicles, and lab areas with smoking vials and bubbling pots. Tables and chairs
were fixed on the ceiling and on all the sides of the vast spherical structure.
It was like walking in a funhouse, but instead of mirrors on the ceilings and
walls, it was furniture. It was the most peculiar thing Kara had ever seen. 


Why
were they there? She wondered if she’d have time to discover why the oracles in
Eden had tables fixed on their ceilings.


Kara
pondered more deeply about these new oracles. Apart from being female, they
were very similar to the oracles in Horizon. Her eyes went to the tiny lady’s
feet.


 Kara
leaned over and whispered to David. “Where is her crystal?” 


David
only shrugged. He didn’t know why the mysterious little woman oracle didn’t run
above a crystal ball, just like the oracles back in Horizon. Perhaps her
crystal was the one she wore around her neck? But then why was she barefoot, if
not for steering a great crystal ball?


Mistral caught Kara staring at her feet. 


“What? Did you expect to see something there?”


Kara looked away embarrassed. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be
rude. It’s just…I was looking for your crystal ball.”


“Oh, I see,” said Mistral looking at Mr. Patterson. “Well, we
oracles carry our crystals around our necks with a chain.” 


She picked up and cradled her crystal with both hands,
rubbing it gently with a proud smile on her face, like a proud mother cuddling
her child. 


“It is as it always was and should be, but I know what you’re
thinking.” 


She let go of her crystal and looked at Mr. Patterson
disapprovingly. 


“It was the males that decided to ride them like
bicycles. Such a ridiculous notion! Our crystals are precious and were
never meant to be harassed in such a fashion.”


“We’ve always had a different connection with the crystals,
Kara,” said Mr. Patterson. 


His voice was hushed when he spoke. “We felt it correct to do
as we have.”


“Crystals are not toys, Jim,” Mistral scolded. “We never
understood the males’ need to make them into bicycles. Ridiculous.”


“We could move faster that way, and we got much more done,”
said Mr. Patterson, and then he mumbled, “And it’s more fun.” 


He raised his voice. “You forget, Mistral, that Horizon is
much bigger than Eden. We have many more levels, and much more ground to cover.
We couldn’t possibly achieve what needed to be done with our short legs.
We just made a few minor adjustments to the crystals.” 


Mistral raised her brows. 


“Minor, my eye. Well, I think it is quite scandalous.
And the rolling affects your memories,” she added matter-of-factly.


Kara wondered if the fact that the oracles in Horizon always
got their names wrong was what Mistral meant by affecting their memories.


“…That I do remember,” continued the little woman, in a
business-like voice. “But again, it is not our business how you adapt your
crystals.”


She looked at Kara and continued, “The males have always done
things differently. We are the same…but different.” 


She stopped and faced Mr. Patterson. “And where is
your crystal?”


Mr. Patterson tapped his front jacket pocket. “Never leave
home without it.”


He smiled proudly at her. His uneasiness seemed to have been
replaced by a desire to please her.


“Hmmm,”
said Mistral. She turned around, and Kara could see a playful smile on her face
as she continued down the path.


Kara
smiled. She liked this little busybody woman. She reminded her of her own
grandmother, stern, but with a big heart. And she clearly liked to tease Mr.
Patterson. It was almost cute. It gave her the courage to ask her a question.


“Excuse
me, oracle Mistral?” said Kara, hoping she wasn’t being impertinent by speaking
out of turn. 


“You
said that Eden was a place for the souls of the beasts…for the souls of all the
creatures. Does that mean the animals we saw earlier were—?”


“Souls,”
answered Mistral. 


She
turned her head toward Kara as she walked. “Yes, you’ll find every living
creature’s soul here, from a tiny little ant to an elephant, from butterflies
to trees. Everything has a soul. And here, in Eden, we look after them all.”


“That’s
why they have a light about them. It’s their soul,” said Kara.


“Yes.”


“So
they just stay here?” asked David. Kara could tell he was just as curious and
in awe as she about this place. 


“Aren’t
they reincarnated back to the mortal world, into baby animals and baby insects,
just like humans are?”


Mistral
sighed heavily. 


“Well,
some do, some don’t. It depends. Some of the souls like it here and don’t want
to go back. And do you blame them? In the mortal world they are killed for
furs, burned, starved, hunted, abused, and eaten. Eventually some do decide to
go back, but it can take decades for them to make up their minds.”


In
the middle of the globe twenty oracle women busied themselves in large ledgers
along a great table made of solid oak. They were dressed in the same type of
robe and tall pointy hat as Mistral, but in red, yellow, pink, blue, purple,
and bright orange. They were arguing loudly.


“I’m
telling you, gazelle no. 1908 is ready to go back,” said an oracle woman in a
purple robe. “She told me herself.”


“Can’t
be,” said another in a yellow robe. 


She
scratched the top of her head. “According to the ledger no. 2014, she just got
here five years ago. It’s too soon. Send another one.”


“No,
it’s not!” said another.


“Yes
it is.”


“No—”


As
Kara and the others neared the table, the oracles fell silent. Their golden
eyes moved from Mr. Patterson to David, and finally they all rested on Kara –
more specifically, on what was behind her. 


Mistral
stood before the table. “Oracles. You remember Jim?”


At
the mention of Jim, the women suddenly looked annoyed. They looked at his feet,
as though they expected to see a great crystal.


Mr.
Patterson smiled nervously and bowed his head in a greeting. 


“Oracles.”


“He’s
brought two guardians with him. This is David and Kara.”


When
Kara heard her name, her wings fluttered involuntarily. 


The
oracles around the table jumped to their feet and grabbed the crystals around
their necks as if to protect themselves from Kara, as if she was a dangerous
beast.


“What
in the souls?” cried an oracle. She backed away, tripped on her red robe, and
fell.


“I
knew it! Leave it to the males to do something like this!” spat the tallest of
the group. Her yellow hat fell off her head.


It
pained Kara to be treated like a monster. The oracles looked at her with the
same fear and disbelief that Mr. Patterson had shown when he had first seen her
wings. 


Kara
caught David watching her. She hated the pity that she knew he felt for her.
There was nothing worse than to be pitied.


“Calm
down, Niri,” said Mistral. 


Her
expression softened when she saw the look of distress on Kara’s face. She gave
her a short smile. 


“I
don’t think Jim would have brought something of great evil, if he had known
what it was. He might be a male, but I am sure he wouldn’t knowingly
endanger us. He was given the yellow crystal so that he could call upon us for
help.” 


“We
all agreed to this,” she reminded them, “and now he is here, and by the looks
of things he needs our help. Jim?”


Mr.
Patterson cleared his voice, and pulled at his jacket nervously.


“Oracles,
what Mistral has said is true. I have come here to seek your counsel. I cannot
explain what has happened to Kara. But I will tell you what I know.”


As
Mr. Patterson recounted the events surrounding the genesis of Kara’s wings, the
other oracles became interested. One by one they moved from the table to get a
closer look. They inspected her like a lab rat. They prodded, pulled, poked,
and even smelled her wings. 


“Ouch,
that hurt!” cried Kara, as one of the oracles tried to cut off a sample of
wing. 


“I
fear…I hope…” 


The
pain on Mr. Patterson’s face made Kara feel worse. 


“…I
hope that I am wrong.” 


Kara
looked at the faces around her. Their fear had become a great sadness. 


“You
know what this is, don’t you? I can see it in your faces. You know what these
wings mean? Tell me. Please.”


An
oracle with a light blue robe shuffled toward Kara. She took Kara’s hands in
hers, and Kara flinched at the coldness of the old woman’s touch. It was like
touching ice. 


“I
am truly sorry, child guardian. This is a serious burden you carry.”


Kara
pulled her hands away. 


“Why
is having wings such a big deal? Birds have wings.”


“But
you are not a bird or a butterfly,” said another oracle. 


“You
are an angel, a protector of human lives and souls. And guardian angels were
not created with wings.”


“Okay…I
get it. Angels don’t have wings.” Kara didn’t want to be rude, but her
temper was beginning to rise. “And now I’m a problem, because I have wings. Say
what’s on your mind. Go on. I can take it. How big a problem is this?”


Mistral
spoke next. “We have all seen wings like yours before, Kara, long ago.”


“Okay,
so then that’s good, no?”


The
oracle shook her head. “As you put it…it is not good. It is the very
opposite of good. The worst kind imaginable.”


Kara
felt her little bubble of hope burst. 


“In
the beginning, only one creature was created with wings,” said Mistral.


“They
were the most vile and dangerous creatures that ever existed. They were the archfiends.”


 











Chapter
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Augura


 


 


 


Silence. The globe was like a tomb.
Everyone stared at Kara.


She
wanted to disappear. She was getting used to the idea of having wings, and the
prospect of flying had brought her joy, but deep down she knew that a deep cold
feeling had crept inside her soul and wanted to be let out. From what Raphael
had told her about the archfiends, she knew this was not going to end well. 


“The
archfiends,” Kara repeated almost to herself. “My wings are like the
archfiends’.” 


She
saw the shocked expression on David’s face and looked away. 


“Yes,”
answered Mistral. She raised her voice so that it carried inside the entire
building. 


“The
archfiends were created before the archangels and angels. They were the most
powerful beings in all the worlds. But they lusted for power and became too
strong. We began to fear them. After the war, after the archangels had been
created, the archfiends were banished forever. Your wings bear their mark.”


David
recognized the look of panic on Kara’s face. 


“Don’t
listen to them, Kara. You’re not evil. And you’re not one of those things,
whatever they say. They don’t know you. I know you, and you’re not bad.
They don’t know what they’re talking about. They’re stuck here in Eden. They
don’t know what’s going on out there, and they’re not warriors like us. They’re
just a bunch of stupid old ladies.”


“I
beg your pardon, boy?” The oracle with the purple robe pressed her hands firmly
on her hips and eyed David crossly. 


“Who
do you think you’re talking to? We’ve existed since the beginning. You are merely
an impulse creature, a passerby, a fleck of dust.”


David
opened his mouth as if he were about to tell off the oracle, but at the last
minute he decided against it. Instead he took Kara by the shoulders and turned
her to face him. 


“Stop
what you’re thinking right now,” he said. “You’re not evil. You’re not one of
them. You’re not an archfiend.”


“Aren’t
I?” Kara said softly. 


His
words left her quickly, as though they carried no weight, no meaning. She
pulled away from him, aware of the hurt feeling on his face. But she couldn’t
look at him right now. 


Kara
felt a tug on her wings.


“I
think that somehow you have been made into one,” said Niri. She secured her hat
back on her head. “Your wings are very much like theirs, smaller, but very like
them, too. Such evil creatures, they were. Such destruction.” 


She
shivered as though just the memory of the archfiends made her skin crawl.


A
mousy-looking oracle in a light pink robe said, “Well, I am glad they will
never resurface.”


“I’m
afraid that’s not entirely true,” said Mr. Patterson. 


The
oracles all turned their attention to him and urged him to elaborate. He told
them about the reapers, and the imps who were searching for the key.


The
oracles were all silent, pondering this new bit of information. Their golden
eyes shone brighter, as though a light illuminated them from the inside. And as
Kara watched their expressions change, a tilt of the head, eyebrows raised and
furrowed, she was sure that they were communicating telepathically. Most
likely, they were arguing.


Mr.
Patterson watched Kara solemnly, his face a mask of pity and regret, as if the
suspicions that he had hoped would be false had now come true.


“This
is what you didn’t want to tell me?” 


Kara’s
soul felt like it was breaking. Her wings seemed heavier somehow, and she
avoided looking at David. 


“Yes,”
Mr. Patterson answered. “I had hoped I was wrong. I didn’t want you to suffer
again. You’ve been through so much with the legion; I had hoped to spare you
any more misery. We had some insight into what to expect from you when we
discovered your elemental powers. But this…this is strange and unfamiliar
territory. And we fear what we do not understand.”


Kara
stared at the ground. It was the worst news she could hear. She was not turning
into a fairy as Jenny had hoped. She was becoming an evil creature with black
leathery skin, sores and exposed flesh, bat wings, and fangs like the mouth of
a piranha. 


The
more the oracles confirmed her suspicions, the deeper she buried the last of
her hopes. She knew that if she let the darkness in, if she succumbed to its
demands, she would be lost. Would she even remember who she was? Would she hurt
her friends? The thoughts frightened her because she didn’t know the answers.


Kara
remembered the man-creature that had injected her. Was he an archfiend? He
wasn’t human. She was sure of that. And yet, she was pretty certain he didn’t
have any wings. 


She
struggled to find her voice. 


“If
what you say is true, if I’m part them—” She strained to continue even
though her voice shook. “How and why would they do this?” 


Mistral
spoke.


“We’ve
decided that we should make sure our suspicions about you are true. We are
going to call upon Augura. She will be able to see inside your mind. She will
know who made your wings.” 


“Ladies!”
She clapped her hands firmly. “To your feet!”


They
all shuffled forward and scrambled around until they stood side by side in a
straight line.


“Is
it me, or did we just get front row tickets to see a line dance?” said David,
laughing. “And I forgot my camera.”


At
first, Kara had to agree with David. It did look like the little women were
about to perform a dance of some sort. But then they began to run, and the
giant crystal building began to roll.


With
a roar like thunder, the great crystal structure tipped, shook, staggered and
then began to roll faster and faster. It was like a giant bowling ball catching
up momentum after the throw. The oracles’ feet moved in unison, with the tap
tap tap rhythm of a motor running. 


Kara
was amazed at the agility and skill of these little women. They moved together,
skilfully and effortlessly, and manoeuvred the colossal globe with precision. 


It
all made sense now. The furniture was fixed to the sides and ceiling of the
spherical building because it was a movable structure.


Kara
ran alongside them to keep from falling. She moved her feet, faster and faster
until she was running up the walls of the giant sphere and passing furniture
that had originally been on the ceiling. It
was like they were running in a giant hamster wheel. 


If
Kara hadn’t been so glum, she might have really enjoyed this part. And finally,
the tiniest of smiles appeared on her face. She couldn’t help it. It was
contagious. It was an awesome feeling.


Mr.
Patterson looked thrilled to be moving the crystal ball, too. Even David smiled
as he ran behind the oracles.


The
tiny windows closed as the ball rolled forward. But the thick crystal walls
were impossible to see through. 


“How
do they know where they’re going?” Kara cried over the noise of crunching gravel.
“Can the oracles see through the walls?


“They’re
oracles,” said David, laughing, “I guess they can see where they’re
going.”


And
just when Kara was beginning to forget that she had wings at all, the oracles
stopped running, and the crystal slowed to a stop.


The
oracles shuffled outside. Only Mistral remained.


“This
way please.” She gestured for them to follow her as she made her way outside as
well. 


Together
they stepped through the threshold and onto the green grasses of Eden.


A
single oracle in a white robe was kneeling by a stream. Her back was toward
them, so Kara couldn’t see her face. The other oracles led them toward her. 


The
oracle in the white robe turned as they approached. She was short and slender,
and her thin face was ancient and riddled with deep lines, like the grooves in
an old tree’s bark. But her golden eyes were true and full of vigor. A single
bun of white-silver hair was neatly pinned to the top of her head like a crown.



When
she smiled at them, her tiny eyes disappeared into the folds of her skin. She
turned, and Kara felt a tiny prick on her forehead. The white oracle emitted
great power. She didn’t seem as surprised at Kara’s wings as the others had
been. It was almost as though she had expected to see them.


 “Augura,”
said Niri, “I would like you to meet—”


“Kara,”
said the Augura. 


Her
voice was deep and commanding. It was a young voice that didn’t match her face.
Kara flinched at the mention of her name. 


The
white oracle focused on Kara for a second longer and then moved over to David. 


“And
David,” continued oracle, “And of course, Jim.”


Mr.
Patterson smiled kindly and bowed. “Augura, how nice to see you again.”


David
leaned toward Kara and whispered, “How did she know our names?”


“Because
the crystals told me,” answered the white oracle, clearly not suffering from
any hearing loss. “Because I have seen the future, and you are both in it.” 


Kara
looked away. She knew that the white oracle could see the darkness in her.


“And
what does the future say?” asked David.


Augura
closed her eyes and concentrated for about twenty seconds.


Without
opening her eyes, she reached down and grasped the crystal that hung on her
large golden chain. Within seconds, a tiny light flickered inside the crystal.
It grew steadier and finally shone like a little star. 


Finally,
the white oracle opened her eyes. 


“It
is strange, very strange. But I cannot see who did this. Just when I’m
about to reach that memory of your past, Kara, the visions stop and there is a
blackness. It is a cold blackness, like a great wall that cannot be breached…
even by me. Something is blocking
me. It is very powerful, and I cannot break through it. I’m sorry, but I cannot
reach inside your mind any further.” 


Augura
met Kara’s eyes. 


“You
have the wings of the archfiends, of that there is no mistake. I cannot tell
you how they did this, but I can tell you that they want to get something from
you. 


“These
creatures possess an anger that has been brewing for many millenniums. It is an
anger that can only lead to devastation. They want to avenge themselves on us
and to destroy the world with fire and death.” 


The
oracle’s voice softened as she spoke next. “I do not know your full purpose,
Kara, in this life or the next. These creatures have done something to you, and
yet I don’t know the full extent of what they have done.” 


For
just a second the oracle looked to Mr. Patterson, and they shared something. It
was then that Kara knew that the white oracle was holding something back.


Augura
looked back at Kara. “What I do know is that you are still changing.”


Kara
felt like she’d been punched in the face by a brick fist. 


“I’m
afraid it is true,” agreed the oracle with the light blue robe. 


Kara
felt a tug on her wings as the oracle rubbed Kara’s wing between her fingers.
“I still see traces of the change like a thin film of silk over your wings,
like a chrysalis. You have not yet finished your transformation.”


“I
believe you are correct, Annabelle,” agreed Niri. “Her wings bear all the signs
of the archfiends.” 


She
looked at Kara. “If we are correct, you will continue to change until the
transformation is complete.”


Kara
forced the words from her mouth. “And what is that? What will I change into?
Will I become one of them?”


The
oracles watched her uncertainly. Only the white oracle spoke.


“We
are not sure,” said Augura. “You are different from them. You must take comfort
in that. Perhaps your difference will set you apart.”


“Can’t you remove the wings or
something?” said David. “Why did we come here, if they can’t help us?” he
growled at Mr. Patterson.


“We
came here for answers,” said Mr. Patterson. “And now we have them.”


David
kicked the ground. “Not good enough. These are not answers. I want to know
what’s going to happen to her. What happens after she changes?”


It
was as though David had taken the words right out of Kara’s mouth. She wanted
to know, too. 


Augura
was silent for a moment, and then she looked at Kara and said, “The images are
broken. I cannot break through the blackness. I cannot see your past,
but perhaps…”


In
a flash, the white oracle moved toward Kara, faster than she thought an old
woman could move. She pressed her thin, bony fingers on Kara’s forehead.


“Close
your eyes and relax your mind,” said the old woman. “Empty your mind. Go on.
Empty it.”


Kara
gave in and closed her eyes. 


The
cool touch of the oracle on her temples sent a shiver down Kara’s back. Nothing
was happening, and she felt a little foolish. But then her skin tingled, as
though millions of tiny ants were crawling all over her body. The cold touch of
the oracle spread into her head like a bucket of ice water had been poured over
her. 


And
then images flashed in her mind’s eye. She saw herself as a mortal. Then she
saw the bookstore, Mr. Patterson, the dead bat, the forest, her wings. It was
like a movie played in fast-forward behind her eyelids.


Although
her eyes were closed, Kara was aware of the oracle standing in front of her.
And then something happened.


Kara’s
head pounded as a fog appeared in her mind. It got thicker and denser with each
passing moment. 


A
figure moved, but then it was lost from sight. 


And
then she saw it and recognized it. It was her. 


She
stood in the middle of a road. There were buildings on either side of her. The
road was cracked, and the buildings burned and smoked. It was a dead city.
Mortals lay dead in piles, splayed out on the streets and in their cars. 


She
heard muted shouts in the distance. And then screams. People were screaming.
The screaming was coming from everywhere, from above and from below. It was the
sound of people dying in battle.


Dark
figures were visible now, running, fighting, killing each other. 


Kara
recognized the silhouettes of the reapers. 


Then
she saw angels. 


The
reapers were slaughtering angels and oracles. 


Horizon
burned. It lay in devastation.


The
images changed. 


A
shadowy figure with great wings soared through the blackened and smoky sky. It
flew over the dead city and dropped lower and lower toward the silhouette of
someone running. It was a woman carrying a child in her arms.


The
woman and her child stopped running and looked around, as though she had heard
something. The dark figured loomed over them, spread its great black wings and
black tendrils shot out and coiled around the woman and her child. 


Their
bodies shriveled and broke, before they could even scream in agony. And then
they lay dead, their souls a blackened pile of dust.


With
a great beat of its wings, the creature climbed high above the dead and burning
city. 


Kara
saw movement in the street, and the great creature dove again.


Angels.
She recognized their faces. It was Peter and Jenny, and they were fighting off
reapers. 


But
then the winged creature lashed out with black tendrils that shot out like
shadows and wrapped around Peter and Jenny. Their eyes blackened and their
bodies withered away and crumbled to the ground in piles of dust.


The
creature turned for just a second, and Kara could finally see the beast that
had killed her friends. Red veins covered its gray, glossy skin. Long black
hair billowed around it. It was humanoid with the black leathery wings of a
bat. 


And
it had her face.


“No!”
Kara stumbled backwards and fell. 


The
cool feeling washed away, and Kara felt the oracle’s touch leave her.


“No,”
she repeated, devastated. “No, it can’t be! It isn’t real!”


David
rushed toward her and helped her to her feet. 


“What?
What is it? What did you see?”


Kara’s
lips trembled. 


She
looked at the white oracle and shivered. 


“It
can’t be. I…I don’t believe it. I wouldn’t—I couldn’t…”


Augura
frowned. 


“This
is the future as I have seen it,” she said, “as we have both seen it.
But the future can be changed. Not everything we see comes to pass.”


David
shook Kara’s shoulders. “Kara, what did you see? Tell me!”


But
Kara couldn’t find the words to describe what she had seen. 


“You
can change it,” said Augura. “You can change the future.”


The
images of Jenny and Peter’s death haunted her. She felt sick. She wanted to rip
off her wings. She wanted all of it to end.


“I
know this was difficult to watch,” the white oracle continued, “especially for a
non-oric. Your mind was not programed in the same way as ours. You don’t have
the ability or training to fully understand what you saw. Nothing is what it
seems when dealing with visions of the future. Everything is subject to change
and to interpretation.”


“I
saw what I did.” Kara winced. “It was me. I killed them.”


“Not
yet,” said Augura gently. She took Kara’s hand in hers. 


“Remember
who you are, Kara. You can still change the future.”


 











Chapter
20


Into
the Streets


 


 


 


After returning with Mr. Patterson
to his ruined bookstore, Kara and David made their way back to Horizon. 


It
was hard, but in the end Kara had told David and Mr. Patterson what she had
seen in the visions. All of it. She didn’t leave anything out. Why should
she—if she was going to murder her friends. She begged them to leave that part
out when they told Jenny and Peter. She had a feeling it wouldn’t go down so
well with either of them. And then she had thought of something.


“You
should move the key,” she said suddenly. “You should find another keeper and
not tell me. It’ll be safer that way.”


“I
hate hearing you talk like that,” David said. “You heard what the oracle said,
you can change the future. It doesn’t mean you’re going to do all
those things.”


Kara
stood quietly for a moment. 


“You
should move it.” And then she added, “And then you have to tell the legion
about me.”


“Kara…”
Mr. Patterson began, but she had stopped him.


“The
legion has to know. You know what you have to do. It’s okay. It’s better this
way. Tell them.”


Kara
tried really hard to hide her feelings from David as they went to find Ariel.
She felt devastated and needed to cry. She barely said a word in the elevator.
Was David watching her carefully because he was afraid of her? Was he looking
for signs that she was becoming even more of a monster?


She
was still changing. She could feel it.


It
was only a matter of time before they threw her in Tartarus. She thought about
volunteering to go first, before the change was completed; it might be best.
For all she knew, Mr. Patterson was probably spilling the beans at this very
moment. But in the end, she decided she would leave it to the legion. The
archangels would know best. She placed her trust, her future in their hands.


Kara
didn’t bother to try and hide her wings this time. She wore them out in the
open so the entire legion could see the monster. And yet there was no one to
show them to.


The
chamber was quiet and empty when they stood in front of Ariel. When Ariel
looked up at them, Kara could see that the
news of her wings had already reached her. 


That’s
it, she thought,
she was going to Tartarus. Although she hadn’t expected it to be so fast, she
knew it was coming, and she began to prepare herself for the gloomy stone walls
of the angel prison. 


Ariel
jumped up
from her chair. 


“Hurry,”
she said and made her way toward the vega tanks. 


Kara
and David ran to catch up to the archangel. 


“I’ve
been waiting for the two of you. I just got word that Peter and Jenny are in
serious trouble. They’re with one of the new units with Gabriel. I’m sending
you two to get them out of there. I just can’t lose Peter and Jenny, not
now.”


David
looked at Kara uncertainly. “So, this is a search and rescue mission?”


“Yes,”
said Ariel. She looked troubled. 


“What
happened?” asked Kara.


Ariel
shook her head. “A trap. They set a trap for us, for them. It seems that
they’re after Peter, but we don’t know why.”


Kara
and David shared a look.


“Can
you use those?” Ariel looked at Kara’s wings. “Can you fly?” she added
hesitantly. “We could really use them to our advantage.”


Kara’s
wings fluttered behind her. “Uh, I’m not…well, I haven’t really practiced. But
I think I can.” And then she added firmly, “Yes, yes I can.” 


Kara
felt a glimmer of hope. If she could somehow use her transformation to do good,
to save mortal lives and souls, then maybe the oracles had been wrong. She was
determined to do as much good as she could before she lost the ability to tell
between friend and foe, before the darkness took over, and she was no longer
herself.


David
smiled at her confidently. She looked away, both a little embarrassed and
pleased. 


“Good,
that’s good,” said Ariel, staring at Kara’s wings with a mixture of interest
and a little fear. “I have a feeling this is exactly the miracle that we
need, and we desperately need one. It just might save them.”


Kara
wasn’t sure how much Ariel knew, how much Mr. Patterson had told Horizon. Did
they know that she was transforming into a killer of angels? Somehow she had a
feeling her boss hadn’t told them everything. 


Kara
positioned herself next to David in front of the green, stirring waters of the
vega tanks as her own insides stirred with the uncertainty of her future.


“Get
back safe. May the souls protect you, and all of us,” said Ariel. 


Kara
and David stepped into the green waters.


 


The
sky was blood-red. The sunset was a ball of red fire. The devastation in the
streets of downtown London reminded Kara of her own hometown. A darkness had
swept the busy streets like a plague, leaving London barren, dead, and
scorching with fire and smoke. 


There
were no signs of the living. The few people that they did see lay dead in the
streets. Their blackened, lifeless eyes showed only their last expressions of
fear. The body of a young man, his future no longer before him, lay in the gutter
like a crumpled piece of paper. The mortal bodies had become mere vessels for
the denomites now. It was clear that the reapers had been here. The city that
would normally have been teeming with life was quiet and dead.


David
kept throwing nervous glances her way, as though he felt at any minute now she
would transform into a winged monster and attack him. What good was it to have
wings if in the end they were going to do evil?


She
did her best to hide the hurt she felt and focused on saving her friends.


You
can still change the future,
the white oracle had said. Kara was determined to try.


Tall
stone buildings rose up on either side of the miles of shops on Oxford Street.
They passed a red double-decker bus that had crashed into a shop. Kara peered
inside, but it was empty. There were no living mortals anywhere. 


They
passed a shop with paper sunglasses on display. A huge sign in the window said
Solar Eclipse, Sunday, August 18th. 


Their
footsteps echoed along the street and mixed with the sounds of the fires that
crackled and popped. Kara feared the worst for her two friends. Where were
they?


Just
as they began the next block, her wings felt heavy suddenly. They were pulling
her down, as though some invisible entity had attached itself to her back. She staggered.
An icy cool feeling crept inside her, and she shuddered violently. Her vision
blurred as she tried to blink the spots from her eyes. 


And
then she felt the darkness of an overwhelming feeling of power. It was
intoxicating. It churned deep inside her like an icy storm. It wanted her to
succumb to it, to set it free. 


With
all her inner strength, Kara forced it back down into the little pit of gloom
where it lived. She knew it was there now. She kept it there. She forced it
there. 


And
then the feeling was gone.


“Kara,
what is it?” 


Kara
blinked and her vision cleared. 


“Nothing,”
she lied. 


She
avoided David’s eyes. She couldn’t bear the fear she knew was in them.


“Let’s
keep moving.”


“It’s
not nothing, is it?” pressed David. “I know you, Kara. I know you’re
trying to be brave, but I know you’re scared. I’m your boyfriend, remember?” 


Kara’s
mood brightened a little at the mention of boyfriend. He was a light in
her darkness. 


“With
everything we’ve been through together,” he continued. “I know you can fight
this.” 


Kara
was moved by David’s faith in her. They had been through a lot. She wasn’t the
same scared, unsure guardian she had been when she had first died and started
to work for the legion. 


She
looked at David and wished she could stay with him forever.


“You’re
the strongest angel I know,” David smiled. “You have a good heart—theoretically
speaking—and a good soul.”


Kara
watched the end of the street as they walked. 


“My
soul,” she said absentmindedly. “What’s the point of all this if I have no soul? What’s
the point of life as a mortal or as a guardian? Without our souls…we’re
nothing. What happens when I don’t remember who I am and become…and become this
dark, terrible thing? What happens then, David? I won’t exist anymore. My soul
will rot, and I’ll be a creature. My soul will be dead.”


David
sighed heavily. “Stop saying that.”


“I
have to. I have to get used to it. You have to get used to it.
You have to be prepared for when I—”


Someone
screamed.


“That’s
Jenny!”


Kara
tore down the street, but the weight of her wings made it seem like running
with a fifty-pound backpack. David passed her, and she knew for a fact her
wings were slowing her down. She would have to do something about it, and fast.



They
rounded the corner, and in the middle of the street Kara could see that Sam,
Todd and Valerie from the CDD unit were trying to fight off two reapers. The
guardians brandished their soul blades, but before Kara and David could warn
them that their weapons would have no effect, the reapers hacked through them.
Their bodies fell to the ground in pieces, and their angel souls were consumed
by the reapers’ scythes. Nothing was left of them but piles of ash.


And
that’s when she saw Jenny. 


Her
angel essence dripped from a large cut over her eye. Her bow lay broken in half
at her feet. She was using the sharp head of her last silver arrow like a sword
as she pierced and kicked the imp infestation that was swarming over Peter. She
was using only her left arm, because her right arm was gone.


A
dozen imps pulled, clawed and stabbed at Peter. Even with Jenny hacking them
away two at a time, there were too many. She disappeared under a wave of imps.


A
cry died in Kara’s throat as she ran. 


The
imps pulled and tore Peter’s body as he screamed in anguish. They sliced him
open everywhere that he had skin. They slipped their tiny gnarled hands inside
his body, searching. Finally two imps grabbed his right arm and sliced it open.
They dug their fingers in and pulled out a golden key.


They
had the key.


“The
key! We have the key!” the imps chanted, and jumped around like a bunch of
monkeys at the zoo. 


“Key!
Key! Key!”


Kara
felt the darkness flicker inside her again, but she managed to push it down.


The
reapers slowly made their way toward Jenny and Peter. The imps scattered as the
reapers neared.


“The
eighteens! The Dark Gods will rise! The eighteens is coming!” screeched an imp
as he scampered away with the key.


David
ran harder. 


Kara
could see the desperation in his movements as he ran to save the lives of his
friends. But they were too far away. They would never make it in time. The
reapers would kill her friends, just like they had killed the other angels.


And
that’s when Kara knew. It was now or never.


Kara
opened her wings, and with every fiber of her angel being she pushed down as
hard as she could.


Like
a kite caught in a gust of wind, Kara took flight. She was so surprised at her
own strength that for a second she forgot to flap down again, and she started
to drop. Pulling her wings toward her body like a great breaststroke, she
soared through the air like a jet. 


She
banked sharply and swerved as she flew past David who was running below her and
hadn’t seen her yet. Her great wings beat like a well-oiled machine. She was a
machine. 


She
could see Peter and Jenny now. They were not moving. She banked and slowed. She
tucked in her wings as she had watched the blue jays do it countless times from
her bedroom window, and she started to drop.


The
reapers stood next to Peter and Jenny and examined the two injured angels as
they prepared to devour their souls.


Kara
pinned her wings to her side and dove. 


David’s
shouts were muffled by the sound of wind in her ears. 


She
squinted against the force of the wind in her eyes and focused on her target. 


And
then she crashed right into one of the two reapers.


It
wasn’t the graceful landing she had hoped to achieve, but the effect was
instantaneous.


The
reapers dropped their weapons as they went sprawling on the ground.


Kara
stood beside her friends. 


The
reapers whirled around, but they tensed at the sight of Kara’s wings. Even
though she couldn’t see their faces behind their hoods, she could sense their
hesitation and confusion. They did not hesitate for long. 


But
Kara was ready, and before they could grab their scythes again she grabbed hold
of both her friends. With one under each arm, she pushed off hard and beat the
air with great big strokes. Even with the weight of her two friends her great
wings were powerful, and she soared high into the air, away from the reapers’
grasps.


Even
though her friends were safely clutched to her chest, they still weren’t
conscious and lay limp in her arms like ragdolls. She feared for them. The
reapers hadn’t taken their souls, but they were not out of danger.


Jenny’s
essence poured out of her left shoulder socket like a tap of shining waters.
Her M-suit was like tissue paper, and any minute now it would tear. Jenny’s
soul would be lost without a body to contain it. She was losing too much of her
essence, too quickly.


Peter
wasn’t in better shape. His M-suit was shredded, like he’d been in a meat
grinder. It was amazing that the few tattered pieces that were left could keep
it together. His angel essence trickled out of him in the wind. 


Their
angel souls hung by a thread, and she had to get them back to Horizon soon
before they succumbed. Kara wasn’t an angel killer yet, and in a desperate
attempt to prove to herself that she wasn’t, she was determined to take her
injured friends to safety.


She
banked sharply to the right, but her legs dangled below her awkwardly. She
still hadn’t mastered flight, and it took every bit of her concentration to
keep beating her wings so she wouldn’t plummet to earth. She just didn’t know what
to do with her legs, so she locked her ankles together and tried to do a cool
Superman pose. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do for now.


The
reapers appeared to have gone. The streets below her were silent and empty.
There were no traces of the scurrying imps, but no signs of mortals either. 


The
imps had possession of the key. Kara wasn’t sure exactly how or what that would
mean to the legion, but she had a feeling she would find out soon enough.


As
she flew back in the direction from which she and David had come, she caught a
glimpse of him below. He ran below her, and she could see a huge smile on his
face as he leaped in the air and waved at her excitedly.


“Shotgun!
I’m next for a ride!”


She
heard him cheer. She smiled at him. Even if the legion had failed to keep the
key safe, Kara still felt hopeful that this wasn’t the end, and that somehow
they would still stop the archfiends—they had no choice.


She
felt hope because she hadn’t turned into a monster, not yet. She had used her
wings for better, not worse, and she had saved her friends. The oracle had said
there was always a chance to change the future. Even if it appeared ominous and
grim, the future could be changed. She was going to change it.


Kara
smiled with determination as she flew over the maze of buildings and streets of
London and headed for the River Thames.
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of the Scythes 


 


 


 


“Look at her!”


“She’s
one of them!”


Kara
did her best to ignore the whispers and the stares from the guardian angels who
watched from the chamber door as Raphael moved a magnifying glass over her
wings, inspecting them inch by inch.


“And
you can fly?” said Raphael, half smiling, half anxious.


“Yup.”



Kara
turned and glared at the guardians at the door. She opened her wings, showing
off, and they disappeared down the corridor in fear. 


“You
didn’t have to do that,” said Raphael. “That’s more like something David would
do.”


“I
know,” said Kara with a smug smile. “But it was fun.”


Raphael
pocketed her magnifying instrument. “You know what they’re saying, don’t you?
That you have the wings of the archfiends.”


Kara
looked away from Raphael and shrugged. “I know. But I’m not one of them.” 


She
looked over at Ashley who sat in the same chair where Kara had last seen her.
She just stared into space in painful silence. 


“Will
Jenny and Peter be okay?” she asked finally. They had looked dead when she had
handed them over. 


“Thanks
to you, for getting them out of danger and back so quickly, your friends are
recovering well in the Healing-Xpress.” 


Raphael
took Kara’s hand and squeezed it reassuringly. “It’ll take time, but I believe
they’ll make a full recovery.”


Kara
sighed in relief, and then she thought of something that bothered her.


 “Archangel
Raphael,” she began, “I told Ariel that the imps had stolen the key from Peter,
the infamous key that would unlock the so-called unbreakable prison that
keeps the archfiends confined. But Ariel didn’t look as upset as I thought she
would be. And judging by the look you’re giving me now…you’re not either.”


“That’s
because it doesn’t take just a key,” answered the archangel. 


“There
are other elements in play. Their prison was built with a force field that
keeps them contained. The key was only used to seal the final stages of their
confinement.”


“But
they have it now,” interrupted Kara.


Raphael
raised a brow. 


“Yes,
but they can’t open their prison with just the key. That would have been too
easy. There are other elements in place that need to align perfectly for
the key to release the energy field. It needs a rare astronomical event, when
the mortal world is in shadow.” 


Raphael
looked at Kara reassuringly. 


“The
imps are cunning, but they are not clever. They will try and fail to
open the prisons. Do not worry. We still have time to repair the mortal world
and rid it of the reapers.”


Kara
wasn’t sure she understood. “Wow. I think I’m lost in translation. What’s a
rare astronomical—?” 


“Kara!”


David
bounced into view. “The reapers are attacking a hospital with sick kids in
Vancouver, BC. They’re killing kids, man, little kids. I hate these
soul-sucking-leeches.” 


He
looked at Kara. 


“Ariel
and Gabe need every last working guardian to get on the way over there, and you
and me are the only CDD guardians left. We’re not much, actually. Can you
believe it? Besides Jenny and Peter, it’s just me and my favorite little
fairy.” 


But
Kara wasn’t looking at David anymore. 


“We’re
not the only ones left.” 


She
brushed past David and crossed the chamber until she stood next to Ashley.


“Ashley,
we need you,” said Kara. “It’s time to get up.”


Ashley
picked her fingernails. “Leave me alone.”


“Get
up,” repeated Kara, her voice strong and commanding; she even surprised
herself.


Ashley
looked at Kara. 


“What’s
your problem? Are you deaf? I said leave me alone! Can’t you see that I’m
worthless, that I suck as a guardian? You win. You’re the better guardian. You
could save your team, and I couldn’t.” 


She
laughed sarcastically. “And now you have wings. That’s just great. Just leave
me alone.”


Kara
hadn’t realized that Ashley felt jealous. She’d always thought she hated her
because she had been tainted.


“Stop
feeling sorry for yourself,” said Kara. She sounded like her mother.


“They’re
gone. It wasn’t your fault.”


“It
was,” said Ashley. “I’m an idiot.”


“You’re
right. You are an idiot,” said Kara, and she folded her arms over her
chest. “Only an idiot would sit here and feel sorry for themselves instead of
helping us fight back. Don’t let Sasha, Raymond, and Ling’s deaths be in vain.
They wouldn’t want this. They would want you to fight back, to get
payback. We need you Ashley. You need to get up.”


For
a moment Ashley said nothing, but then her eyes brightened with new
determination. 


“I’ll
meet you guys at the tanks,” she said suddenly, and then she left without
saying another word.


“That
was the best thing you could have done for her,” said the archangel Raphael
with a smile. 


Kara
watched Ashley disappear down the corridor. She wasn’t sure how the three of
them would get along, but it didn’t matter. What mattered were the reapers.
They had to kill them.


“You
sure about this?” whispered David, looking a little apprehensive.


“Yes.
I guess she reminds me of Lilith. In some disturbing way, I miss her. I feel
sometimes that I could have prevented her death. I guess I want to help Ashley
in the way I couldn’t help Lilith.”


“That’s
so messed up.”


“Oh,
shut up,” said Kara as she headed toward the door. “Come on.”


 


Kara, David, and Ashley ran down the gloomy hospital corridor
beside the archangel Gabriel and ten strong guardian angels. The sound of
children’s screams and cries was difficult to resist. Kara wanted to stop and
save them all, but Gabriel was in charge. The deeper they ventured into the
hospital, the louder the screams became. The children’s cries ripped her soul
apart. 


Her anger toward the reapers brewed into a white-hot fury.
Killing the souls of mortals was one thing, but killing the souls of sick kids
was unbearable. Even the higher demons didn’t feed on the souls of sick and
dying children. These reapers were much worse than any creature she had ever
faced.


Thinking about demons, Kara thought it strange that they
hadn’t encountered any. More so, when she realized that ever since the reapers
had shown up, there had been no assignments to hunt down demons. Odd. Very odd.
Where were the demons?


Originally, there had been fifty guardians, excluding Kara,
David, and Ashley, but Gabriel had divided them into five groups of tens and
sent them off to different locations in search of the reapers. Even with these
numbers, Kara wasn’t convinced they could take down the reapers. Their weapons
didn’t work on them. The only thing that she had seen work—or at least injure
a reaper temporarily—was Mr. Patterson’s crystal ball. But when he had told her
that it hadn’t worked before, and then suddenly it did, he was just as
mystified as she was. She was determined to figure out why that had happened.
And she had to figure it out soon if any of them wanted to survive their next
reaper encounter. 


The archangel wore golden armor that shone in the dark
hallways like a beacon. It shone with hope in these dark times. She wondered if
it had any magical powers of protection against the reapers. She hoped it did.


She wondered if her own wings could be armor as well. The
weight of them was still noticeable on her back, but they pulled less now, and
they felt lighter too. Her body had probably adjusted to the weight of the
wings due to the change. The change was making her stronger. She forced
that dismal thought from her mind.


“What’s
up with you?” said David quietly. “You’re so quiet.”


“I’m
thinking,” answered Kara, as her shoulder brushed against his.


“Please
share,” said David. 


He
poked his head through an open door.


Kara
closed her eyes for a second, trying to collect her thoughts about something
else that had been bothering her. 


“I
don’t know. It’s something Raphael said about the key. I think they’re too
confident about their archfiends’ prisons. Something’s off. I just can’t wrap
my head around it.”


David
watched her silently, but didn’t offer anything.


Gabriel
raised his fist, and the group halted at the end of the corridor. He waited and
listened.


David
and Kara shared a look.


“Get
ready,” said Gabriel. He pulled two golden swords from the double scabbard
secured on his back. His muscles rippled in the light, and he looked like a
giant golden samurai. 


“He’s
so badass,” said David, with a look of envy on his face.


Kara
was about to hit him when the wall to their right exploded.


They
were all sent sprawling to the ground. Kara’s ears were ringing as she pushed
herself up. The explosion had blown a hole in the hospital wall the size of a
city bus. Gabriel was the only one standing, and he was in hand-to-hand combat
with a reaper on the other side of the missing wall.


Then
an avalanche of imps scurried over the debris of the wall. They were all
carrying what looked like homemade grenades. 


And
then a battle between the imps and angels began.


From
the corner of her eye she saw Ashley leap to the left and avoid the scythe of
the nearest reaper. She was a skilled guardian, and Kara would have been in awe
of her skill if she weren’t already occupied trying to save her own skin.


An
imp slashed at her with its dagger, but she blocked it with her right wing and
pushed her blade under its chin and up into its brain. The imp exploded into
dust. She kicked it back, just as another jumped her. She swept her wing again
and caught the imp across its chest, sending it to the ground. Then she stabbed
her blade into its head and ended its miserable life. 


She
spun around to see David behead the imp that had tried to sneak up behind her.


He
grinned at her. “You’re welcome.” 


He
ran into a wall of imps, slashing and kicking them like it was his favorite
sport.


Kara
shook her head. 


“This
isn’t a game, David! Try to act like a normal guardian for a change.”


“Define
normal guardian? My score’s fifteen so far,” David yelled back. 


He
impaled another imp with his blade. “Make that sixteen!”


An
imp yanked at Kara’s wings from behind. She spun around and beat her wings, and
the imp went flying into the air. 


David
skewered it on his soul blade. “Gotcha.”


Kara
marveled at her wings. She was able to use them like a second and much stronger
pair of arms. She leaped in the air, turning like a top with her wings out, and
slashed five imps at once.


David
whistled. “Nice.”


Smirking
with a new sense of agility, Kara made it her mission to kill as many imps as
she could. 


But
then her smile vanished. 


The
lifeless bodies of ten small children lay dead at her feet. Their eyes were
wide and black, and their mouths were open in silent screams. An imp danced
happily around the dead children’s bodies as if he were participating in a
ritual sacrifice. A sick gurgling laugh drummed in its throat. 


Kara
was fueled with anger. She screamed. With her wings extended she pushed off
hard and impaled the imp with her fist in its chest. She hit it with such force
that her arm went right through to the other side. She pulled her fist out of
its body, and the imp exploded into dust. 


Kara
stared at her hand in shock. Yellow slime that reeked of death and rotten flesh
dripped from her knuckles. Disgusted, she wiped the remains of the creature on
her jeans. She had never killed a creature with just her bare hands before. Her
elemental powers had always been the source of her added strength before, but
this power was different. It was cold. She could feel it pulsating through her
like a shot of adrenaline. She was much stronger than she had ever been. She
tried to convince herself that she didn’t like this new feeling of power, but
she couldn’t hide her smile as she swung her blade at an oncoming imp. 


Suddenly,
the other four groups of angels appeared through a doorway down the opposite
hall.


“Woohoo!”
said David, as he impaled two imps at once. “Reinforcements.”


The
forty new guardians came hurtling into the battle. Imps flew, daggers flew, and
the sound of metal hitting flesh bounced off the walls. 


The
imps were no match for this new onslaught of skilled guardians. David laughed
as he played toss-the-imps with another guardian who easily sliced through them
with his soul blade. As the imps began to disappear, Kara was filled with hope.
They were winning.


She
turned when she caught a flash of gold out of the corner of her eye. Gabriel
was on his knees, and the reaper was advancing on him.


With
a great beat of her wings, Kara flew through the opening of the fallen wall and
skidded to a stop next to Gabriel. 


“Kara,
get back,” Gabriel groaned. 


His
body was covered in deep lacerations. He tried to get up, but fell back, his
face sunken from exhaustion. 


“It’s
no use! They’re too strong. We should never have come. Get back, I said!”


Kara
moved protectively in front of Gabriel. She extended her wings in the hope that
the creature would mistake her for an archfiend, and that by some miracle it
would obey her. It was a long shot. She took that chance and stood
defiantly with soul blade at the ready. 


The
smell of death and the sounds of the thousands of lost souls crying out in
agony permeated the air around the reaper.


“Kara,
get out of here!” Gabriel cried, his voice hoarse and raw, like he was about to
lose it completely.


“You
can scream all you like, but I’m not leaving you.”


It
seemed to work. The reaper was watching her wings and seemed to relax its
shoulders. It lowered its scythe. 


Kara
cleared her throat. 


“Reaper,
I command you to leave us!” she said in the most authoritative voice she could
muster. She hoped that it was enough.


It
did not work.


The
reaper raised its arms. There was a crack, like lightning hitting a tree, and
black tendrils shot from its hands and wrapped around her ankles.


Kara
desperately tried to hack at the tight black coils with her blade, but the
tendrils were as strong as metal and would not be cut. She cried out as the
tendrils burned her M-5 suit and her legs. The poison entered her body, and she
could feel it rising into her abdomen. 


Suddenly,
Kara was lifted in the air and slammed into a wall. She slumped to the floor.
She opened her eyes groggily and caught a glimpse of David as he kicked and
pushed his way to get near her. 


“No,”
Kara groaned. 


She
tried to yell, but she hadn’t the strength. She kicked out with her legs, but
they were pinned by the black tendrils that were working their way up toward
her chest.


David
came into view and whistled through his teeth.


The
reaper swiveled its head.


David
spun and side-kicked the reaper. Surprisingly, the creature staggered back and
dropped its scythe. Its connection with Kara was lost.


“David
don’t—please—we can’t defeat them,” Kara said.


 “I’m
not going to let you die. See, I think I injured it.”


But
the reaper recovered, and faster than David could move, it hurled a beam of
black tendrils at him. 


The
force picked David up and threw him down to the ground with such force that it
cracked the floor. David raised his head slightly, and Kara could see the
poison of the tendrils entering the skin on his face like black veins. 


 The
reaper moved toward David and raised its scythe. 


“No!”
Kara hurtled herself at the reaper with the last of her strength. 


Like
a linebacker, she hit it hard with her shoulder, and they both went down. As
soon as the creature’s acidic hide touched her, the skin of her M-Suit burned
and began to wither. She could feel her strength
was failing. Her eyes began to blur, and she could hear souls crying and could
feel their pain. It was like dying over and over again. 


Kara thought she was about to go mad. She could see her angel
essence was being sucked out of her body and into the reaper’s scythe. 


For a moment she felt release as the reaper loomed over her. She had almost abandoned
herself to death when she realized it was toying with her. 


She
had to fight back.


The
thought of David empowered her with enough strength to prop herself on her
elbows. But then something even more horrifying caught her eye and her hope
faded. 


Six
more reapers had appeared in the doorway. The seven reapers. They were all
here. But why? 


The
guardians stood in a line with their weapons raised, but Kara could see the
fear in their eyes. 


What
could they do with such foes? How could they defeat creatures that had no
weakness?


Kara fell back in despair. She had done her best not to call
forth the darkness inside her or to succumb to its power. And now it was too
late. Her body and her wings were so damaged that she could barely move. She
was like a dead bird whose wings could no longer flutter. She was dying.


She wished silently for her elemental power. With her arms
outstretched, her face flat against the cool floor, she waited in agony to die.











Chapter
22


A
Ring in the Sky


 


 


 


A
shudder rippled through Kara’s body. 


Her fingers pulsed with a new energy. It began with the
tiniest sensation, a whisper of power. It pulsed in the tips of her fingers and
moved across her hands and into the rest of her body. Though she shivered from
the pain and anguish, she could sense the strength returning to her wings as well.
The darkness throbbed inside her like cold blood that wanted to be free. She
knew she had to try and control it, that she only needed the tiniest
spark of dark energy.


Kara called to it to come forth. She wasn’t sure how she
would direct it, and prayed she could still control it once it was released.
She felt the power surge, pulsating in her hands and legs. She groaned and
rose. 


The reaper cocked its head, surprised to see her stand. It
wiggled its scythe, mocking her, showing her the tool with which it was going
to end her life.


Kara’s eyes went to the red, blistering scythe. She hated it.
If only she
could get close enough…


And
then she knew. Like a memory suddenly returning, she knew how to kill it. She
couldn’t explain it. She just knew.


With
the last of her strength, Kara moved her right wing. The black power rippled
through her, and she used some of it to knock the scythe from the reaper’s
hands.


The
red sword flew into the air and crashed to the ground next to Kara. She didn’t
know what possessed her, but she flung herself at the scythe—and stabbed it
with her blade.


The
effect was immediate.


The
reaper fell to its knees and howled like a thousand dying beasts. 


The
scythe bubbled and steamed from the puncture hole she had made. It glowed red
hot, and Kara backed away from the burning heat. The scythe undulated and
popped like hot magma. And then it shuddered one last time and burst into a
mess of red liquid.


For
a moment nothing happened. The red liquid evaporated. But then it was replaced
by little particles that glimmered and hovered like a carpet of the most
dazzling diamonds. 


And
then a great beam of light particles shot directly at Kara. 


Kara
staggered back in surprise as the strands of light coiled around her like a
brilliant whirlwind. She watched the spinning beams of light, and through them
she saw thousands of smiling faces. They looked like the transparent faces of
ghosts. 


She
couldn’t help but smile. An overwhelming feeling of release and happiness
surrounded her. It was almost as though the souls who had been trapped in the
scythe were thanking her. 


Thank you Kara. Thank you! Thank you!


She
could hear the voices of the souls. The voices of thousands of men, women, and
children were all whispering their thanks and appreciation to her.


And
then the souls lifted into the air, blasted through the highest window, and
disappeared into the sky like fireworks of light.


Kara
heard a moan behind her. 


The
reaper’s eyes flashed red once, and then it too melted into a red and black
soup. Its howl diminished to a whisper, and then it was silent.


“You
did it, Kara! You figured out how to kill them.” David spun around and shouted.
“We can kill them – look!” 


He
pointed to the steaming red and black puddle. “Kara did it! It’s their scythes.
Kill the scythes and the reapers die!”


He
charged at the nearest reaper. The reaper swung at him, but David blocked the
reaper’s scythe and kicked the reaper hard in the gut. The creature staggered
and fell. David leaped over the reaper without any hesitation and brought his
blades crashing down into the reaper’s scythe. The weapon sizzled and then
exploded into red soup. The trapped souls rose into the air and drifted out of
the building through the window.


David
smeared the red liquid with his boot. “Told you I’d reap you in the end,
soul-sucker.” 


It
only took a moment for the other angels to comprehend what had just happened.
The unbeatable threat could be defeated. They turned on the reapers.


The
remaining five reapers backed away in fear. 


Kara
called upon her black energy one last time, and with Ashley at her side they
charged the last reapers. 


Ashley
dove and twisted under the swing of the first reaper’s scythe. She came up
behind the creature and drove her soul blade into the red metal. The scythe
hissed and melted away, and the reaper turned into a puddle of red. Ashley’s
eyes were wild, and she threw herself at the next reaper, hungry to avenge the
deaths of her friends.


One
of the reapers had backed away into the shadows and was sneaking silently away
from the battle.


Kara
didn’t take her eyes off the wandering reaper. With a great beat of her wings,
she flew at it with the force of a cannon ball. She hit it. The reaper flew
backwards and crashed into the wall. In a flash, she speared the creature’s
weapon with her own. It never had time to fight back. 


The
reapers all fell at the hands of the angels until nothing remained of them but
piles of red soup. 


The
guardians stood together and watched as the grateful little soul particles
floated away.


“We
did it!”


David
surveyed the carnage. “They’re all gone. All seven. And we know how to kill
them if any more show up. I’d say this is a real win for the legion.”


Kara
surveyed what was left of the legion. From the fifty guardians who had arrived
with Gabriel perhaps only twenty remained. She wouldn’t call this a win. They
had lost many angel lives. But it was a start.” 


“You
don’t look happy.”


Kara
forced a smile. “I’m…” 


She
wanted to say scared. 


“I’m
not sure what I am.” It was the honest truth. “I guess I don’t feel so
victorious. I keep feeling that we’re missing something.”


“Well,
I’d go for a beer right about now.” David beamed. “Make that two.”


Kara
was pleased to see that Gabriel was still in one piece.


“Good
work, everyone.” 


The
archangel’s voice was rough and Kara had to strain to hear him better.


“I’m
very grateful to you all. You’ve demonstrated courage, strength, and great
skill and ingenuity at defeating the reapers. Thank you. Now, let’s get back to
Horizon, to heal our wounds.” 


Kara
wondered if he meant to heal their own wounds, or if they could heal and
reclaim the souls of those who had been lost in the battle. 


Ashley
walked alongside Kara and smiled. It was the first time Kara had seen her smile
an honest and genuine smile. And from that moment, she knew they were friends.


Kara
found it strange that it was dark outside the hospital. It had been midday when
they had first arrived. Had time passed so quickly? 


Newspapers
littered the polished hospital floors, and Kara picked one up. The front page
read, Strange virus leaves thousands dead. Doctors are mystified. The Center
of Disease Control and Prevention is calling it the New Black Plague.


She
started to read a smaller article just below it. She flinched.


She
felt a panic slowly growing in the pit of her soul. 


“David,
what’s today’s date?”


David
scratched his head. “Uh…I think it’s the eighteenth. Why?”


Kara
didn’t answer but handed him the newspaper and pointed to the small article. 


Ashley
moved next to David to get a closer look at the paper.


Kara
smacked her forehead. “Of course! It all makes sense now. It wasn’t the Eighteens.
The imps were chanting the eighteenth of August! The eighteenth of the
month! How could I have been so stupid? Why didn’t I see this before?”


“Kara,
what are you talking about?” Ashley frowned.


Kara
sighed heavily. “They tricked us.”


“What?
Who?”


“It
was all a diversion,” said Kara, realizing that it was true as she spoke the
words. 


“Can’t
you see? The reapers were a diversion all along, to keep us busy. They wanted
us distracted so that we wouldn’t notice the eclipse.” 


Kara
glanced out of the front doors. The sudden darkness made sense now.


“Raphael
told me that the archfiends couldn’t open the prison with just the key.
They needed a rare astronomical event when the mortal world was in shadow.”


“And
the world is in shadow with a solar eclipse.” 


Ashley
paled as she looked outside. “Oh, no.”


“Exactly,”
said Kara. 


A
single, great golden ring had replaced the sun and was casting long shadows on
the world below. 


“How
long does it last?” asked David as he moved beside Kara and craned his neck.


Kara
stared at the ring in the sky and shrugged. “I don’t know, not long I guess.
Hurry, we have to get back to Horizon and warn them before the imps use the
key—”


“It’s
too late,” said Ashley. 


She
pointed into the sky behind the hospital. “Look.”


A
beam of fire erupted from the bowels of the earth, shot up through the air, and
tore a hole in the sky. 


Then
out from the beam of fire emerged the winged beasts.
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Kara leaned on the back wall of the
old farmhouse out in Green Bay, Wisconsin. The smell of wet earth and old pine
planks helped to calm her. It reminded her of her childhood at her
grandmother’s cottage. But it wasn’t enough.


When
all the angels had arrived back at Horizon to heal their wounds, they had been
told to rendezvous at a safe house back on earth to discuss their options.
Peter and Jenny were still in the Healing-Xpress, so Kara, David, and Ashley
had made the trip here with the rest of the legion.


As
she stood waiting, she couldn’t stop thinking of the winged creatures she had
seen in the sky. Their leathery black dragon wings had looked just like hers. 


The
one that had injected her didn’t have wings, so he wasn’t an archfiend. But
there was no doubt in her mind that he must have been their servant, like the
imps. He was probably a lower creature, like the lower demons and
cast-down creatures of the Netherworld. 


They
had not gotten close enough to get a really good look at the winged creatures
that had emerged from the flames, but Kara could tell that they were humanoid,
big, and winged. 


Gabriel’s
triumphant look when they had defeated the reapers had darkened when the
creatures had emerged. He had urged the angels back quickly to Horizon, but he
had stayed back. He had looked defeated as he gazed at the winged fiends, and
Kara had looked away, feeling she was intruding on something personal. 


Kara
had felt a connection toward them, too. She felt a sense of familiarity, like
when you look at an old picture of a family member and see features of
yourself. She was frightened that one day she wouldn’t recognize herself, and
that she would turn on her friends and the legion. She was scared that she
would become a creature of darkness, an angel killer. 


And
now as she leaned back, she felt the weight of her wings again. It was like a
heavy burden that was yet to come. 


The
thirty-something senior guardians waited for Gabriel and Ariel to show up.
Ariel had told them to sit tight and wait once they got to the safe house. But
wait for what? Planning was usually done in Horizon, not in some remote
dilapidated and abandoned farmhouse on Earth.


What
defense strategies was the legion working on now? What scheme would prove
effective against these dark gods? Another prison? She doubted the archfiends
would fall for that again. 


Kara
could see that Ashley was admiring a large pitchfork as though she would love
to be given the chance to use it. Kara was surprised at their friendship. Never
in a million years had she thought that the two of them could be friends. And
now they were. The spat between them had lifted, and now they were as thick as
thieves. She couldn’t imagine fighting the archfiends without Ashley’s help.
She was a skilled guardian angel, and Kara could learn from her, just like she
had learned from David in the beginning.


David…


David
sat on an old wooden bench next to her. His right knee was bouncing restlessly,
and he was deep in thought. He was as handsome as ever, even with his forehead
wrinkled with whatever was going through his mind. Kara wished they could be
alone together for a while. She knew he was thinking the same thing. What was
the legion’s plan? How were they going to destroy the archfiends before they
destroyed the world?


There
was no point in trying to hide her wings anymore. Everyone had seen them. She
was marked all over again…


There was a loud creek, and the double barn doors pulled
open—


David cursed.


Kara cursed.


Ashley picked up the pitchfork.


Ariel and Metatron strode into the barn. They were followed
by twelve higher demons. 


The higher demons were identical in every way, just as Kara
had remembered them. They were tall and strong, and wore expensive-looking
gray suits that were tailored to perfection over their muscular bodies. Their
short white hair shone unnaturally in the dim light and added an eerie gloom to
the already somber atmosphere. Their grayish-blue skin still looked like that
of a corpse a few hours old, and their eyes were as black and soulless as she
remembered. Most of all, she remembered how much she hated these guys.


Kara
instinctively moved forward with her soul blade in her hand.


“At ease, Kara,” said Ariel and raised her hand. “Lower your
weapon, please.”


But Kara did not lower her blade. She crossed the room and
did not take her eyes off the black-eyed men. Her hatred and anger throbbed
inside her like a white-hot force that was about to explode. She wanted to
gouge out their eyes with her blade. The higher demons must have tricked Ariel
and Metatron. Why else would they be here? 


“I said lower your weapon,” repeated Ariel ominously.
“I will not say it again.”


“You heard her, little bird,” said Metatron. 


His smile was really a reminder of the deal she had made with
him. Although she had not forgotten about Metatron, she had been distracted by
their battle with the reapers and had not thought about him. Clearly that had
been a mistake. 


“And what do we have here?” Metatron’s smile widened at the
distress he saw on Kara’s face. 


He seemed to take pleasure in sizing up her new wings. 


“My favorite little bird has learned to fly. That will come
in handy.” 


He moved around the room, tapping his cigar ashes on a few
unsuspecting guardian angels, and finally he leaned against one of the back
panels of the barn and crossed his arms over his chest. 


He surveyed the room from behind his sunglasses. It was
almost as though he was protecting the demons. But that was absurd.
Metatron was corrupt and twisted, but he was loyal to the legion. Wasn’t he?


Kara lowered her weapon reluctantly, but she planted her feet
in the middle of the barn and glared at the twelve demons. She opened her wings
in anger for everyone, including the demons, to see. 


She folded them back.


Ashley had the pitchfork raised toward a demon and growled,
“Just give me a reason.” 


She prodded the fork forward a little, “That’s all I ask.”


“Ashley,” said Ariel. “Same goes for you and anyone else.
Weapons down.”


Ashley lowered her big fork. 


“You are ordered to stand down,” said Ariel, her voice deep
and imposing.


“Is that clear?” 


She eyed everyone dangerously, waiting to see if any of the
angels were stupid enough to challenge her. They weren’t.


“What are they doing here? Why aren’t we killing
them?” Kara put as much hatred as she could into her voice, not caring to hide
it. She was glad of her hatred. She wanted the demons to know exactly how she
felt. 


The higher demons sneered at her as they strolled around the
barn. They enjoyed how they made everyone jumpy. They seemed to get a kick out
of seeing the angels unable to act upon their natural instinct to kill the
demons.


“Why are they here?” Kara asked again. Her voice quivered
with fury. 


“Calm down, and we will tell you,” said Ariel. 


Once she believed that Kara was calm enough, she studied the
room to make sure that all eyes and attention were on her and what she was
about to say. 


“The legion has made a temporary pact with the higher
demons—”


“Are you crazy?” shouted Kara, before she realized that she
was shouting at an archangel. 


Ariel glared at her, and Kara clamped her mouth shut. She had
made a huge mistake, but she stayed where she was.


“You can’t be serious!” David’s eyes went from Metatron to
the higher demons. “Metatron, my man, all the torturing forgiven, but
seriously, man, have you lost your mind?”


“We haven’t lost anything, Davy,” answered Metatron. 


His voice was as slippery as oil. 


“Not yet, anyway. Times have changed, and the legion has to
change with it, if it wants to survive. Things are going to be very different
from now on. I can promise you that.” 


He took a long drag from his cigar and blew the smoke out in
the shape of a bird. 


Kara couldn’t see his eyes, but she knew he was looking at
her. 


And then he added with a grin. “It’s going to be a bumpy
ride.”


“Which is why the higher demons are here,” interjected Ariel.
“We need their help—”


“Their help!” Kara blurted out. “How can that be? This
doesn’t make any sense.”


Ariel ignored Kara’s outburst. 


“We need their help now. This is the first time since the
beginning of the legion. Horizon has never made such a pact with
Netherworld creatures. It goes against all our values. But we are left with
little choice.”


Kara shook her head in disbelief. “But how…why…?”


One of the higher demons nodded his head at Metatron and then
smiled. 


“I’ll tell you why,” said the higher demon, looking directly
at Kara. 


She cringed at the sound of its greasy voice. 


“You see, little elemental angel.” He paused and then
corrected himself with a sneer, “Or should I say, fiend angel.”


Kara winced at the name as though she had been slapped in the
face. Everyone was watching her.


The higher demon smiled at her discomfort. 


“We
share a common enemy, an enemy that would see us destroyed right alongside you
angels.” 


He
grimaced, “The archfiends.”


Kara
looked at Metatron and Ariel, her eyes wide, as if she hadn’t understood the
implications of the words that had come out of the hateful creature. It was
like a nightmare, and she couldn’t wake up. 


She
looked at Metatron and feared what he was about to say next.


He
thrust his cigar into his mouth and raised his fist. 


“We
will join forces with the demons. Together, we will defeat the
archfiends.”
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Chapter
1


Flight


 


 


 


Horizon was mad. 


The
supernatural world that Kara had grown to love and respect had gone off the
deep end. Making deals with the Netherworld was like asking the wolf not
to eat the scrumptious little rabbit. It was a contradiction. It didn’t make
sense. Horizon and the Netherworld had been at war with each other since the
beginning of time. It was the ongoing ancient battle between good and evil,
light and darkness. And now the light was letting the darkness in. It was
preposterous, infuriating, and yet it was happening.


When
Kara had first heard the news, she had been confused and shocked. But her
confusion soon boiled into an uncontrollable, white-hot anger. The only way she
would make it through the up-coming meeting without losing her temper and
cutting a few higher demons would be to get out. Get out and fly.


Kara
kicked off hard and let the wind cool her hot temper. She soared high above the
outskirts of Green Bay, Wisconsin and practiced maneuvering with her newly
formed wings until flying seemed second nature, anything to keep her mind off
the ridiculous notion of making a deal with the devils. She stroked with her
wings, again and again, until the city had disappeared beneath her, and she was
alone in the sky. 


She
aimed for the clouds. And like a runner in thick fog, she could feel the vapor
on her face as she flew through them. Like a great eagle, she glided above the
clouds that hid her from mortal eyes and relaxed for the first time since the
archangels Metatron and Ariel had told her about their arrangement with the
higher demons.


She
knew it was stupid and reckless to be out in full view for all mortal eyes to
see, but she didn’t care. Why should she care what the legion thought anyway?
She wasn’t the one siding with the enemy—they were. Besides, it was
nearly dark out, and she didn’t remember reading any rules about not being
allowed to fly above the mortal world. Her wings were too new, and too
unusual, for any decrees to have been written just yet.


And
she was going to take advantage of it.


Her
mind was in hyper-drive. She was so angry she wanted to scream. She had to
focus elsewhere, and she concentrated on flying. 


Flight
was a constant learning curve. She wasn’t born with wings, and there was no one
to teach her, no petty officer to show her the ropes. She was on her own. She
needed to practice as much as she could. It required a lot of effort just to
support her weight at such a high altitude, and it would take many hours of
flying to fly efficiently, let alone to defend herself and to attack.


However,
right now she needed to clear her head. She had to forget this new pact with
the Netherworld because she was losing her concentration. And it took loads of
concentration not to plummet to the ground below.


And
yet, as hard as she tried, the events of the recent meeting kept crawling back
into her head. Kara gritted her teeth. The way the higher demons had sneered at
her like they had won some secret victory enraged her. She couldn’t shake off
the feeling that somehow the demons had their own secret agenda. In fact, she
was prepared to bet her angel life that they were using the archfiend’s escape
as a means of some evil plan of their own. They were demons after all,
human-soul-eating monsters. They couldn’t be trusted. They were up to
something, and she was going to find out what.


As
she banked softly to the left, she marveled at the sight of the city lights
that blinked at her through holes in the clouds. She loved it up here and
wished she could stay forever. She felt free. Free of responsibilities. Free
from the changes that threatened her mind and body. 


Kara
didn’t know how long she’d been flying when a throbbing pain suddenly erupted
in her head and took over her body. Like a sudden wave of sickness, a cold
sweat formed on her back and forehead and a chill shuddered through her. 


She
knew she couldn’t stay up for much longer. A pulsing ache surged through her
wings, and they faltered. 


She
wasn’t sure how high she had flown, maybe six thousand feet, but the one thing
she did know for sure was that if she fell now, her mortal suit wouldn’t be
able to withstand the impact. She would be no use to anyone as an exploded
M-suit mess. As the throbbing increased, Kara tucked her wings in, banked a
one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn, and began her descent. 


Falling
was a pretty cool sensation. Ignoring the pain in her head and body, Kara
smiled as she dive-bombed to the surface. The wind whistled in her ears. The
air flapped at her face and clothes, and her hair spilled madly behind her. She
grinned wildly. 


She
recognized the barn, and she raised her head and angled her body upward,
spreading out her wings to slow her descent. She could see David and Ashley’s
smiling faces looking up at her. They may have been expecting some grand,
graceful landing, but she hadn’t mastered the art of landing yet, and
she was going too fast.


She
was going to crash.


Kara
cursed. She wished they hadn’t been there to see her make a fool of herself,
especially David. She thrust her body backward in a desperate attempt to slow
down. She swung her wings in a circular motion, back and forth, like giant
hands clapping. She stuck out her legs in front of her like the ducks did when
they landed in the pond at her grandma’s cottage. But there was no pond here to
slow her descent. The impenetrable ground looked more and more like a giant
concrete runway than a soft farm field.


David
ran toward her, arms stretched out like he wanted to catch her.


“Get
out of the way!” yelled Kara. She waved her hands frantically in a desperate
attempt to make him move away, but it only made him run faster toward her.


“What
are you doing? I can’t stop! Get out of the way—”


Kara
rammed into David.


The
force of the impact propelled them both into the air, and they skidded to a
stop in a field of tall golden grass. She landed on top of him. With her wings
folded behind her, Kara looked down into his blue eyes, and for a moment she
forgot all about her wings, the higher demons, and the archfiends. There was
only her and David in a farmer’s meadow.


David
pulled her closer, and his mouth twitched in a mischievous grin. 


“I
saved you, my darling butterfly.”


Kara
spit the grass from her mouth. 


“You’re
delusional.” 


She
tried to ignore how comfortable she felt with his arms around her.


“You
didn’t save me. I crashed into you, but I did try to warn you.
Didn’t you hear me?”


David’s
smile widened. 


“You
can crash into me any time, if it means I can hold you like this.” He tightened
his hold around her. 


His
eyes mesmerized her. He pulled her in closer to him, his lips dangerously near…


“Where
is everyone?” Kara turned away from David’s scrumptious lips before she did
something stupid—like kiss him. 


“Is
the meeting over? I didn’t realize I’d been gone that long. It didn’t feel
long. I guess I lost track of time.”


“I’ll
give you the answer… if … you give me a kiss.”


Kara
whirled around. “David, don’t be stupid. I’m serious.” 


She
tried to pull herself off of him, only too aware that Ashley was probably
somewhere near, watching them with a scowl on her face. She wasn’t sure how
she’d feel about Ashley witnessing this. But she couldn’t break away from his
embrace, or maybe she just didn’t want to.


“Come
on, David, let me go. Wasn’t Ashley with you?”


“Give
me a kiss,” said David again, “and I’ll let you go. I swear it. Angel’s honor.”
He puckered his lips.


Kara
snorted. “Angel’s honor? Are you kidding me? When did you ever have
angel’s honor?” 


“Kiss
me,” David repeated, “and I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”


As
much as this offer was tempting, Kara tried to pull away from him again, but
her smile betrayed her. 


“I
swear, if you don’t let me go this instant—”


David
leaned in and kissed her. It was brief, but she felt its electricity from the
tip of her wings to her toes. She missed his kisses. She wanted more. Much
more.


Kara
stared at his eyes and leaned in—


Someone
cleared their throat.


David’s
grip loosened, and Kara jumped as far away from David as she could. 


“I
knew the rumors were true about you guys,” laughed Ashley softly. She raised
her hands when she saw the look of panic on Kara’s face. 


“Don’t
worry, your secret is safe with me. I wouldn’t dream of telling anyone what I saw.
And I saw plenty.”


 Kara
was utterly mortified that Ashley had seen her private moment with David. Her
angel life was already an open book for the entire legion to read. She wanted
to keep some of it private. 


Her
wings ruffled in annoyance as she put more distance between herself and David.
She tried her best to look natural, as natural as a winged creature could be.


“I
hate to interrupt you,” said Ashley, “but Ariel asked me and David to
get you, Kara. I wasn’t expecting he’d take it literally.”


Kara
wanted to tell Ashley that she hadn’t interrupted anything, but she lost her
voice when she looked back at David. He looked as if he had been rejected, like
she was ashamed of him. Kara wanted to reach out to him, but the moment
had passed


“We’re
all ordered to report back to Horizon for further instruction,” said Ashley.
She looked uneasily at David. 


“I
don’t know about you guys, but this whole thing feels really rotten. I have to
trust that the legion knows what they’re doing. But I just don’t know. I heard
Ariel mention something to Metatron about teaming up with demons, but maybe I’m
wrong.” 


Ashley
shook her head, not wanting to believe that what she had heard might be true.


Kara
glanced over at the barn uneasily. 


“No,
I’m sure you’re right about what you heard. I wouldn’t put anything passed
Metatron, however disturbing it might sound.” 


She
shuddered inwardly at her own mention of Metatron and turned her attention back
to Ashley. “Has everyone left?”


Ashley
nodded. “Yes. We’re the last.”


Kara
looked up into the deep, navy sky. The memory of the archfiends soaring into
the sky was still fresh in her mind, and she felt the panic that they brought
with them again. 


A
war was brewing. It was inevitable. The threat was as real and as tangible as
she was. She felt it in her soul. Could the legion defeat their archenemies?
She didn’t want to admit it to herself, but she was frightened at the
hopelessness of their situation, frightened that they would lose this battle.
She had never felt like this before. It was terrifying. She was losing hope.


“Things
are going to be different now, with this new arrangement.” 


Kara
did her best to try and hide her anxiety. “We have to prepare ourselves.”


“I
know,” said Ashley. “It’s not going to be easy. But what choice do we have?”


“We
always have a choice,” said Kara.


Ashley
shook her head. “Not this time. Come on. Ariel’s waiting for us. Let’s get out
of here and go home.” 


She
made her way toward the small creek behind the barn.


Home. Kara felt disconnected. Even though she was still
horribly angry with the legion, Horizon was still her home. She had to
protect it from the archfiends. It was time to go back. She needed to check on
her friends.


Jenny
and Peter were still healing. The last time she had seen them, they were both
in critical condition. She had saved them, but just barely. Now she missed
their smiling faces. She missed the usual demon-killing routine. She needed
normalcy. 


Before
Kara turned to follow Ashley, she reached out to David.


“David,
I’m sorry—”


He
brushed past her with his eyes on the ground and didn’t even look at her.


Kara
stood there for a moment, gathering herself, as she watched him walk away. What
had she done that was so terrible? But even as she asked herself, she knew. She
had hurt David more than she had realized when she had dismissed his affections
in front of Ashley. 


She
watched the back of his head, the sway in his shoulders as he walked away, and
still she couldn’t move. It was like someone had punched her in the gut.


David
arrived at the creek just behind Ashley. He didn’t turn around. He just jumped
into the creek and disappeared.


As
Kara stood in her desolation, she felt a presence behind her, something foul,
something dead. 


She
spun around and held her soul blade to the throat of a sneering higher demon.


The
demon’s grin widened so much that he looked like a ventriloquist’s puppet. 


“Aren’t
we a little bit jumpy, fiend-angel? We’re supposed to be on the same team
now. Remember? Why don’t you put that blade away so we can have a nice little
chat?”


Kara
narrowed her eyes and pushed the blade harder into the demon’s neck. 


“I’ll
never be on your team, demon. I don’t care what the legion says. I’ve
always been a bit of a rebel, and I usually do things my way. Besides, I
don’t think killing just one demon will ruin the legion’s plans. It’s not like
you’ll be missed. Give me a reason why I shouldn’t kill you now?”


“Because
you’d be breaking the new treaty we have with the legion, and you’d be in a lot
of trouble, little angel,” laughed the higher demon. 


“If
you want to beat the archfiends…” the higher demon paused, licked its lips with
a gray tongue and then added, “you need us. The archfiends will destroy
all of us if they can, but together we stand a fighting chance. We can
beat them.”


Kara
couldn’t bring herself to admit the demon might be right. “I know you’re up to
something with this deal with Horizon, and I’m going to find out what it is.”


“You’re
wrong…but then again you’re the one with the blade.”


Kara
had never been so close to a higher demon for so long without killing it. The
demon smelled of bile and rotten flesh, and it took an enormous amount of will
power not to send it back to the Netherworld. She gritted her teeth.


“Why
were you were sneaking behind me, demon?”


“I
was not.”


“Liar,”
spat Kara. A trickle of black blood seeped down the tip of her blade. 


“All
you demons are liars. It’s part of what you are—deceivers and tricksters.
There’s nothing honest about demons. You might have fooled Ariel and the other
archangels, but I’m not buying this sham. This treaty’s a joke. You know
it, and I know it.” 


A
rasping laugh erupted from the demon’s throat. “You angels are so suspicious,
you especially. I meant no offense. I was just curious about you, that
is all.” 


There
was something odd with the way the demon said curious, almost as though
it hinted that it knew something about her, about what was happening to her …
about her wings. But how could that be?


“We
wanted a closer look at your new wings,” said a second voice from behind
her, as though it had been reading her mind.


Kara
turned quickly and saw two more higher demons. 


Between
them was a man. He looked like a regular thirty-year-old businessman in an
expensive black suit. He had neatly trimmed dark hair and a sly smile on his
handsome face. He looked like he was ready to charm his way into some sort of
cunning deal. But his black eyes and pale skin gave him away. Although he
looked like a model, he still smelled like the dead. He was a demon. He carried
himself like a proud peacock, and Kara suspected she was looking at a demon
lord or some kind of boss from the Netherworld. Typical. She narrowed her eyes.
She wanted to kill him too.


“They
are…” 


The
man-demon paused as he took a moment to inspect her wings thoroughly, moving
his black eyes over every inch of her, “…remarkable.”


“I know.” 


Kara shoved her captive higher demon to the ground and
resisted the urge to kick it. The demon smiled at her viciously and then stood
amongst its brethren. Their hollow black eyes and their identical faces were
warped and twisted into unnaturally large sneers. These higher demons, clones
from the abyss, always freaked her out.


She sensed that they were hiding something, like they knew
some sort of secret about her that they weren’t about to share. She was really
starting to get annoyed.


“If you don’t stop staring at me like that, I’m going to start
chopping off heads.”


“So you’re the infamous Kara Nightingale,” said the man. He
stood too close, and his black eyes rolled over her body once more. 


“My, my. You’re not at all what I expected.”


Kara grimaced at his foul breath and shuddered at his nearness,
but she wouldn’t move. Showing this demon any kind of weakness by stepping back
would be a victory for him. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. So instead,
she squared her shoulders and raised her chin. “Yeah? And why’s that?”


He raised his brows. “I imagined you…taller. But, you’re
still very…exquisite.”


The frown on Kara’s face deepened. “And you are?”


“Salthazar,” said the demon pompously. His voice was oily and
treacherous. It was the voice of a madman. 


Kara twirled her blade in her hand, inches from Salthazar’s
suit. 


“You say that like it’s supposed to mean something to me.”
She forced a laugh. “Never heard of you.”


Salthazar lost his smile for a second, but when it returned,
and to Kara’s surprise, his teeth were sparkling white. 


“No matter, you will hear of me soon enough. But to help
enlighten you—I’m your late father’s successor.”


Kara flinched as though Salthazar had slapped her across the
face. With all that was happening to her, and with the archfiends’ escape, the
last thing on her mind was her father, the demon lord that she had
killed.


“Yes,” continued Salthazar. 


He clearly enjoyed the distress on Kara’s face. 


“We all know what you did to your own precious daddy. You
were the talk of the Netherworld for a long time, the angel that destroyed the
powerful Asmodeus. He was the strongest and greatest of our kind, and yet you…”
his black eyes sparkled, “…destroyed him. How did you do it?” 


A smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “It just
happened.”


“Nothing ever just happens. There is always an
explanation. Was it cleverness? Wit? Strength? Or just dumb luck? I guess we’ll
never really know how you managed to vanquish the most powerful demon lord of
our time.”


Kara let out a growl of annoyance. “Guess not.”


Salthazar watched her for a moment. “Rumors spread of your
elemental power. Yes. I know of it. It sparked lots of interest amongst our
kind—to be able to control such wild and fierce energy. It is a power that
demons have long desired to manipulate ourselves. But we never succeeded. Your
father tried and failed. It must take a great deal of self-control, not to let
it control you. But I guess things have changed now. I know that you don’t
possess it anymore.”


Kara did her best to hide her annoyance and bitterness. Her
elemental power was gone, and she felt miserable. It had left a hole in her,
and she wanted it back.


The demon lord shook his head. “You lost an incredible gift,
there’s no denying that…only to be replaced by wings? Don’t you think it’s
strange that these things keep happening to you, Kara Nightingale of the legion
of angels? Yes…tell me, why is that?”


“It’s a mystery.” 


Kara gripped the handle of her dagger. Her nails cut into her
palm. She tried to ignore the surge and crash of bitter emotions that had
awoken within her. Truth be told, she wished she knew the answer, too. But she
didn’t. She didn’t know why these horrible things kept happening to her, the
elemental power…the wings…it was like a dark force kept throwing obstacles at
her, challenging her, keeping her from becoming the guardian she was supposed
to become, keeping her from attaining her full potential. 


Salthazar let out a cold laugh. “Well, whatever. I think I
should be thanking you, really. Without you, without what you did, I wouldn’t
be here. So thank you for clearing a path for me.”


He paused. “I’ve always wondered why you didn’t take
his place.”


Kara frowned, but she couldn’t find her voice.


“You could have, you know,” continued the demon. “It was
rightfully yours. You could have taken your father’s place in the Netherworld.
To rule the demons as their queen.”


“My job is to kill demons,” said Kara. She trembled
with rage and squeezed her soul blade. “That’s what guardian angels do. We rid
the earth of scum like you, and we protect the mortals. I would never
side with you, with demons. I would rather die a thousand true deaths than join
the Netherworld.”


Salthazar laughed harder. “So very dramatic, but then again
all you angels are such dramatic creatures. But you…” he faltered, “but
you’re different, aren’t you, Kara? You’ve never been just a regular
angel. You’re different. You always have been, and never more so than now.” 


His eyes moved to her wings, and Kara squeezed them together
in an unsuccessful attempt to hide them behind her back. 


The demon raised his eyebrows and waved his hands in a
dismissal. 


“Never mind. Well then, that’s settled.” 


He raised his voice. “I’m Lord Salthazar, ruler of the
Netherworld. I’m taking over where Asmodeus left off.”


“What do you want?” growled Kara, unable to control the
hatred and anger that boiled inside her. She wanted to cut that pretty smile
off Salthazar’s face.


The
demon lord smiled at Kara’s sudden rage. He was enjoying seeing her struggle
internally. He wanted to push her buttons. He was testing her. 


He
regarded her silently for a moment and then said, “Just wanted a look. I wanted
to see who this famous Kara Nightingale was, the little girl who killed the
powerful Asmodeus, the one who’s been brewing up such trouble in my world. I
wanted to see what the fuss was all about.”


 His
black eyes widened. “But most of all, I wanted to see your wings. I wanted to
see them in all their glory myself.”


Kara
felt the eyes of all the higher demons on her. Their gray, identical faces were
frozen like ugly life-size demonic dolls. Their black eyes glimmered with evil.
How could Horizon make a deal with these treacherous, vile creatures?


She
glowered. “Well, you’ve seen them, so get lost.” 


She
waved her blade menacingly at the demon’s face, knowing all too well that demon
lords were powerful and that her puny blade probably wouldn’t do much damage.


Salthazar
laughed playfully as though Kara had said something very funny. “Of course.” 


His
black eyes rolled over her body once more, and she resisted the urge to shiver
under his creepy, oily stare. 


“See
you soon, butterfly,” he said and turned on his heel.


“Not
if I can help it.” 


Kara
hated the fact that only moments ago David had called her that, too. But now,
hearing it from the lips of the demon lord made her feel dirty somehow.


Kara
watched the demons leave. Butterflies were beautiful and fragile, while Kara
was nothing of the sort. She wasn’t weak, and she would prove it. 


But
first she’d have to apologize to David.


Just
as she turned to leave, a choking, mind-searing pain burst from her chest and
extended to her fingertips and to her wings. White lights exploded from behind
her eyes like a giant migraine, like someone beating her head with a
sledgehammer. Her ears popped, and she could scarcely hear her own screams. She
was on fire, burning from the inside out. She closed her eyes. She could feel
her body swell. She was changing into something else. 


Kara
dropped her blade and crumbled to her knees. The weight of her wings was like a
backpack full of bricks. It pinned her to the ground and paralyzed her. She
could feel the infection coursing through her. She gritted her teeth as another
spasm of pain hit her. What was happening to her? Fear replaced her pain. She
was sick with trembling and felt a madness infecting her mind. Darkness. Evil…


She
struggled desperately to cling to her sanity—to herself. But it was no use.
Fighting it was useless. The darkness was now part of her, like a piece of her
soul. She couldn’t stop it. It consumed her.


And
then the pain subsided, and she could move again. But she was different. She
could sense it. 


With
a trembling hand, she pulled up her sleeve and held back a scream.


Intricate
designs of large black veins throbbed in her arm from her wrist to her elbow,
foul and monstrous.


She
was changing, and not into a beautiful butterfly. She was becoming an
abominable and evil monster.











Chapter
2


The
Four Knights


 


 


 


Three days had passed since the
archfiends had escaped from their eternal prisons. Dark clouds had formed over
the entire mortal world, and the sun hadn’t shone in three days. 


Kara
stood in what was left of Mr. Patterson’s bookstore. It wasn’t much. It had
four walls and a roof, and it looked like it’d been hit by a tornado. With the
help of Jenny, Peter, Ashley and David, she had done her best to rebuild his
shop with old planks of wood and drywall that hadn’t been destroyed by the
imps. They had created a haphazard building with a crooked roof, boarded up
windows, mismatched exterior siding, and trickling wet gray paint that oozed
from the boarded windows. The bookstore looked like it was crying. 


While
the rest of the legion were making important and secretive plans with the
servants and Lords of the Netherworld, Kara and her friends had been charged
with rebuilding one of the safe houses. They had chosen Jim’s Old Bookstore,
partly because it was one of the key safe houses, but mostly because they felt
a close connection to the place.


It
pained Kara to see the look on Mr. Patterson’s face as he picked up the remains
of his beloved collections of books, magazines, and other memorabilia. He
looked like he’d just lost a member of his family. His books were a part of
him. Even though they had rebuilt his store—Kara knew it would never be the
same.


Just
like her. Too much had happened. Too much had been damaged and couldn’t be
fixed. She couldn’t be fixed.


That’s
exactly how Kara felt about herself. She was damaged goods. No one could stop
the mutation from happening. The black veins continued to spread, and darkness
coursed through her mind. It was like developing some deadly disease. She was
watching her body change. She barely recognized herself. All she could do was
wait in pain for the mysterious transformation that preoccupied her to manifest
itself completely. The lingering hope that she could fight the demon
that dwelled inside and wanted to come out was fading away.


The
white oracle mother had told her that she was, indeed, part archfiend, or
something along those lines—a monster. She had seen that in her, and
Kara had seen it, too.


The
white oracle had showed her a world of fire—buildings burned and smoked as
millions of dead mortals lay piled and splayed out on the streets of dead
cities. She remembered the sound of people dying in battle. She remembered
seeing Horizon burning and devastated. But worst of all, the white oracle had
shown her herself…or the black-hearted angel-killing monster that she was to
become.


Kara
wanted to scream at the injustice of it all. She had screamed in the sky many
times before. Alone in the sky, her screams echoed like thunder.


The
white oracle had said, “Remember who you are, Kara. You can still change the
future.” 


Kara
planned on doing just that. She was going to change the future. She just didn’t
know how, exactly, she was going to do it.


Kara
focused on the bookstore. Although they had managed to salvage half the books,
the store would never be the same. The cheery old bookstore with its
knickknacks and smell of mothballs and burnt wood still looked abandoned. Even
their hopeful attempts to find the bookstore’s sign and lift everyone’s gloomy
spirits had failed miserably. There was no more sign. There was nothing but ash
and crumpled chunks of plaster.


Mr.
Patterson had lost the bounce in his step and the twinkle in his eyes. The
escape of the archfiends weighed heavily on him, but Kara was sure most of his
gloom was caused by the destruction of his shop and the loss of his cherished
crystals.


Most
of his crystals had been destroyed in the fight with the imps. And now, Mr.
Patterson stood behind what was left of his counter, which was nothing more
than a taped cardboard box with legs, and polished his last remaining crystal
ball.


Kara
wished she could do something to help him.


Suddenly,
the old man’s face slackened and he looked as if he were far away, like he was
in a trance. His blue eyes and skin blazed and turned a soft golden color. The
crystal ball shimmered and glowed brighter. Its insides churned until it was
glowing like a tiny brilliant star. She knew he was seeing or
communicating with the legion. He would be gone for a while. Maybe it
was better this way. It would keep him preoccupied with matters of the legion.
He needed a break from the devastation that was his bookstore.


Kara
sighed. Her thoughts returned to her own gloom, and her eyes settled on David.


During
the days of rebuilding, David still hadn’t uttered a word to Kara. He didn’t
much look at her either, and he ignored her many attempts to apologize. When
they had returned to Horizon, Kara had joined David and Ashley as they had
welcomed back Jenny and Peter from the Healing-Xpress. But David had ignored
her completely. He was his usual friendly self with everyone except her, and
that made everyone else uncomfortable, too. Jenny kept looking at Kara for an
explanation. But she had no answers, nothing she wanted to admit yet, so all
she could do was look down. She had made a real mess of things with David. 


But
she was determined to make it right.


Even
now as he hammered the last nail into a supporting beam, David was a lot
quieter than usual. His face was pinched, but it couldn’t hide his handsome
square jaw and his perfect cheekbones. When he finished nailing the beam, David
tossed his hammer into a red toolbox and moved toward Peter, who was painting
the back wall very badly. 


Did
David know she was watching him? If he did, he didn’t show it. He continued to
avoid her gaze. 


Kara
could feel Jenny’s eyes on her while she and Ashley organized some of the books
on the rescued bookshelves. But Kara couldn’t look at her. She didn’t want to
see the pity in her eyes. 


“Kara?”
she heard Jenny’s voice. “Since when do you wear gloves?”


Kara
braced herself as everyone, even David, turned to look at her hands. She could
feel their eyes like laser beams piercing through her black leather gloves. If
she had been a mortal girl, her face would have been beet red. Thank goodness
she wasn’t. 


Kara
stared at her hands. Her chest tightened. She hadn’t told anyone about the
mysterious black marks on her arms. The markings had started to spread to her
legs as well. She had panicked and hid her hands with a pair of leather gloves
she had found back in the lockers at the Counter Demon Division. 


It
was a foolish way to try and pretend the change wasn’t happening. She
felt it in her body, felt it in her soul. There was no denying it anymore—she
was changing. First she had sprouted wings, then ugly black veins on her arms
and legs, and then…


Kara
looked up at Jenny and forced a smile. “Thought these black gloves would look
cool with my new wings. You know, thought I’d make it a look or
something.”


Jenny’s
bright green eyes sparkled in delight. 


“Yeah,
totally. You look amazing. Maybe we could find you a complete leather outfit?
That would be killer. You’d look so badass in leather.” 


The
spark faded in Jenny’s eyes for a moment. 


“I
wish I had wings. Then we could fly together and beat those stupid archfiends.”



Jenny’s
camaraderie only made Kara feel worse about lying to everyone, especially to
David.


Kara
kept her eyes on Jenny. “Let’s start with just the gloves. I’m not sure how
flexible a leather jumpsuit would be.” 


“It
is time!” announced Mr. Patterson. 


He
made his way to the center of the bookstore, and Kara could see that his bare
feet were dangerously close to sharp wood splinters. His eyes gleamed their
natural blue again, and he held his crystal close to his chest, like he was
protecting it, as though he feared it would suddenly burst. 


As
they gathered around the old man, Kara’s eyes automatically went to David. She
expected him to say something sarcastic or make a joke, as he always did. But
his lips were tight, and his eyes never left Mr. Patterson. It was like she
wasn’t even there, like she didn’t exist to him, not anymore.


David’s
indifference felt a lot worse than her stupid mutation.


“It
is as I feared,” said the old man. 


He
looked like he’d aged a few centuries during the past three days. His eyes were
bruised with deep circles.


“What
is?” said Kara as she found her voice. She tensed. Did David just look at her?


 Mr.
Patterson closed his eyes. “The end of days.”


Kara
and Jenny exchanged worried looks.


“I’ve
just received vital information about what is to come,” continued Mr.
Patterson. 


He
opened his eyes. “I wished…I prayed to the souls that I might be wrong…but as
usual, I was not.”


“The
end of days,” repeated Ashley solemnly, and as she shook her head, her long
blond ponytail brushed across her shoulders. “You mean the end of the world?
Because of the archfiends? Because they escaped?”


Mr.
Patterson nodded. “The apocalypse. It has already begun. The archfiends have
cast a shadow over the sun. You have already seen it.”


“This
is bad,” said Jenny as she crossed her arms.


“It
gets worse,” said Mr. Patterson. “Without the sun, the earth will freeze over. Without the sun, plants will no
longer be able to inhale carbon dioxide and exhale the life-sustaining oxygen
that mortals and all living things need. By the end of this week, the average
surface temperature will be below the freezing point. The planet’s ocean
surfaces will freeze over.
Temperatures have already started to drop. Within a year or so most of the
human population will die. Life on Earth cannot survive without the sun. The
planet will die. The archfiends want death.”


Peter
cursed and then raised his brows at everyone’s shocked expression. 


“This
is serious stuff. My uncle owns a farm, that’s how he supports his family.”


“His
farm will not last.” The old man shook his head. “If we don’t stop their infection,
it will ultimately destroy all the worlds. They will start with this one
and then move on to the others. First, the archfiends will cloak mortal world
in darkness, and then they will unleash their…” 


He
faltered. His lips moved but no sound escaped his mouth.


Kara
leaned forward. “Their what?” 


 Mr.
Patterson lowered his voice. “Their four knights.”


A
strange tingling spread over Kara’s body. “Their four knights?” 


“SHHH!”



Mr.
Patterson jumped on the spot. His eyes widened, and he looked over his
shoulder, as if he were expecting these knights to suddenly appear. He clasped
his crystal closer to his chest like a safety blanket. “Do not speak their name
so loudly.”


“Okay,
sorry.” Kara raised her gloved hands in apology. 


She
caught David’s eye, and for a moment she couldn’t speak. His face was
unreadable, but he was looking at her. There was eye contact, and that
was definitely a huge improvement. She tried not to show her relief in her face
or in her voice. 


“So
what are they, these creatures? The ones we shouldn’t name?” she asked and
reluctantly moved her eyes away from David, feeling his eyes still on her. 


Mr.
Patterson lowered his voice again. “The four knights of the apocalypse.”



The
tingling rolled up Kara’s back and spread to her fingers. 


“Why
do I get the feeling this is really, really bad.” Peter stared at a spot on his
right arm where the imps had dug out the key to unlock their master’s prison.
He looked frightened, and Kara felt sorry for him.


“Because
it probably is.” David stood with his hands in his pockets. His eyes looked
wild.


“Expect
the worse, man, and you won’t be disappointed. Trust me. It’s been working for
me lately.” He glanced at Kara, and she felt a stabbing pain in her chest.


Mr.
Patterson coughed lightly and waited to get everyone’s attention before
continuing.


“When
the archfiends broke out of their prison, it began a series of events that will
ultimately culminate in war—war of the worlds. The darkness will bring the
four…” 


He
paused and added with a whisper, “Knights of the apocalypse.” 


Kara
flinched. The tingling inside her worsened. 


“Each
knight possesses unique abilities that correspond to their apocalyptic roles.”


Kara’s
tingling started to burn inside her. Something was definitely wrong, but she
kept a straight face.


 “The
first one is War,” explained Mr. Patterson. “This knight can alter human
perception and make people see enemies when there are none. It creates hatred
and mistrust and ultimately creates wars between nations. The second knight is
Famine. This creature begins by destroying all the earth’s natural resources,
then it will turn on mortals themselves and drive their hungers and addictions
for the food and resources it has destroyed. The third knight is Pestilence.
This horrible wraith creates and manipulates deadly human diseases until the
entire world is plagued with sickness.”


Kara
swayed slightly and braced herself against her increasing pain.


Mr.
Patterson paused, as though he were gathering up the courage to continue. 


“The
last and most deadly of all the knights is the one called Death—”


Kara
cried out in agony. 


She
doubled over and clasped her chest as searing, white-hot pain coursed through
her insides. 


 











Chapter
3


The
Four Rings


 


 


 


Kara could feel the black veins like
tiny, sharp knives inside her. They twisted and sliced as they made their way
up her legs and surrounded her torso. She convulsed as another tidal wave of
pain rolled inside her. She screamed a silent scream, aware that everyone was
watching her turn into a monster.


Her
embarrassment and desperation to make whatever was happening to her stop seemed
to force the pain to subside, but she knew it wouldn’t last for very long. 


“Kara?
What is it?”


Kara
blinked the spots away from her eyes. David was right beside her, and she felt
his hands holding her up. She wanted to smile, but she couldn’t feel her face.


“Come,
come over here and sit down.” He cradled her, careful not to pull on her wings
as he balanced her weight. Not that she had the strength to refuse. Her delight
at his sudden change of heart made the pain worth it. At least now he was
speaking to her.


He
led her to a small wooden chair that hadn’t been destroyed by the imps and sat
her down. Her wings hung heavily over the sides of the chair like thick drapes.
They were more of a burden than she cared to admit. David clasped her gloved
hand in his and knelt beside her. 


“Kara.
What the heck is happening to you? What was that?”


Kara
still held her stomach with her left arm. 


“Cramps
from the wings,” she lied as she waited for the tremors of pain to lessen. 


“I
think I’ve been overdoing it with my hours of flying practice. I stayed up
there for too long, and I’ve over exerted myself. I’m still trying to get used
to these new wings. I’ll be fine in a minute. It’s really not that big a deal.”


David
didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t press her. 


He
continued to hold her hand and said, “I’m sorry for being such an idiot before.
I haven’t been myself lately.”


“I
know,” said Kara. Her eyes searched into his, and she gave him the tiniest of
smiles.


And
from the way his look softened, she knew that it was all she’d ever needed to
say. It was a silent apology that they both offered and accepted.


Mr.
Patterson frowned. “Are you sure you’re feeling all right? You gave us all
quite a fright.” 


He
leaned forward. “You say that your wings caused this outburst?”


Kara
sank back into the chair, her face neutral as the old man inspected her. “It’s
really no big deal, just cramps from over doing it with my wings. I’m fine,
really. It’s passed.”


“Well,
it didn’t look fine,” said Mr. Patterson. “You looked like you were in a
great deal of pain, as though something was hurting you.” 


He
watched her for a moment. “Is there something you want to tell me?”


Kara
hated how Mr. Patterson always seemed to be able to read her mind. Maybe
oracles had mind reading powers. Did he know about the veins? Did all her friends
know how much she was still changing.


Their
terrified looks showed that they were all thinking the same thing. How long
until she changes completely? How long until she becomes an angel-killing
monster.


She
looked at her friends. “I’m sorry I made everyone jump. It’s nothing. I
promise.”


Desperate
to change the subject and to keep David next to her she asked, “So, tell us
about the last knight…the one you called Death. Why is he the worst of
the four?”


“Death,”
repeated Mr. Patterson, “has control over all life: animal, human, angel, and
even death itself.”


An
icy shiver rippled through Kara’s body. She did not want to come face to face
with this knight. But something inside her told her otherwise. Somehow she knew
she would have to face this demon, just like she would have to come to
terms with her own.


Mr.
Patterson flicked a spec of lint off his crystal ball. 


“Now,
listen carefully, all of you. We kept the archfiends confined with additional
layers of protection. Four seals were created. These seals derive their
strength from this mortal world and protect against the archfiends’ power. They
are not physical things like this crystal here. Think of them as invisible
bonds or locks that can only be broken if the mortal world from which the seals
draw their power is destroyed. The energy of life itself and everything mortal
that is bound to this earth is what keeps the seals strong. Destroy the earth,
and the seals are broken.”


He
paused for a moment and then continued, “Over the years, we’ve heard rumors
that the archfiends had figured out a way to break the seals. We dismissed
these rumors. But we were wrong.”


The
old man was silent for a moment, his eyes cold and hard. “Even in their
confinement, the archfiends were still more powerful than we believed. Over
time they created the knights to be their champions. The knights are the keys
that will enable the archfiends to escape their confinement.”


“So
what’s the link between these knights and the seals?” asked Kara.


Mr.
Patterson fixed her with a stare. “We believe the knights were somehow created
from the seals themselves, or they possess some essence derived from the seals.
In any case it appears that they can break the seals. Four knights for
four seals, and as each knight completes his carnage upon the mortal world, the
seals will break and the locks on the archfiend prisons will fail.”


Kara
shifted in her seat. “But I thought the archfiends were already out of
their dungeon.”


“They
are, yes,” said Mr. Patterson. “But in order for the archfiends to remain
here indefinitely and to rule the worlds, the four knights must break
their seals to destroy the prison. When the last seal is broken, lightning,
earthquakes, hail, fire, mass extinction, poisoned waters, and monsters will
plague the earth. The real carnage, the real apocalypse starts only when the
four knights have broken the four seals.”


“Perfect,”
said David. “Just what we need. I think I’d like to take my two weeks of
vacation time now. I hear the beaches in Jamaica are to die for.”


Mr.
Patterson scowled at David. His fingers twitched around his crystal, and for a
moment Kara thought he was about to smack David in the head with it. 


“Does
the legion know about this?” Peter stepped forward. Ever since he and Jenny had
come back from the Healing-Xpress, Peter had looked and acted differently. He
seemed older somehow, and there was a darkness in his eyes that wasn’t there
before. Kara could see new determination in him. He wanted payback for what had
happened to him. It was both exciting and scary at the same time, like a loose
cannon.


Mr.
Patterson raised his brows. “They do.”


“So
what are they going to do about it?” said Peter with resentment in his voice,
as though he blamed the legion for everything that had happened.


Mr.
Patterson looked drained. 


“The
legion doesn’t think the knights pose as big a threat as the archfiends. In
fact, they are all connected.” 


He
sighed. 


“As
we speak, the legion is forming combat strategies with demons from the
Netherworld. They believe they’ll have the upper hand in strength, with the
help of the demons. And they will strike the archfiends soon.”


Kara
surveyed the old man’s face. “But you don’t think that’s a good idea.” 


She
knew him well enough to know when he was in silent disagreement, which was the
case with her most of the time when she had worked for him at the bookstore. 


The
old man looked at her. His frown deepened and a great wave of sadness rolled
over his face. 


“I
don’t. I believe going after the archfiends will deliver a devastating blow
upon us. The archfiends are too powerful. Even now, when they are not at their
fullest strength, they are the most powerful creatures in all the worlds. They
are an unstoppable, destructive force. The legion underestimates their power.” 


“I
think…” he paused and shook his head. “No, I know the archfiends will be
expecting our attack. They will slaughter us.”


“Then
you have to warn them,” cried Jenny suddenly. “Ariel is going out there. Our
friends will die.” 


She
raised her voice even more. “You must tell her!”


“I
have,” said Mr. Patterson somberly. “We have, the oracles and the oracle
mothers have told them many times. But the legion chose not to listen.”


“So
that’s it?” Ashley shook her head and shrugged. “We just sit here and wait for
the end of the world? We can’t just do nothing. There’s got to be another way.”


Kara
watched Mr. Patterson. “There’s something else, isn’t there? You’ve found out
something, something that can help us. Tell us what it is. If there’s a way to
stop this, I want to know, and I don’t care how crazy it sounds.” 


“Get
ready for crazy,” said David. 


Mr.
Patterson was silent for a moment, as though he was debating whether to let
them in on his secret. Kara saw the smallest trace of a spark in his eyes.


“But
all is not lost.”


“You’re
speaking in riddles again, old man.” David finally let go of Kara’s hand and
stood up. “If you’ve got something to say…if you have a plan in that big head
of yours, by all means…we’re listening.”


Despite
the seriousness of their end-of-the-world conversation, Mr. Patterson smiled.
“I believe I have.” 


He
looked at Kara and her friends for a moment and then added with more
conviction, “I believe we still have a chance to win, to come out
victorious…to save the worlds.”


“Which
is?” David crossed his arms over his chest, unconvinced, and glanced at Peter.
But Peter looked hopeful and moved a little closer to hear the old man’s plan.


Mr.
Patterson patted a round bundle inside his jacket pocket. 


“I’ve
spoken to the oracles and the oracle mothers, and we’ve come up with a plan. We
cannot destroy what is indestructible, but we can find a way to confine
it.”


Another
wave of pain surged through Kara, and she fought hard keep her voice steady.
“You mean to put them back into their cage?”


“Exactly.”


“But…”
Kara grimaced. The pain was like hot wax being poured on her wings. But then it
subsided a little, and she was glad that the others had mistakenly read her
scowl as intense determination instead of pain. 


“The
archfiends aren’t stupid. I doubt they’re going to fall again for whatever trick
the legion used to lock them up in the first place.” 


“Exactly,”
said Mr. Patterson again. 


His
face brightened. “Which is why it’s brilliant and why it’s going to
work. They won’t be expecting us to try it again.”


The
five guardians all stared at the little man in stunned silence. 


Mr.
Patterson’s eyes narrowed as he surveyed them all again. He looked a little
offended that they didn’t think his plan was a brilliant one.


David
forced a laugh. “Told you it’d be crazy—no, it’s insane. We can’t succeed when
the archfiends have seen the plan before.”


“Not
necessarily.” Kara studied the oracle. “You must have something up your sleeve
to go with your brilliant plan. Well?”


Mr.
Patterson spoke feverishly. “To stop the apocalypse, we must stop the
archfiends, and to do that…we must seal them back in their prison.” 


He
paused and watched the confused expressions on the guardians’ faces and decided
to elaborate. “Theoretically, their cage is still there. It still exists. It
was never destroyed but merely opened.”


Kara
shifted excitedly in her chair, her pain forgotten. “So we can lock them back
in. This is good, right? But can we actually do it?” 


Her
enthusiasm died as she looked at Peter. 


“But
how? The key was lost…they took it and have probably destroyed it by now.” 


Peter
looked as if he were reliving the savage imp attack that had nearly cost him
his angel life.


Mr.
Patterson nodded and held up a finger. “Yes, the key to their cage was
destroyed, but there is another way.” 


Glad
to have their fullest attention now, he continued excitedly. “The archfiends’
enclosure was originally secured by five different seals or five different
locks if you will. The first seal was broken with the Keeper’s key which
unlocked the prison.” 


Everyone’s
eyes turned to Peter. 


“But,
as I said before, for the archfiends to regain their strength in our worlds,
the other four seals must be broken. And since the four knights have the
ability to break the remaining four seals, we believe if we can stop the
knights, then the archfiends will be forced back into their
abysmal prison.”


Silence
fell, and then Kara asked, “And why’s that exactly?”


“The
life-force that protects us is bound to the seals. If a knight fails to break
his seal, part of the prison wall will rebuild itself. If all four of the
knights fail, the archfiends will be forced back into their cage, and the seals
will lock the cage forever.”


Kara
gripped the sides of her chair and straightened herself. “So we need to keep
the knights from breaking the seals. We can win the war if we can actually do
this.” 


“That
is correct.”


And
then it hit her. If somehow she could get the archfiends back into their cage,
then maybe the infection they had injected in her with would die, too.
It made sense. If the archfiends’ power was linked to the seals, then they
needed to break the seals to complete her transformation. At last, Kara felt
hopeful. She had found the way to reverse the curse. She felt like she’d been
given a giant dose of antibiotics. She felt great. No, she felt amazing.


“Don’t
get too excited,” said David. 


He
began to pace the room but then stopped and turned around to face the old man.
“You said you believe. And you said it a few times. Why do I get the
feeling that part of you isn’t sure that your master plan is going to work?”


“Nothing
in this life or the next is sure,” said Mr. Patterson. 


David
raised his brows at Mr. Patterson, and then the little man said, “It’s a
working theory—”


“What?”
Jenny let out an exasperated sigh. “We’re supposed to risk our angel souls on a
theory?” 


Mr.
Patterson’s smile faded away completely. He looked put out. He had just given
them their best chance, and they had spit it back in his face. Jenny’s
expression softened when she realized she’d upset him.


“Sorry
Mr. P, but it’s not good enough. I don’t know if I’m willing to risk my angel
life on a theory.”


“It’s
the best thing we’ve got.” Kara stood up. 


Her
pain was barely noticeable, if she didn’t think about it too much. She
fluttered her wings and stretched the stiffness out of them. She yanked up her
gloves and made fists with her hands.


“We
don’t really have a choice. Just think about it for a minute. We already know
that these creatures are even more powerful than the archangels. We know the
legion had already tried and failed to destroy them. And I have a strong
feeling that the archfiends are just as strong as they ever were, maybe more
now that they have these knights. The legion won’t be able to stop them, so our
best chance is to follow Mr. Patterson’s plan. We have to try.” 


She
wasn’t about to tell everyone that this plan might save her, too. She was
determined to proceed, with or without them.


“So,
how do we stop these knights? Where do we start?”


Mr.
Patterson looked grim. “That, I do not know—”


“Fantastic,”
grumbled David. He kicked a chunk of drywall on the floor. “A great start to
the master plan.”


“All
I know,” said Mr. Patterson after he had glared at David and had gripped his
crystal in one hand like a baseball, “is that these creatures will be more
powerful than anything you’ve ever faced. We don’t know even what they look
like—”


“More
good news,” said David.


“They’re
probably riders of some sort, maybe riding on a beast.” 


The
old man lowered his voice and turned to Kara. “This is where your wings will be
most useful. Maybe they are a blessing in disguise.”


“I
seriously doubt that,” said Kara, hiding her frustration. She knew Mr.
Patterson was only trying to make her feel a little better. He cared about her,
and that always brought her great comfort. But she also had the feeling that he
knew more about her wings and her transformation than he was letting on.


“The
best advice I can give you is to follow the trail of carnage, and you will find
them.” 


Mr.
Patterson paused and tapped his crystal ball thoughtfully. “How to defeat them
is another great mystery, but take comfort in knowing that everything has a
weakness. It’s only a matter of finding what that is.” 


He
gave Kara an encouraging smile. “Starting now, we have four days to stop
the knights from completing their mission.” 


He
turned and looked at David. “We know it will take seven days for the
knights to break the seals. Unfortunately they have a three day start on us.”


David
growled. “So we’ve already lost three days. Super.”


Kara’s
wings quivered with anticipation. She was restless to get started and did her
best to hide her smile. The sooner they got rid of the knights, the sooner
she’d be back to normal. At that moment she didn’t care how all-powerful these
supreme beings probably were, she only cared about ridding herself of her
mutation. 


Though
she’d never admit it, Kara didn’t really know what to expect when they faced
the first knight. Her weapons training and fighting skills had made her an
exceptional guardian. She knew this. But her body ached and hiding the throbbing
pain in her wings was nearly impossible. They all thought her wings would be
advantageous, but they didn’t know how much she suffered. She had to keep up
with the charade for everyone’s sake. Whatever dangers lay ahead would decide
the fate of them all, the fate of the worlds.


Their
plan was going to work, because it had to.


“Four
days left. One day for each knight. Sounds reasonable enough, and the day is
just beginning,” she said almost to herself, nodding. “Piece of cake, right?”


“If
you say so.” Ashley’s expression was dark. 


“Look,”
said Kara. “Just think of them as demons—only bigger and more powerful—but
they’re still malevolent creatures that have infected this world. And it’s
still our job, our mandate, to protect the mortal world with whatever it takes.
And we’re going to do what we do best. Hunt them down and destroy them. All of
them.” 


She
felt David’s eyes on her but she ignored him. 


“It’s
already been three days since their escape. How do we know if they haven’t
broken one of the seals already? And how will we know when they do?”


“Of
course, we thought of that.” Mr. Patterson held his crystal with one hand and
rummaged inside his jacket pocket with the other. He pulled out four gold
rings. 


“The
oracle mothers were able to forge these four rings from the same material that
was used to create the Keeper’s key. The materials are connected with the
seals. They’re bonded. If a seal is broken, one of the rings will disappear.
And as you can see, no seal has been broken, not yet.” 


He
held out his hand. “Come on, take one.”


To
Kara’s surprise, David was the first to grab a ring and slip it on his finger.
Then Jenny and Peter each grabbed a ring.


One
ring left. But Kara couldn’t move.


She
suspected that she shouldn’t take the last ring. What if it didn’t work because
of her transformation? The ring should go to an angel who wasn’t tainted, an
angel of pure essence. She pressed her hands into fists. Besides, she was
wearing gloves. The ring wouldn’t fit over them, and everyone would see the
marks on her hands if she took them off. She couldn’t risk it. Not yet.


She
turned away from the ring momentarily and looked at Ashley. 


“Take
it,” said Kara. She was surprised that the words had come out so easily, even
though she felt a pang in her chest. “Take the ring.”


Ashley
shook her head. “No way. We all know it should be you, Kara. Besides, I’m new
to your club, so I’m practically a rookie. But if you want the truth, I’d
really rather not have that responsibility. Just being here with all of you is
enough for me.” 


Kara
knew Ashley still mourned the loss of her friends to the Reapers. Some part of
her still blamed herself for their deaths, even though there was nothing she
could have done to save them. Joining with Kara’s team had helped Ashley in her
recovery, but she’d never truly recover. Not really.


“I
wouldn’t want to step on anyone’s toes, especially yours.” Ashley grinned with
a sincere friendship that was loyal and would never break. 


Kara
wanted to smile, too, but she feared the repercussions of revealing too much
too soon. Should she take the gloves off? No. It was too soon. She wasn’t
ready. They weren’t ready. She wasn’t ready to see the fear and disgust in
David’s eyes when he discovered the black veins on her hands and body.


“Go
on, Kara.” Mr. Patterson moved forward and offered her the last ring, like he
had already decided it was going to be her. 


“Ashley
is right, it should be you. You should be the bearer of the last ring.”


She
couldn’t take her gloves off, so she grabbed the last ring and examined
it for a moment. It was heavier than any gold ring she’d ever handled, more
like two rings in one. Then she put it in her pocket.


“So
you really think the archfiends will get locked up again if we can stop the
knights?” 


Kara
tried to put the ring out of everyone’s minds, so no one would ask to see her
to put it on her finger.


“I
do.” Mr. Patterson gave her a bitter smile. 


“And
we must. Because if we don’t succeed, then all living things in this
world and Horizon will cease to exist.”


 











Chapter
4


Hubei,
China


 


 


 


After a quick stop back to level
three so that they could replenish their M-5 suits, Kara took the time to check
with other Counter Demon Division guardians and monitors to look for signs of
anything abnormal.


Now,
back on Earth and while it was covered in darkness, Kara had discovered in
their short stay at CDD that the most obvious anomaly had been with the
farmlands. The livestock and the crops were failing and one of the biggest
agricultural producers in the world was beginning to have difficulties. And
even though it was largely due to the lack of sunshine, Kara couldn’t overlook
the darkness there. She had to check it out.


So
she and her company returned to the mortal world to search for signs of the
four knights of the apocalypse. And the best place to start was with the
darkness in the farmlands.


Time
was running out.


The
guardians stood in a deep valley of rotten fields and barren meadows. The
rolling hills and black mountains stretched into the darkened sky. Kara tried
to picture what the scenery might have looked like in the morning sun, when the
vegetation thrived in hues of gold and green, kissed by the rays of the sun. As
it was, she stood on gray, withered plant life. Millions of acres of vegetation
had burned and withered away. The rice crop looked like a giant ashtray. 


She
felt sick. It reminded her of the Netherworld, a barren, sick world of darkness
and shadow. It was wrong. All of it.


“So
this is China?” Kara’s anger rose as she moved her boot over a black liquid
that looked like ink. Most of the plants looked as if they had been doused in
it. 


“Actually,
we’re in the province of Hubei,” said Peter as he bent down and examined the
black liquid on a wasted plant. He rubbed it between his fingers. 


"The
land of fish and rice… I read that somewhere. It must have been quite beautiful
before…”


“Before
the archfiends did this,” answered Kara angrily.


“Or
should I say their little pet dogs. I bet they did this. It’s part of
their mission, right? To destroy life on earth. Well, they’ve already started
with a bang that’s for sure.” 


She
felt David watching her. He kept glancing at her gloves, but he never asked
about them, and she was thankful for it.


“It’s
really sad to see all this land gone to waste.” Jenny knelt beside Peter and
made a face.


“What
is that black stuff?” 


“I’m
not sure.” Peter brought his fingers to his nose and winced. “Smells like bile.
I think it’s some sort of secreted acid, maybe some sort of regurgitated
substance.”


“But
how did it get there?” said David. “Who or what secreted it?”


Peter
wiped his fingers on his pants. He stood up but didn’t answer. They all knew
the answer to that question.


As
an uneasy silence passed between the guardians, Kara felt a chill crawl up her
wings.


Was just one of these knights capable of such
devastation?
Did they wield such power? 


She
shuddered at the thought. Mr. Patterson had said that all things had a
weakness, and she believed him. She would find it.


A
faint clicking sound caught Kara’s attention, like the rustling of dry leaves.
But there were no leaves and no trees for miles. “That sound…do you guys hear
that?” 


Everyone
froze.


“I
don’t hear anything,” whispered David, breaking the silence. “What did you hear
exactly?”


Kara
searched the barren land and strained for the sound again, but all she could
hear was the faint swishing of wind. 


“I’m
not sure. It’s gone now, but it was like a creepy clicking sound.” 


“Probably
just a small animal.” Ashley’s eyes were hard, and she didn’t look convinced.


“I
think this place is making us hear things.” Jenny scanned the area. “I don’t
like the way it makes me feel. It makes me feel like death.”


Kara
had to agree with Jenny. There was something evil lurking somewhere. She felt
it, too. Whatever it was, she felt like it was watching them. Waiting…


After
another moment of silence, David said, “Probably just the wind. I wouldn’t
worry too much about it. Everything here is dead.”


But
Kara wasn’t convinced. She had heard something. She was certain. But what was
it?


“What’s
up with that smell?” Jenny moved in amongst the dead crops, her face twisted in
disgust. “It’s not the bile, and it’s not coming from this field. It
smells like raw sewage left out in the sun all day.” 


Her
brow furrowed. “Smells like demons.”


Kara
picked up the scent. It was just to the north of where they were. Jenny was
right.


Curious,
and before anyone could stop her, Kara jumped into the air and stroked hard
with her wings. Immediately, she soared into the air and flew toward the smell.



The
smell was coming from beyond the small hillside to the north. It wasn’t easy to
see. Everything looked gray and in shadow. A quick glance below her and she
smiled. David, Peter, Ashley and Jenny were running below her. It gave her
great pleasure to be able to do something that they couldn’t. 


She
would miss this, the flying, her wings. She assumed that she would return to
normal once they had destroyed the knights and sent the archfiends back into
their cage. The way the air rolled over her leathery wings was exhilarating.
But if all worked according to plan, she would only have four days of flying
left. She would get her four days’ worth.


With
a final bank to the left, she pulled back and arched her wings high above her
head. She rolled them back and forth, her feet brushed the ground, and she landed
with a slight hop. She beamed. She had landed with more grace than usual. Did
the others catch that? As she turned, her smile died.


Below
the hillside a vast bowl stretched beyond the horizon and disappeared into
shadow. The ground was littered with the corpses of dead animals.


Thousands
and thousands of cows, goats, sheep, chickens, and pigs were piled on top of
one another in a giant, open grave. Their bodies were emaciated. Their skin was
pulled so tight around their bodies that it was almost transparent. 


How
could they have died of starvation in only three days? They looked as though
they had been drained of blood, of their organs, and only skin and bone
remained. Even their fur and feathers had fallen off. Their eyes were empty
sockets, and their bodies were stained in that same black liquid. 


Kara
knew they had died in pain. It was the most horrific thing she’d ever seen. It
didn’t feel real. It was too gruesome. No demon had the power to wreak such
devastation. Only a god, a dark god, could have done this. 


Instead
of crying out for the fallen, Kara’s rage poured through her like hot oil. She
had to blink the dark spots from her eyes. She wanted to destroy the
archfiends…she wanted to kill them all…


“Oh.
My. God.” Jenny collapsed to her knees beside Kara, her hand on her mouth.
Peter knelt beside her and put his arms around her shaking shoulders.


“This
is sick.” David looked about as angry as Kara. 


“There
must be millions of dead animals down there. How did they all end up
like this? It’s like they were picked up and thrown in this valley to die. What
kind of monsters could have killed so many?”


“The
archfiends are as powerful as gods,” said Kara. “And the four knights must have
a lot of that power. It’s pretty clear that they did this. It’s their
mission to destroy life so that they can break the seals for their masters.” 


“I
don’t know what I was expecting. Mr. Patterson did say they were nothing like
we’ve ever faced before. But this…” 


She
lost hope. She didn’t know how she could have imagined she’d be able to defeat
the four knights of the apocalypse if this was any indication of what they
could do. How would she defeat even a single one of them? 


Kara
heard that strange clicking sound again, as though someone was sharpening
hundreds of knives. 


“But
which one did this?” asked David. “Death? It’s gotta be Death.”


Kara
surveyed the devastation. 


“I
don’t think it’s the one called Death. This is the one called Famine. It killed
the crops and the animals. It destroyed our source of food, and now millions
of people are going to starve. Death would have left the crops and just focused
on the animals.” 


Her
face became hard as she realized the truth to her words.


“Do
you think we’re too late?” asked David. 


Kara
could only look at him. 


Ashley
stepped forward, a long silver sword hung in her hand. “Check your rings. We’ll
know if one of them is gone.”


As
one, David, Peter and Jenny stuck out their hands. Their golden rings glimmered
on their fingers. Kara reached inside her pocket and felt around for the ring.
For a horrible moment she couldn’t find it. The gloves made it hard to feel
anything. But then her fingertips touched something solid, and she pulled out
her golden ring.


“We’re
not too late,” she said hopefully. “The seals are all still intact. We still
have time—” 


Suddenly
Jenny screamed.


Kara
looked where Jenny was staring. 


The
animal corpses moved. The tangled bodies rolled and pushed awkwardly. Their
limbs moved without purpose. Their stiff bodies jerked and popped like bad
animation.


And
just when she thought the animals were possessed and were coming back from the
dead, millions of insects poured out from the mouths and eyes of the dead
animals. They pushed the corpses aside as they scuttled toward the guardians
like a moving carpet. Their glinting red eyes glared with eerie intelligence,
and their black carapaces glimmered in the soft light.


At
first Kara thought they were spiders, but then a swarm took flight like an
angry black cloud. Earsplitting noise filled the air as the insects beat their
wings. It sounded like knives being honed. And as they got closer, she
recognized them. Locusts. Millions of locusts.


“Well,
now we know where the secretions came from.” 


Peter
glared at the wave of bugs and swung his blade around like a fly swatter. “I
hate bugs.”


Kara
hated bugs, too, especially locusts. She hated how they used to cling to her
clothes when she would go for long walks in the fields at her grandmother’s
cottage. She remembered the neighboring farmers complaining about how they ate
entire fields of corn in a matter of hours. There was something really creepy
about how much they could eat. 


But
these bugs looked different. They were bigger, much bigger, and they were as
black as night. From what she remembered, normal locusts didn’t devour animals.



“Is
it me or are their beady eyes staring at us?” asked Jenny. 


Ashley
took a careful step back. “They’re staring at us.”


David
cursed. “And to think that I forgot to pack my bug spray.”


“I
doubt bug spray would work on these,” Kara said dryly. “They’re not normal
bugs.”


The
light vanished from David’s eyes. “You got that right. They’re more like demon
bugs.”


Kara
watched as a cloud of bugs hovered in the air, turned, and looked as if they
were preparing to attack. 


“You’ve
got a brilliant plan?”


“Nope.
You?”


Kara
shook her head. “No. Maybe if we walk back very slowly, they won’t attack—”


The
giant swarm of locusts dived at them.


“MOVE!”
cried David as he spun around and ran back.


Kara
just had time to drop her ring back in her pocket, before the cloud of bugs hit
her like a brick wall. She went sprawling on the ground, and the locusts
covered her body, clawing and biting at her skin, her wings, and her face. She
beat her wings and waved her hands frantically in a panic to get the bugs off
her. But there were too many. The buzzing of their wings and the chomping of
their tiny mouths on her skin blocked out all other sound. They crawled up her
sleeves and down through the collar of her t-shirt, all the while their teeth
like thousands of death blades pierced her skin. She could feel her skin being
pulled and eaten. She could feel the acid-like poison seeping inside her body.
The tiny insects tore her angel skin like wild piranhas. 


She
thrashed out widely, like a wild, panicked animal. She was blind. She tried to
pry her eyes open, but the locusts pinned her eyelids shut. She felt them
biting her navel, and she panicked even more as they scrambled into her ears.
When she opened her mouth to scream, more locusts climbed in.


Kara
spit out the bugs, overwhelmed with terror. She felt tiny legs, like needles
trying to pry open her mouth, to get in and devour her from the inside. She
thought of the animals and how this was the way they must have died, eaten from
the inside.


Over
the constant humming in her ears, she thought she heard screaming. Was that
David? Were the others under blankets of bugs? If only she could fly. Yes! 


She
yanked and pulled, desperately trying to open her wings. But as soon as she
made to move her wings, thousands more locusts attached themselves to her, as
though they could sense what she was about to try. Were they
communicating? She shuddered at the thought of smart bugs.


She
punched out with her arms and tried to loosen their hold on her wings. She
kicked out, trying to shake them off. But it was useless. The weight of the
locusts pulled her down. She couldn’t fly. It was like they knew what she was
about to do before she did it. 


She
fell, and it took tremendous effort to keep her mouth clamped shut. She was
thankful she didn’t need to breath. The locusts were crushing her.


She
couldn’t move. She couldn’t scream. She couldn’t think. There was only one
thing left to do, something that she had sworn she wouldn’t. But what else
could she do?


The darkness throbbed inside her. It was like cold blood that
wanted to be free. Kara
had sworn never to call forth the darkness
inside her or to succumb to its power. It was too dangerous. The black veins
were proof. The darkness was slowly taking control of her. She would lose
herself to it. What if she couldn’t control it? But she couldn’t let herself be
eaten by bugs. It was just too lame. What kind of guardian angel dies of bug
bites?


No. She wouldn’t. She couldn’t. She wished for her elemental
power…


Jenny
cried out, and it was like something inside Kara snapped. 


Without
thinking, she let go, and a tiny spark of dark energy pulsed through her. It
was enough. With renewed strength, she jumped to her feet, thrashed her wings
violently, and then spun like a top. 


The
locusts fell. She was surprised at how fast they came off. It was almost too
easy. With a last loud hum, the locusts rose in a massive cloud and disappeared
into the dark sky. It was almost as though something had compelled them to
leave. It didn’t matter. They were gone. 


With
a victory smile on her face, she looked back at her friends.


Jenny,
Peter, Ashley and David staggered to their feet. Their faces were streaked with
blood, but the locusts were gone. Where had the locusts gone? 


Kara
moved toward her friends, but a sudden fear in their eyes made her stop. They
weren’t looking at her. They were looking past her. 


There
was something behind her.


Kara
whirled around, and her victory smile vanished.


A
ten-foot humanoid creature sat astride a giant skeletal horse with glinting red
eyes and a mouth filled with too many fish-like teeth. The horse’s ribs
protruded through its thin, stretched, hairless, sickly skin. So thin it was as
though its bones alone held it up. The rider’s white skin looked like crumpled
paper. Corded muscles sheathed its arms and legs like pale ivy. A war helmet
with horns covered most of its face, and body armor covered its skeletal frame.
It looked like a two-thousand-year-old mummified corpse. A gleaming black sword
the size of a small tree dangled from the grip of the rider’s enormous hand,
and the great white horse stared at her with fiery red eyes and pointed teeth. 


Kara
let out gasp. She was standing face to face with one of the four knights of the
apocalypse.


 











Chapter
5


Famine


 


 


 


“Why didn’t they tell us
the knights would be giants?” grumbled David as he brandished his soul blades
but then he frowned when he glanced at them. He knew that his blades wouldn’t
do more than scratch the giant.


“What
did you expect,” said Ashley, her blue eyes blazed with a fearlessness that
Kara envied. “Gnomes? Dwarves? Tiny little elves?”


“Ha.
Ha.” David looked at Kara. “Now what? Please tell me you’ve packed your magic
beans?”


“Magic
beans?” Kara forced a laugh. “I’d go for magic. Period.” 


Kara
didn’t want to jinx it by moving just yet. The knight appeared to be
contemplating what to do with them. It radiated power like a thousand heat
lamps, but it was an overwhelmingly dark and evil power. Thousand-year-old
intelligence gleamed in its eyes. This creature hadn’t been created just three
days ago. It had been around for a very long time. 


The
earth and fields seemed to pulse with its energy. The smell of rot and decay
rolled off it, like a million rotted corpses. Both the rider and its steed
emitted a green glow, like glowing toxic waste. Kara knew the knight controlled
the atmosphere somehow. She felt a tinge of electricity prickling her wings and
her skin. Abnormally low dark gray clouds with black underbellies hovered over
them. The giant could probably touch them. The air was moist with the scent of
rain and static. The knight’s power permeated the air like the silence before
an electrical storm. 


A
wave of terror ripped through Kara as she locked eyes with the knight. She felt
its hold on her, paralyzing her with only its eyes. It didn’t belong in this
world. It was a dead thing, an evil thing that shouldn’t be.


She
did her best not to show any fear as she ransacked her mind for a plan. How to
destroy this thing? Where was its weakness? She knew that this knight was
Famine, and because their rings were still intact, she knew it hadn’t broken
the seal. Not yet. She took courage from that. Now, how to destroy it?


David
leaned over and whispered. “Why isn’t it moving?”


“I’m
not sure,” Kara whispered back, but she was certain that for whatever reason it
was waiting, it could only be a very bad one. 


“Maybe
it’s waiting for us to make the first move. But that would be stupid since I
doubt our weapons would even make a scratch.”


“It
smells like a demon,” David held his nose. “Maybe it dies like a demon.”


“This
is no mere demon.” 


A
cold rage spread across Kara’s face. “It feels…different…more powerful and
evil. So how do we kill it?”


“I
guess we’re about to find out.”


Kara
clenched her jaw. She would find a way to destroy it. She had to—


“You
cannot destroy me,” boomed a voice that sounded like the mountains themselves
were speaking. 


Kara
stiffened, but she planted her feet.


“Go
back now, angels. Go back to the comfort and delights of your realm or you will
perish along with this mortal world and everything in it.”


A
cold smile spread across Kara’s lips. She raised her voice. 


“We’re
not going anywhere. It is you that should leave, not us. We are the
sworn protectors of the mortal world. We are the soldiers who drive the
darkness out from this world. This world is only for the living. You have no
claim here. Leave or face your doom.”


The
knight’s red eyes shone like burning coal. 


“I
have already unleashed my curse upon this earth. You cannot stop the
affliction. Mere angels do not possess the power to control my destruction. It
will spread until all of this planet’s natural resources are consumed. My
plague spreads as fast and silently as the wind. It will corrupt and infect
everything. The earth is already dying. You are too late.”


The
earth rumbled beneath Kara’s feet, and she had the strangest suspicion that the
knight had just laughed. It was mocking them. She suppressed a shiver.


“We’re
not too late.” Kara knew that the rings were all still intact. 


“We’re
going to send you back to whatever dimension you came from. And then the earth
will heal itself. That’s what she does. You might have destroyed some of the
crops here in China, but they’ll grow back, they always do. Life finds a way.
It’s obvious you don’t know anything about this world because it always fights
back.” 


The
knight lowered its head, and the horns on his helmet made it look like a great
bull ready to charge.


“You
speak with such conviction, angel, but you know nothing about the end of days.
My curse is upon your mortal world whether you’d like to admit it or not. The
mortals will starve. It has already begun, and you are fools if you think you
can stop me. In the end you will become like beasts and eat the flesh of other
mortals.”


“Okay,
did he just say that we will become cannibals?” David’s face was twisted in
disgust.


“He
did.” Peter’s eyes darkened. “Don’t believe it. It’s lying. It’s trying to
discourage us…to make us believe that mortals are merely animals and not worth
fighting for. It wants us to let it finish what it started.”


“That’s
not going to happen!” 


Jenny
looked up at the knight fiercely. “We’ve sworn an oath to protect the mortal
world, which is what we’re going to do. I don’t care how scary you look. We’re
going to stop you.”


The
knight leaned back. 


“Accept
the inevitable. Five angels cannot stop the knights of the apocalypse. You are
weak and connected to this world. You care about these mortals. You love them,
and that will be your downfall. The power of the archfiends is limitless. Mere
angels could never understand. My words would not be sufficient. To understand
their power, you’d have to be gods yourselves.”


“You’re
delusional,” spat David. “The archfiends are not gods. They’re just a bunch of
god-botherers. You’re all insane because you’ve been locked up for so long.” 


He
leaned over and whispered in Kara’s ear. “What are we doing here? We can’t keep
chatting forever.”


“For
now we have to,” whispered Kara. “If we can keep it busy long enough, keep it
talking, we might be able to distract it from its job, and it’ll miss
its chance to break the seal.”


“But
we don’t even know how they break the seals.”


“I
think it has to do with how much they spread their plagues in seven days. They
probably need a percentage. A certain percentage of the entire world has to
succumb before the seal will break. Somehow we need to stop them from reaching
that goal.”


“I
think we should kill it, just in case.”


Kara
nodded. True, if the knight were destroyed, then they’d be ahead of the game.
The trouble was she wasn’t sure how to kill it.


She
returned her gaze to the creature. 


“The
mortals have enough gods as it is,” she said, keeping their conversation going.
“They don’t need anymore, especially ones that want to harm them. I don’t think
that’ll sit very well.”


The
knight sneered. “It makes no difference. Those who will not worship the dark
gods do not deserve to live. Non-believers will die whether they are mortal or
not.”


“I’m
pretty sure they’d disagree with you,” said Kara, not fully understanding what
other creatures it was referring to. 


“Mortals
have the right to worship any god they want. It’s part of being human, to have
a soul, to have an open mind and do what feels right. Who are you to decide who
lives and dies?”


“The
dark gods decide. They are the true gods, and they wield the power over all
things.”


Although
the knight was terrifying, Kara was starting to get annoyed with all the talk
of dark gods.


“That’s
a load of bull, and you know it,” said David. He gave the creature a withering
glare.


The
knight eyed the group for a moment. “The time of angels and mortals is over.
The dark gods have returned. Join us or die.”


“We
will never join you,” spat Kara. 


She
was surprised at how much she trembled in rage. How dare this creature threaten
her, threaten the angels and mortals, or threaten this beautiful planet. She
hated its arrogant voice, so sure that it had already won. But it hadn’t. The
rings were proof. There was still time.


The
knight cocked its head, and its thin, withered mouth stretched disgustingly
into a sneer. “And yet some of you have already joined.”


Kara
fumed. She didn’t like the way it had said you, as though some angels
had already sided with the archfiends. No. It was lying to her.


“Your
words are like poison,” Kara said harshly. “But say what you want, it doesn’t
matter because we’re the antidote, the cure for your plagues. We’re going to
fight you, and we’re going to win.”


“You
think you can destroy me?” laughed the knight. “Five miserable little angels in
soft angel shells? Are you ready to die your final death for this world? Your
beloved legion has sent you on a fool’s errand. They knew you couldn’t defeat
us, and still they sent you. Why is that? Do they think you are so
insignificant that they are willing to sacrifice you? This is your death sentence,
little ones. Why do you fight alongside a legion that cares so little for your
fate?”


Kara
took a step closer to it, enough to smell its foul breath. “Shut your stupid
mouth, or I’ll punch your teeth down your throat and shut it for you.”


The
knight revealed its teeth. “Your threats are empty and meaningless.”


“You
know nothing about us,” said Kara.


The
knight stared at her blankly. “I have known multitudes before you. I am a
creature forged long before the time of angels. You cannot defeat me with your weapons.
And when I kill you, because I will exterminate all of you, I will savor
the moment I take your pitiful life-force because I will know how foolishly you
have thrown your lives away—for a war you could never win.”


The
knight’s horse whinnied loudly, as though it were agreeing with its master or
laughing at them. It shook its head and splattered yellow and black ooze all
over the ground. Despite its frail and withered body, its eyes were full of
vigor. If it weren’t some end-of-the-world horse, Kara would have felt sorry
for it and would have fed it some hay. 


“We’ll
see about that,” murmured David. 


He
leaned over and whispered in Kara’s ear. “If you have any great ideas about how
we’re supposed to defeat this thing—now’s the time.” 


Kara
looked at David. She wanted to tell him that she had some great plan, but the
truth was she didn’t. She had no idea how to defeat this thing. Her new wings
felt small and pathetic in comparison. And for the first time, she felt
completely helpless. 


“Kara?”
she heard Jenny whisper behind her. 


But
she had nothing to give. She didn’t have her elemental power anymore—the one
thing that could have made a real difference—and she felt overwhelmed by the
weight of this burden. 


She
looked up and glared at the creature’s red eyes anyway. 


“This
is your final warning, Famine. Yes, we know who you are. Go back to
whatever world you came from, or we will destroy you. Whatever it takes,
we’re going to defeat you. I swear it.”


Kara
had no idea where she found the courage to speak to the knight like this. This
was no ordinary foe. She wondered if the knights were somehow like the reapers,
if their life force was linked to their weapons. If these creatures had been
created by the archfiends, just like the reapers, perhaps she could kill it if
she disarmed it somehow. It seemed too easy. But what else could she do?


The
earth shook below Kara’s feet and broke her train of thought.


“The
dark gods have risen once more,” said the knight. “In four days and four
nights, the earth will die. It will burn. And you will die with it.”


Kara
took a step forward, straining to hide her fear. 


“This
world does not belong to them or to you. It belongs to the mortals!”


The
earth trembled again. 


“So
be it.”


Just
as Kara was about to yell some more, the knight raised its sword above its
head. Black lightning danced on the blade, and thunder cracked. The steed
neighed loudly, and black spit oozed between its sharp teeth. Kara felt a cold
shiver roll down her back. 


The
knight grinned, and pointed its sword at them. And before she could react,
before she could even blink—black tendrils shot out at each of them—all but her.


Her
friends were encircled by the black vines. The coils of darkness tightened, and
Ashley screamed as the black shadows cut into her angel flesh. Then Jenny,
Peter and David howled in pain as wisps of black mist looped around them. And
then something horrible happened.


They
all began to wither.


Like
the dead animals in the valley, their faces wrinkled, stretched, and shrunk
down as though their M-5 suits had been drained of their lifeblood. They looked
like hundred-year-old corpses. Their eyes lost their brilliance and became
hollow, gray and glazed. Famine was draining their life force in the same way
it had drained the earth of its natural resources.


“NO!”


Kara
cried out. She didn’t have time to ponder why the knight had spared her. She
only had time to react.


Grasping
her blade firmly, she stroked hard with her wings and charged at the beastly
knight, aiming for its eyes. She would gouge them out.


The
knight raised his other arm lazily and pointed a finger at Kara. A fist of
shadows crunched into her chest, caught her in midair and spun her around. It
squeezed her wings and arms together until she was cocooned in a web of black
shadows. She dropped to the ground like a rock. She strained with all her
strength, kicking and screaming. But she couldn’t break the hold.


“Stop!
I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you!” she cried. 


She
raised her head to look up at the knight. Her malice poured through her. She
knew that the creature was going to kill them, and she knew that she wasn’t
strong enough to stop it.


Helpless,
she watched in horror as her friends began to die.











Chapter
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A
Connection


 


 


 


It began as a tickle in the darkness
inside her, and it developed into a sudden surge of power.


Kara
broke through the web of tendrils and managed to free her wings and her arms.
She hacked and hacked with her sword and cut herself free.


The
knight stared at her, and she recognized the surprise in his soulless, red eyes.
She wasn’t as weak as it had first thought. She used the knight’s hesitation to
her advantage.


Faster
than she thought possible, Kara rocketed in the air and ploughed into the
knight, putting all the weight and force she could into her attack. Crazed like
a rabid animal, she thought only of death. She would kill the creature that had
harmed her friends…that had harmed her David.


It
worked.


She
pushed her blade into the creature’s left bicep and used her body weight to
slice into its flesh. Black blood splattered onto her face. But at the same
moment she sliced the knight’s exposed flesh—she cried out in pain.


Kara
yanked her blade out and looked down at her own arm. She had a deep laceration
on her left bicep, exactly where she cut the creature.


She
hesitated in confusion for a moment and looked up at the knight. It stared back
at her and smiled evilly, exposing its mouth full of black needle-like teeth.
Then it backhanded her with a brutal blow that sent her flying.


She
lay sprawled in pain. She was dazed and unable to wrap her head around what had
just happened. 


Before
she had a chance to gather herself again, she felt strong arms lift her to her
feet. It was David. 


She
whimpered slightly in her confusion. David looked a little disheveled, but
otherwise he bore no signs of Famine’s wrath. His handsome face was back to
normal. She collected her wits and inspected the others. They appeared to be
unscathed and safe, for the moment.


“What
just happened?” 


David
let go of Kara and looked from Kara to the creature.


“I
think…I think I injured it. I stabbed it, and it broke the connection somehow.”



Kara’s
sudden fit of stupid-fury had worked. But she didn’t have time get into the
details. Her friends were safe. She could work with that. She turned around
slowly and faced the knight again. 


She
gave him a giant smile and challenged him, “Is that all you’ve got, knight of
the apocalypse?” 


She
did her best to hide the terror she felt. Something had happened between her
and the knight, something that felt wrong and terrifying. 


She
looked at the knight’s wound as she brushed her fingers over the corresponding
wound on her arm. 


How was this possible? What did it mean? Why
wasn’t the knight retaliating? 


The
knight had a clear shot now. It only had to swing its giant sword, and she
would be sliced in half. But the knight had a strange calmness in its eyes,
like it knew something. But what?


Something had definitely passed between them. 


Kara
steadied herself and resisted the urge to jump in again. She hated the knight more
than ever now, but she didn’t want to have any sort of connection to
this demon. She wanted to gouge its eyes out, to make it stop watching her. She
couldn’t explain it, but she knew the knight knew exactly what she was
thinking. It knew what had happened. 


If
they were connected, what did that really mean? If she killed the knight, would
she die, too?


David
was watching her closely. If she weren’t careful, he would figure out that she
and the knight had identical wounds, that somehow they were linked. 


“What?”
she taunted the knight in spite of her fears. 


“You
scared now? You should be. Didn’t think I could get that close, did you? Next
time, it’ll be your throat.” 


“Kara,
what are you doing?” hissed David.


“Making
it angry.” 


“It
was already angry.”


She
took a step closer. She hated this creature for the fear it caused inside her.
If she were indeed connected to this monster, she would have to cut it from
her.


Angling
her body as she had trained, she readied to push off hard and attack again. It
didn’t matter if she and this thing were bonded somehow. She would cut off its
head.


As
her hatred pulsed inside her body, Kara leaped into the air.


The
knight opened its mouth.


She
halted.


It
opened its jaws abnormally wide until its chin rested on the back of its steed.
Kara could hear humming emanating from somewhere deep inside the creature’s
throat. It sounded like thousands of drums beating.


And
just when things couldn’t get any worse, masses of locusts shot out of its maw
like bullets from a machine gun.


The
locusts swarmed and circled the guardians. But just when Kara thought they were
going to attack again, the locusts separated into groups. The locusts in each
group drew themselves together, and Kara could see that they were transforming
themselves into something. They were forming humanoid figures. Locust-men! 


“What
in the souls do you call those?” Jenny swung her bow over her shoulder and
nocked an arrow.


“I
don’t think there’s an actual word for those,” cried Peter. He parried with his
blade dodging invisible blows. 


“I
don’t care what they’re called, as long as we can kill them.” Ashley
advanced with her sword clasped securely.


“I’m
with Ashley.” David gave Kara a sidelong glance.


But
Kara wasn’t watching the bug-men. She was glaring at the knight. 


“Coward!”
she bellowed. “Fight us! Fight me!” 


Fury
fuelled her. She could hardly see the knight, who appeared to be hiding behind
the wall of bug-men. Perhaps it knew she was the only one who could kill it.
Maybe it even feared her. She needed to cut her connection with this
monster and find out, once and for all, if she’d kill herself in the process. 


There
was no time to think.


The
locust-men steadied themselves and then charged.


“Get
ready!” was all Kara could voice before a locust-man launched itself at her.
With a beat of her wings she leaped from the ground, but not fast enough.


The
locust-man caught her leg, and with an incredible force for a thing made of
just insects, it yanked her down. 


Kara
beat her wings feverishly, but another locust creature grabbed her other leg.
Their grip was like thousands of needles pricking into her skin. The creatures
tossed her sprawling to the ground.


They
came at her again, but Kara was already up.


“You’re
going to pay for that.” 


She
launched herself at a locust-man, spinning and driving a sidekick in the
creature’s chest. The locust-man exploded in a stink of vomit and sewage. 


But
the locusts reformed, and the locust-man came at her again. She kicked out hard
and landed another blow, this time to the creature’s head. Again the locusts
shattered, but as quickly as they had split apart they reformed, as though
nothing had happened.


Out
of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of the knight. Famine sat on his
emaciated steed and watched them with a bored and irritated expression, as
though he already knew that he and his insect army would win.


Kara
cursed loudly. If she wanted to be a normal angel again, if she wanted to stop
her transformation, she had to stop the knight from breaking the seal.
But she had no idea how she was going to do that. Great.


She
soared up into the air and hovered for a moment as she tried to figure out what
to do next. She pulled her soul blade from the folds of her jacket. It was a
guess really, as she didn’t know if it would affect the creature, but she had
to try something.


A
locust-man cocked its head, as though it was considering whether or not the
blade was a threat. For a moment she thought she saw it flash a smile. 


The
creature charged at her like a rocket. She swerved and slashed across its
rippling insect chest with the tip of her blade. Handfuls of locusts fell from
their humanoid host, like burned skin peeling off a body. A screeching buzz
sounded from the creature, as though it screamed in pain. 


Kara
could see that David was holding his own against two locust-men, slashing at
them with a soul blade in each hand. But each time he drove his blade into a
creature’s chest, although the locusts exploded into clouds of swarming
insects, they reformed within a few seconds. 


Jenny
and Ashley weren’t doing any better. 


Ashley
spun and sliced skillfully with her sword, slicing two creatures at once, and
Jenny nocked arrow after arrow and hit her mark every time. But the creatures
always reformed. 


She
spotted Peter and was surprised as he, too, held his own. But then two of the
locust-men ganged up on him, and he disappeared under flailing, insect claws. Peter!


She
made to swoop to Peter’s aid, but something pinned her wings from behind.


She
smelled the bile and heard the buzzing wings of a locust-man as it pulled at
her wings. She cried out in pain as some locusts broke free and tore at her M-5
suit. She thrashed out with her blade but missed. The locust man held her wings
tight, and she plummeted from the sky. 


Kara
hit the ground hard, but luckily she had squished the locust-creature in the
process. 


She
rolled and pushed herself up. But just as she almost smiled at her luck,
another locust-man punched her in the face. Her head snapped back. White lights
exploded behind her eyelids. She staggered, and another blow hit her in the
stomach. Locusts scrambled into her eyes, blinding her. Her head snapped around
as another blow caught her on the side of the head.


From
the corner of her eye she saw the knight open its jaws. Another swarm of locusts
flew out, and fifty more locust-men formed and attacked.


She
leaped at her attacker, only to be grabbed from the back again. A second
locust-man leaned in, smiled a contorted locust grin, pulled back its arm, and
curled it into a fist. Then it punched Kara in the stomach, like a shot from a
cannon. She felt her angel shell shatter as the creature’s fist punctured her
stomach.


The
creature pulled back its hand, and light seeped from the deep wound in her
chest. Even before she gasped at the piercing pain, she felt the scurrying and
digging of tiny feet inside her body. The locusts had infected her.


“Kara!”
she heard David shout, terrified. 


But
she hardly heard him. Her own terror had overtaken her. 


She
felt the insects spreading as they multiplied inside her. Kara screamed in
utter terror as the locusts began to feast on her angel essence. She staggered
as more locusts crawled around her face, and she felt herself weakened by their
poison. She was vaguely aware that three more locust-men had begun to assault
her.


Dimly,
she heard Jenny cry out. 


Then
she heard a scream that she recognized as Ashley’s. Were they being infested
as well? Three locust-men held Ashley down, and Kara could see Ashley’s
angel essence pouring out from many tiny cuts. 


Jenny
was on her knees, screaming and crying as she punched and slashed at the five
locust-men that came at her. 


Kara
was overwhelmed. They couldn’t keep fighting like this. She couldn’t see or
hear any signs of David or Peter. 


David…


She
felt her own strength evaporate. Her legs shook, and she collapsed. The locusts
were inside her, eating her essence and spreading their poison. She couldn’t
move or fight. It had happened so fast. And there was nothing she could do but
lie down and wait to die.
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Her vision had blurred, and she was
about to pass out when she felt the ripple of a little spark inside her. At
first she thought the locusts had finally reached her soul, but then she felt
it again. This was different, like an electrical charge, like a battery being
recharged—her battery.


It
was like her body had turned on its self-defense mode, and even though she had
not called upon it, the darkness inside began to assert itself. It wouldn’t let
her die.


Her
body jerked as the cold, rippling darkness sent shockwaves through her. Her
wings tingled. Her cold power flowed more forcefully. Her fingers curled,
clawing into the dirt. The power terrified her, but it was also intoxicating.
She lost control to the dark force so quickly that she wasn’t even aware what
had happened. The darkness churned inside her, and her fingers pulsed with a
new energy. Strong energy. 


It
was the same sensation of dark power she had felt before, that wild forbidden
power that had whispered to her and teased her. It wanted her to succumb to it,
to set it free. She feared and embraced it as she felt it pulse from the tip of
her wings and through her body. And although she
knew she’d be lost to it now that she couldn’t control the force that was
taking her over, she didn’t care. 


It had saved her.
And now she would save her friends.


Kara
groaned, and as she stood up hundreds of dead locusts poured out of the deep
wound in her stomach like waste. Black veins spread over her chest and pulled
her wound together, stitching it up like medical thread until she was
completely healed. Except for the hole in her shirt and the black veins that
covered her upper body, it was as though the locust-man had never punched her
at all. The last locust scurried over her face and tried to pry her lips open,
but she bit it in half and spit out the bug’s guts. 


She felt her power surge. It pulsed in her hands and legs. She was going to kill
them all. 


With
bloodlust in her eyes, she spotted Famine. It was looking straight at her, and
for a horrible moment, it seemed happy.


She
didn’t have time to wonder why it looked so smug. She had to help out her
friends first. The knight would be next on her to-kill list. 


Kara
spread her wings and jumped into the air. Masses of locust-men had overpowered
her friends like a sand storm. Jenny lay crumbled beneath a swarm of locusts.
Ashley was a few feet away, and Kara could see her angel essence seeping from
her many wounds as she fought the creatures with her bare hands. 


Kara
dove toward Jenny. She spun around with a powerful beat of her wings so violent
that the blast of wind flung the locust-men into the air and splatted them onto
the ground in a black and green mess. Then she spun like a top, spreading out
her wings like a razorblade tornado. The edges of her wings hacked, sliced,
shredded through the locust-men like a revolving meat grinder. Insect blood and
guts fell like heavy rain. 


She
was lost in a fury of hatred, in her hunger to kill, and she kept killing until
she had annihilated every last locust creature. 


“Kara,
stop!”


Kara
halted, but the darkness still pulsed inside her. It wanted her to kill again
and again. She knew in that moment that it would never leave her, not anymore.
She had broken its seal.


David
ran up to her. He surveyed the severed bugs and then stared at her for far too
long. His face hardened, and his eyes narrowed. Why was he looking at her like
that? Hadn’t she just saved them? Shouldn’t he be thanking her? 


Peter
was lifting Jenny to her feet. She was battered, but in much better shape than
Kara would have thought. Ashley stood next to them with her sword in her hand
and a murderous look on her pretty face. Her friends were safe. All of them.
Strangely enough, she felt great.


The
earth rumbled slightly, and Kara’s sudden heroic feeling died like the bugs at
her feet. She spun on the spot. 


“Where’s
the knight?”


“Gone,”
said David. He was still looking at her with a perplexed expression as he moved
closer to her.


Kara
felt deflated and furious. They had lost their chance at killing it. She
had lost her chance. She feared what had been revealed between her and the
knight. She didn’t understand the truths that she so desperately wanted to
know. Where did it go and why? 


“The
bugs,” she squished a few dead locusts underfoot. “They were a diversion for a
quick getaway. They kept us busy while it continued to spread its wickedness.”


She
looked quickly at her injured bicep. The wound had healed, but it didn’t make
her feel any better.


“Well,
I don’t know exactly when the knight packed up and left, but it was around the
time you went all DEET on the bugs.” David stood right in front of her now, but
there was no love or kindness in his eyes, only fear. 


“What?”
said Kara. 


David
was not supposed to look at her that way. At first she thought he was looking
at her arm, but his eyes remained fixed on her face. 


“Is
it the bugs?” Kara watched for his reaction. But there was none. 


“Do
I still have bug guts all over my face or something?” She wiped her face with
her sleeve. 


“Is
it gone now? What is it, seriously? Stop staring at me like that and just tell
me.” 


The
others were staring at her, too.


“Your
face,” began Jenny. She looked at Kara’s face like it was the ugliest thing
she’d ever seen. “It’s all…it’s all...”


“It’s
all what?” Kara felt the darkness start to rise in her. It wanted to be
released again, but she pushed it down. 


What was wrong with them all? They should be
grateful that she had risked her angel life to rescue them, not pass judgment
on her.


“I
can clean it off later,” Kara growled.


“That’s
not it.” Kara wasn’t surprised that Ashley should have a compact mirror. She
tossed it to Kara. 


“You’re
all covered in like black veins or something like that. See for yourself. Take
a look.”


Kara
caught the mirror and looked at her face. It was her worst fear. 


Like
deep black tattoos, the veins covered her face like crawling vines. They
extended from her neck, all the way up her cheeks, to her forehead. 


Kara
tossed the mirror on the ground. She turned away from her friends and hid her
grotesque face with her hands. She shook in fear and shame. It was her fault.
She had let the darkness in, and now there was no going back. 


How
could she have been so stupid? So careless? The white oracle had warned her
that she could change the future. But now her future seemed to be set in stone.



She
looked like a monster because she was about to become one.


Part
of her wanted to cry. A good mortal cry had always made her feel better. But
she wasn’t mortal anymore. She wasn’t even an angel. There was no point in
crying. All she could feel was anger. 


“Kara?”
asked David softly. “What’s going on? What are those markings?”


She
opened her mouth to answer him, but her voice wouldn’t come, and she cursed
herself silently.


“Did
you know this would happen? Please, tell me what’s happening to you,” he
pleaded.


When
he saw the terror in her eyes, he continued with a touch of humor. “I promise I
won’t laugh, even if you do look like you belong at the circus.”


God
she loved him. She wanted to smack him for the last comment, too, but she just
loved how he always tried to make her laugh in sensitive situations. She didn’t
deserve such a good friend. But all that would change when she’d turned into a
monster. Would she even remember his face? 


David
moved around her, but she kept her face hidden with her hands. 


“Is
that why you’ve been wearing gloves? Because of this? There are more of these
veins, aren’t there? If it’s on your face now, then it’s all over your body,
too. Your secret is out, Kara. You can’t hide anymore. Tell us. Tell us what’s
going on.” 


David
wasn’t accusing her in any way. He was surprisingly cool and comforting. 


Finally,
Kara pulled her hands away from her face. She longed for some tears, god how
she longed for a really good cry. She nodded slowly, still unable to speak. She
pulled her gloves off and felt the others watching her. She was inflicted with
an incurable disease. She was corrupted, and it would only get worse.


She
tossed the gloves on the ground and raised her hands for all to see, but she
didn’t look at them. She was afraid that they would be disgusted with her, and
she was ashamed.


But
what happened next, she didn’t expect. 


Instead
of looks of repulsion and fear, they looked at each other and then tackled her
into a group bear hug.


It
was too much.


Kara’s
lips wavered. Her knees were weak, and she was barely aware of the little cry
that escaped her lips as her friends hugged her tighter. She could feel their
love and their loyalty. It was if they knew exactly what she needed. She needed
them, and she hugged them back.


Finally,
as everyone drew back, she found it hard to look at them. They had never really
shared such intimacy before, not like this. But now she felt empowered because
she had the support of her friends.


David
still had his arms around her waist. She raised her eyes to his, and he said
with an impish smile, “Your body could be covered in green scales for all I
care. It doesn’t matter. It won’t change how I feel about you.”


Kara
bit down on her bottom lip. She had never expected him to make such a strong
declaration of his feelings in front of everyone. She knew her friends had
figured out how she and David felt about one another, but it had always been an
unspoken understanding. He had just never announced it in such an affirmative
way before. 


“You’re
still my Kara.”


Kara
shook her head, “You’re impossible.”


Kara
couldn’t help herself. She burst out laughing and pushed him away playfully.
Her smile was as wide as the fields. She couldn’t find the right words to thank
them. Maybe she didn’t need to.


“Well,
the knight is definitely gone,” said David. “Our chances of finding him now
don’t look so great. He’ll know we’ll be looking for him, and he’ll make it
harder for us to find him, I guarantee it.”


Kara’s
smile faded. “Maybe, but we still need to find him. We’ll just have to look
harder because he’ll need to destroy a lot more crops and animals to break the
seal. We’ll follow the trail of death that follows him, and we’ll find him, I’m
sure we will. It’s only a matter of time. He couldn’t have gotten too far even
if he is supernatural.”


As
Kara surveyed the hectares of dead and diseased crops and animals, she wondered
what she would do when she faced the knight again. Could she kill him without
injuring herself further? She thought about asking Mr. Patterson what he
thought the connection was. If anyone knew details about the knights, she
trusted that he would. And she wouldn’t make the same mistake of hiding
anything from anyone, not anymore.


“Well,
whatever we do decide to do, we better hurry,” said Jenny. 


She
looked at her wristwatch. “The day’s almost over. If we don’t find him soon and
destroy him, it’ll only leave us three days to find and kill all four of them.
We don’t have much time. And if the other knights are as strong as him—”


“I’m
sure they are,” interrupted Ashley. She twirled her sword in the air like she
was slicing invisible locusts. “They’re probably worse.”


Jenny
shrugged. “Then we haven’t really made any real progress at all.”


“We
just got our butts kicked,” grunted Peter. He pulled off his glasses and began
to wipe off the caked on bug guts with the bottom of his t-shirt. 


“We
need to do better. If the knights are this strong, I hate to image the strength
of their creators. Can you image what they’ll do to the legion of angels? Mr.
Patterson was right—they’d annihilate them. It’s up to us to stop the knights
from breaking the seals.”


“Praying
that the old man’s plan will actually work,” said David. 


He
saw the irritated looks they were all giving him. “What? He said believed!
You were there, you all heard him. Even he’s not entirely sure his grand
plan’s going to work.”


“We’ll
make it work.” Peter pushed his glasses back on his face. 


“Kara
made it work, right, Kara? We all saw it. The creature let us go. You did
something to it didn’t you? What was it?”


“I
injured it,” she answered.


Peter’s
eyes gleamed. “How did you manage that?”


“Well,
I can’t really say that I injured it because I doubt that very much. It was
more of a surprise. I caught it off guard and sliced it across the arm with my
blade. It happened really fast and to tell you the truth I’m not even sure how
it let me get so close. But I did. Maybe it was too busy trying to kill you all
and didn’t see me coming. The cut wasn’t very deep, but it must have been
painful enough to break the hold it had on you guys.” 


She
couldn’t bring herself to tell them about the wound that had appeared on her
own arm, at least not until it made more sense. She’d speak to Mr. Patterson
first.


“So
that’s great,” said Jenny cheerfully. “At least one of us achieved something
today.”


Kara’s
face was blank. “Don’t get too excited. I would hardly call this an
achievement. I surprised it, that’s all. I doubt that the knight will let me
get that close to it again.”


David
let out a long sigh and looked to the sky. He sheathed his blades inside his
jacket. “Well, it can’t get any worse than this.”


“Oh,
it gets worse,” said Ashley. Everyone turned to look at her. She pointed her
sword at Peter’s hand.


Jenny’s
eyes widened. “Oh, no. Peter, your ring!”


Peter
lifted his ring hand. His ring was gone. 


The
first seal had been broken.
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It was with a feeling of dread that
Kara and the others travelled back to Horizon. They had failed to stop Famine
from breaking his seal. The archfiends were getting closer to their victory. 


Kara
hid in the shadows while she waited for the rest of the group to be released
from the archangel Raphael’s care. They were fine, but protocol demanded that
they get checked out anyway. She refused to get checked, partly because she
felt fine, but mostly because she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. She
had to agree with David. She looked like a freak show all on her own.
Ultimately, she would seek Mr. Patterson’s council first, and then she’d
decide whether or not to let the rest of the legion in on the progress of her
transformation. Would they even care? They were on the brink of war. Perhaps
they wouldn’t even notice. 


Time
was passing. After spending a few hours in Horizon to repair their injuries,
they had only three days left. 


Kara
waited for her friends in a long corridor opposite the hallway from Raphael’s
chamber. A group of middle-aged CDD agents came strutting down the corridor,
and Kara stepped back deeper into the shadows and flattened herself against the
stone wall.


“…who
sent them on this mission anyway,” said a man’s voice. 


“I
checked the chart, and no field missions assigned to anyone. What the heck were
they doing? Don’t they know it’s pointless? We could really use the extra
manpower. Gabriel said it would be the biggest battle the legion had ever seen.
They should be fighting alongside us tomorrow when we hit the archfiends.”


Kara
frowned but crept a little closer to hear more.


“There
was no official mission,” said a woman’s voice. “It was the one with the
demon wings, the freak. No doubt she orchestrated all of this to bring
more attention to herself. She lied to her team and nearly got them all killed.
She’s always been a real problem with the legion. She makes everyone uneasy.
Cathy in Operations told me that she was supposed to be terminated last
year.”


“No
way,” said one of the men.


Kara’s
mood darkened. She clenched her fists.


“I
swear it on the souls,” the woman’s voice rose with excitement. 


“There’s
something foul about her. I just know it. She’s corrupted, and she
corrupts everyone around her, like a bad apple. I honestly don’t know why they
keep her around. If it were up to me, I’d get rid of her.”


“Well,
it’s not up to you.”


“Her
team is going to die because of her, you just watch,” said the woman.


“If
they’re stupid enough to follow that freak,” said another man’s voice. 


“Then
they’re stupid enough to die along with her.” The voices laughed.


“I
wouldn’t be sorry if she did die,” the woman snorted. “We don’t need mutants
like that here. She doesn’t belong in Horizon. They should have left her locked
up in Tartarus. Or better yet…fed her soul to the demons.”


The
all laughed as they went past Kara. 


She
stepped out of the shadows. She wanted to shout at them, to tell them off. It
took every ounce of strength to keep from dive-bombing the three of them and
slapping them around with her wings. She’d show them how much of a freak
she was. She had to tell herself that these were ignorant fools. 


But
they didn’t appear to know anything about the seals; otherwise they would have
said so. No. It was clear that her mission was a secret one. She might look
like a freak, but she was important enough to Mr. Patterson, and hopefully some
of the other archangels, to entrust her on this secret and vital mission.


“Idiots,”
she said under her breath.


“Well,
well, well. What do we have here, ladies?”


Kara
froze. And then she cursed. Even before she turned around, she knew who it was.
She kept her head hidden in the shadows of her hood and turned around.


“Kara
Nightingale,” said Metatron between puffs of his cigar. “The one with the
mark—or should I say the one with the wings.” 


He
looked exactly as she had tried hard to forget. His charcoal-gray suit was a
bit tight around the middle, and his thin, straw-colored hair was drawn back
from his receding hairline. He hid his eyes behind his glasses, but she knew he
watched her with great interest. He was oily, like a gangster lord, full of
false promises, full of criminal resolve and evil secrets. 


His
entourage of stunning angel woman in skin-tight, black leather suits, red high
heels, sunglasses, and bright red lipstick stood in his shadow.


Kara
held back a growl.


“Why
are you hiding?” he laughed as he tapped the ashes from his cigar. 


“With
such a pretty face like yours I’m surprised you’re not flaunting it around.” 


He
glanced toward the group of guardians who had just passed. A knowing smile
spread on his lips.


“I
wasn’t hiding.”


Metatron
laughed harder. “But you are hiding. But the question is why? And from
whom are you hiding?”


The
archangel’s laughter only made Kara’s fury bubble even more. He was a rude and
arrogant fool who still thought it was cool to smoke cigars. She hated him and
his stupid entourage. Their sweet cherry-blossom and vanilla perfume was giving
her a giant headache.


“Leave
me alone,” growled Kara. She remembered who she was speaking to and added,
“Please.”


Metatron’s
face twitched. 


“Remember
who you’re speaking to, guardian,” he warned with a dangerous edge to his
voice. “I’m not some mindless, spineless archangel. I’m your commander, and
you’d do well to remember that.”


Kara
wasn’t about to apologize. Maybe if she ignored him, he’d get bored and walk
away. 


Metatron
smiled. 


“Come,
come, Kara. Aren’t
we friends? Of course we are. Let me gaze upon that pretty face of yours.”


But
Kara didn’t budge.


“Come
here now,” he ordered. “I won’t say it again.”


Kara
had been caught by the worst archangel in all Horizon. Why couldn’t it have
been Raphael? She cursed herself for not going with the others. 


She
took a step forward and kept her head down. But she knew he was close enough to
see the markings on her face.


“Oh
dear,” said Metatron. 


Smoke
from his cigar billowed into her face. “It’s worse than I expected. You have
been busy.”


She
raised her head slowly and angrily and stared into his sunglasses. The
entourage gasped, but she ignored them. 


“You
know this isn’t my fault. I never asked for any of this.” 


Kara
caught her reflection in his sunglasses and froze for a moment. The shock of
the thick, black veins tattooed on her face was still very fresh. She didn’t
like the monster that stared back at her. She looked away and hid under her
hood.


Metatron
took a drag of his cigar. She hated that she couldn’t see his eyes. 


“Maybe
not,” he said, and then he was quiet for a while. “But it’s happened, hasn’t it?”



Even
though she couldn’t see his eyes, she knew he was taking in everything. 


And
then Metatron said finally, “Your transformation seems to be progressing faster
than I had expected.” 


“This
complicates things,” he said to himself.


What things? Kara wanted to ask. 


“How
are you feeling?” he asked. 


Kara
thought that it was an odd question, coming from him. 


“Does
it hurt? Are you in any kind of pain? Do you have a fever?”


“Fever?
No. I feel fine.” Kara glared at one of his entourage who was openly staring
and laughing at her.


Metatron
took another drag of his cigar. To her surprise, he blew a butterfly. 


“You
certainly don’t look fine. Such a pity. You had such a pretty face.” 


He
was silent again, and Kara had the feeling that he knew more than he let on.


“I
feel fine,” she repeated. She couldn’t let him remove her from her mission. She
needed to save herself, as well as the world. 


“I
can still do my job, if that’s what’s worrying you. Nothing’s changed—”


“Except
for those black marks all over you.” His eyes rolled over her body too long.


Kara
controlled her temper. “It doesn’t affect my skills as a guardian. I’m just as
good as I was before, even better because of the wings. I’m a real asset to the
legion and to my team. My—my condition won’t affect my work. I promise.”


The
women snorted at this. She wanted to slice off their pretty heads.


The
archangel gave her a sly smile. “It’s already affecting your work if you feel
the need to hide in the shadows. You can’t hide your wings anymore, and you
certainly can’t hide your face.” 


He
flicked his cigar toward her. “You say that your wings are an asset, so why do
you shy away like you’re ashamed of them?”


“I’m
not.” Kara contracted her hands into fists and concentrated hard to keep the
darkness from taking her over.


Metatron’s
smile faded a little. 


“Only
the guilty shy away from others, those who do not wish to share their secrets,
those who do not want to be discovered. Tell me. Are you guilty of something,
Kara? What shameful incident have you done that makes you lurk in the shadows?”


“I
haven’t done anything,” she said coldly.


“Really?”
Metatron shared smiles with his entourage. It made Kara want to vomit. 


He
turned his attention back to her and took a long drag from his cigar. 


“From
where I’m standing, it sure looks like you’re hiding something. I told you
before, I can always tell when someone is lying…and you, my dear, are lying.
It’s all over your face.”


Kara
flinched.


“I’m
not lying. I haven’t done anything. I’m just standing here
waiting for my team. I don’t recall any laws against lurking in the hallways.”


“A
tongue like a razor. I like that. I find it very charming in someone so young.”


Kara
made a face.


“We
all have our secrets—though I’m curious why you’re so jumpy. If I were a fool,
I’d say you can keep your secrets. But I am no fool. And keeping secrets from
the legion, from me, is a capital offense. I could send you straight to
Tartarus without questions or a hearing.”


“Fine,”
she spat, before she knew what she was saying, before she could control her
temper. “Send me to your prison! See if I care. But if you’re so sure I’ve done
something wrong then why haven’t you sent me to Tartarus already?” 


She
narrowed her eyes, surprised at her courage or stupidity to be speaking with
such impertinence to the archangel. The darkness was making her mad. 


“I’ll
tell you. It’s because you’ve got nothing. Because I haven’t done
anything.”


To
her amazement Metatron laughed. “You’re so feisty and insolent, such anger in
that tiny little body. It’s one of the reasons why I like you so much, and why
I haven’t sent you to Tartarus…yet. It’s because I like you, and I like having
you around. There are not many angels who have the nerve to speak to me like
you just did. In fact I don’t recall it happening for over three hundred
years…and come to think of it, he’s still in Tartarus.” 


Kara’s
throat tightened as she remembered the heart wrenching echoes of lost souls
she’d heard during her stay in the angel prison and wondered if she’d had heard
that poor, forgotten angel’s cry. How could Metatron forget an angel for three
hundred years in that despicable place? It only made her hate him more. Why
would the legion appoint such a ruthless, uncaring commander? It was crazy.


Metatron
smiled at her grimace. 


“I
admire a guardian who’s not afraid to speak her mind. It sets you apart. But
like I said, not always in a good way. Lucky for you, I find you amusing.”


“Wonderful.”
Kara stepped back into the shadow of the corridor and fought back the scream
that she held inside her. If he did anything to prevent her from becoming a
normal angel again, she’d feed him his cigar.


“Amusing,
yes, but also significant.” Metatron sidled closer to her and brushed her wings
with his fingers. Her skin crawled at his nearness, but she didn’t move an
inch.


“Truly,
your wings are remarkable,” continued the archangel. “But these…these veins
tell a different story, don’t they?”


Kara
was restless, but at the same time remarkably still. Was he aware of the
darkness that brewed inside her? How much did Mr. Patterson and the oracles
tell the legion about what they saw in her future? 


Perhaps
he didn’t know…not yet.


“What
is their purpose?” he asked sweetly, standing too close to her. His breath was
like an ashtray. “Why are they there at all? Are they trying to tell us
something? What does it all mean?”


Kara’s
brows knotted. “Your guess is as good as mine.” 


She
wouldn’t tell him anything. He would have to beat it out of her. God,
why can’t he just go away?


Metatron
watched her in silence for a moment. 


“Well,
I’m sure whatever they are they will reveal their mystery soon enough. They
don’t seem to pose any kind of threat that I can see…for the moment. Either
way, I’ve allowed you to stay in the legion until we discover more about these
dreadful marks.”


“Thanks,
I’m sure.”


Something
shifted in the reflection of Metatron’s glasses, his smile flattened. “You are
remarkably ungrateful.”


That
was too much. 


“Ungrateful?
I’m ungrateful!” 


Now
she was yelling. “After everything that’s happened to me? Over and over and
over again without being able to stop it, without being able to say no! I’ve
never asked to have elemental power! I’ve never asked for these wings…these
marks. I’ve never even asked to be an angel. It just happened, and I had
no say in it. And was I ungrateful for all of this? For all these things that
keep happening to me? No. I’ve always only shown my appreciation and my
devotion to the cause because I believe in it. Even if it doesn’t believe in
me. I’ve always been grateful. I do my job to the best of my ability, and I’ve
saved countless mortal and angel lives. If that’s ungrateful, then shoot me.”


Kara
shook with rage. She’d carried these feelings with her for so long, and now
they had exploded out of her. Her only regret was that she had unleashed them
on Metatron, the one who really could send her away forever.


The
female entourages’ smiles had disappeared completely. Their pretty faces looked
stunned. They watched Metatron and waited. No one moved. No one said a word.
The fact that they weren’t laughing at her sudden outburst was an answer in
itself—she had gone too far. Metatron would never let this go, especially in
front of his groupies. He would punish her severely.


Kara
braced herself. 


He
tapped the ashes from his cigar. 


“Well,
someone forgot to take their happy pills this morning.” He stared at her
sullenly. “I’m feeling generous today, so I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear
any of this juvenile tantrum. Because, that’s what it was, wasn’t it? A
tantrum, brought on by stress, no doubt.”


When
Kara realized he was waiting for her to answer, she said, “Yes, yes I guess
you’re right. I should be grateful to you.” 


Why
wasn’t he angrier with her? 


He
looked almost sad. She couldn’t see his eyes, but it was clear now. He felt
sorry for her, and she felt angry again. She didn’t want anyone’s pity,
especially not his.


Metatron
studied her for a long time and then added. “Where’s your beloved Davy? The two
of you are usually inseparable, like two peas in a pod, right?” 


He
laughed and raised his eyebrows. “So what does he think about your latest look?
Is he more or less inclined to be with you? By the looks of it, I’m going to
guess less.”


Kara
knew he was only trying to get a rise out of her, and she wouldn’t play his
game. So instead she asked, “I heard the legion’s planning a strike on the
archfiends tomorrow. I’m sure you’re very busy with plans and all. I wouldn’t
want to keep you from such an important thing.”


She
wasn’t expecting him to answer, but she figured she had nothing to lose. 


Metatron
frowned. “You heard? Ariel didn’t inform you? That’s not like her.”


Kara’s
face fell. Obviously he didn’t know about their mission, and she was about to
ruin everything with her big mouth. 


“Yes.
Of course she did,” she lied quickly. 


“We’re
all getting ready, physically and mentally. It’s just…” 


She
faltered and cursed herself for being so stupid. There was no official
mission. Mr. Patterson had sent them out himself, out of desperation, without
the legion’s knowledge. The legion hadn’t accepted his theory about the seals
and the knights. But now Kara and the others were in dangerous territory—they
had been on a secret and unauthorized mission.


For
a moment she felt elated. She had never been one to follow the rules when
breaking them was much more thrilling.


Still,
Mr. Patterson should have warned them.


“It’s
just what?” demanded the archangel.


“I
thought maybe…I was hoping maybe you could stop it.”


“Stop
it? Have you lost your mind?” Metatron’s face hardened. 


“I
don’t want to stop it. And why would I? We need to hit these archfiends
with everything we’ve got. They’re a threat to us and to the mortal world.
These creatures want to annihilate us. Do you know what that means?”


“Of
course I do.” Kara straightened and resisted the urge to snap back, his foul
mood was increasing by the millisecond.


“We
must destroy them before they get a chance to attack first. There’s no
other alternative. We’re going to hit them hard. With the demon legions
fighting alongside us, the archfiends won’t stand a chance. It’ll all be over
in less than a few hours. I guarantee it. I’m confident we will win
this.”


“And
you seriously trust the demons?” Kara did her best to hide the
skepticism in her voice.


Metatron
went still, and a shadow passed over his face. 


“No,
I don’t trust any demon and I never will. But I trust that they need to
vanquish the archfiends as much as we do. They stand to lose as much as us if
things turn out badly. The archfiends have no love for the demons either. If
they don’t destroy the Netherworld, then they will bend it to their will. The
enemy of my enemy is my friend.”


“It
just doesn’t feel right. They can’t be trusted.”


“There
is no other way—”


“But
there is another way.” 


Kara
moved forward. She forgot the marks on her face and ignored the stares of
Metatron’s entourage. 


“The
demons have an ulterior motive. I know they do. They’ll turn on us, on you.
Maybe they want us to die, I don’t know. But you can’t let the legion strike
the archfiends now. They’ll never win!” 


Her
voice rose. “They’ll be killed if you don’t stop it. The archfiends will
slaughter the angels! All of them.” 


The
words rushed out of her mouth. “You must stop them. Please. There’ll be nothing
left! They’re more powerful than anything in this world. I’ve only seen a
glimpse of what they’re capable of—” 


She
shut her mouth. She had said too much. The secret was out.


“A
glimpse?” Metatron’s voice became deeper and more authoritative. Kara shuddered
slightly under the power of his stare. His entourage stepped back. 


“What
glimpse are you referring to?” 


“Well,
it’s more of a feeling than a literal glimpse,” she lied. She wanted to kick
herself. “Call it angel intuition. I get it from time to time, and I’m usually
right.”


“Are
you now?” Metatron’s face was unreadable. 


“You’ve
been speaking to that oracle again, haven’t you? What’s that one’s name again? Mr.
Patterson, that’s the name. What do oracles know of combat and warfare? Of
battles? What do oracles know of military strategies? Nothing. They’ve never
really partaken in any wars. They’ve never fought side by side with angels.
They spend their days scrying through crystal balls! Crystal balls! They don’t
know the first thing about battles or how to win the war against the
archfiends. And instead of filling young minds with foolish ideals of war, they
should stick to fortune telling.”


Kara
knew she had struck a nerve. She guessed that Mr. Patterson and the other
oracles had interfered with the legion’s war plans over the centuries. Was
Metatron opposed to the oracle’s recommendation to go after the knights of the
apocalypse? She hoped she hadn’t made this more difficult for Mr. Patterson. 


“I
will have a talk with that old fool and set him straight once and for all.” 


Kara
was stuck. There was nothing she could say to help Mr. Patterson without
revealing too much about their mission. 


Metatron’s
oily stare fixed on her again. He clicked his tongue. “This just won’t do.”


“Excuse
me?”


The
archangel moved away from her. “Your face, those marks, your wings…all of it.
It’s clear to me now. This causes a problem for our deal.”


Kara
winced. The infamous deal. 


She
hadn’t forgotten about it, but she hadn’t really thought it was relevant any
more. Metatron had agreed not to torture David because he wanted to get
information from her. He had offered her a deal in exchange for David’s safety,
and she had taken it. She had never told anyone, not even to David. She had
hoped that the archangel had forgotten about it. Cleary he hadn’t. 


But
did he just say that there was a problem? 


Kara
couldn’t stand this any longer. If he hadn’t been the overall legion commander,
and if she hadn’t been linked to him because of the deal they had made, she
would have punched him.


“Yes,
our deal,” he
purred. “You do
remember our deal, don’t you?”


Kara
clenched her jaw. She wanted to scream. This was insufferable.


“I
could have overlooked the wings,” he continued. He took a long drag from his
cigar, “But I can’t have you looking like that around me.” 


Gray
smoke billowed from his lips. “It would make my girls uncomfortable.” 


Kara
looked over to his entourage. They leered at her. Their red, bulbous lips were
turned up in smiles that were not friendly. 


“So…regrettably…and
I mean it in the most sincere way because you were quiet beautiful…”


Kara
leaned forward. She was going to punch him. 


Metatron
tapped his cigar. “The deal’s off.”


Kara
felt relief, anger, and ultimately, excitement. This couldn’t have happened at
a better time. 


It
was odd. She thought she heard resignation in his voice. Did he regret his
decision? Was there something else? Despite herself, she felt a tingle of hope.


“We’ll
be in touch.” Metatron turned on his heel and disappeared down the corridor
with his entourage. 


Kara
stared after them in a cloud of cigar smoke.


She
felt like someone had given her the moon. 


She
smiled wickedly.


 


 











Chapter
9


Revelations


 


 


 


Mr. Patterson stared at Kara’s face,
his eyes wide with alarm.


“Dear
souls! It is worse than I feared.”


David,
Peter, Jenny, and Ashley lingered behind Kara, but she could feel their fear
for what was happening to her. The thought that they felt sorry for her made it
worse. She didn’t want anyone’s pity. She just wanted to confirm her suspicions
that she might have some kind of link with the knights and that the connection
might enable her to break her dreaded curse.


If
she was right.


“What
does it mean?” Kara pulled her hood back over her head. 


The
oracle fumbled with his crystal ball nervously. “I’m not sure. It seems the
mutation has progressed more rapidly than I had hoped. It’s almost as though
something triggered it.”


Kara
knew what had triggered it. She had.


“Do
you think there’s more to come?” David stepped in beside Kara. 


He
had taken the words right out of her mouth. But she could barely look at him
for fear of what the oracle was about to say.


Mr.
Patterson blinked the sadness from his eyes and looked back to Kara. “It’s hard
to say. Hold this.” 


He
handed his crystal ball to David who took it carefully, surprised that the oracle
trusted him to hold one of his precious crystals. 


Then
Mr. Patterson reached out and took her hand. He brushed his fingers over the
black veins carefully, inspecting them. His fingers were soft and warm on her
skin.


“Have
more marks developed since the last outbreak? Since they last appeared on your
face?” 


The
oracle inspected her hands closely. “Have you noticed if they keep progressing,
is what I mean.”


“I…I
don’t think so.” 


Kara
stared at the bulging veins on her hands and tried not to make a face. They
disgusted her. She disgusted herself. 


“It’s
not like I’m keeping count, but they look the same. I mean, I don’t think
there’s more. I think it stopped.”


“Hmmm.”
Mr. Patterson watched her silently. “Or maybe just slowed down.”


“Slowed
down?” asked David, his brows furrowed. “So you don’t think it’s stopped yet?”


Mr.
Patterson looked at Kara sadly. “We’ll never know for sure. Not until we know
precisely what these markings mean.”


“Fantastic,”
growled David.


“But
will Kara be okay?” Jenny’s voice sounded from the back of the bookstore. 


Jenny’s
face was drawn, and she gave Kara a tight smile that Kara found hard to return.
Peter and Ashley were watching her, too. They looked worried that she might
suddenly blow up or something. 


Kara
looked back at Mr. Patterson.


“I
will speak to the oracle mothers about this,” said the oracle with some
urgency. 


He
let go of Kara’s hand. “They are the wisest of our kind. They might have better
answers for you. I wish…I wish we had more time. I could run some tests, maybe
find a temporary remedy to slow the mutation…maybe even find a cure.”


A
cure. 


“There’s
something I have to tell you. All of you.” Kara waited until she had everyone’s
undivided attention. She had hoped that the oracle would have made the
connection between her and the knights. But he hadn’t. Now, she had no choice
but to tell them what had happened. 


Kara
braced herself. “I think I have a theory about a cure.” 


“You
never told me this?” said David with surprise.


“That’s
because I didn’t know, well not for sure until I fought with the knight.”


Mr.
Patterson snatched his crystal back from David. “Go on.”


They
all gathered closer around her. “It’s a working theory. I could be wrong—”


“But
you think you’re right.” David’s face was unreadable.


Kara’s
throat tightened. “When I injured the knight with my blade, I cut a deep wound
into its left bicep. Well, it left a mark on me, too.”


“What
kind of a mark?” asked David quietly.


Kara
kept her eyes on the oracle as she answered. 


“A
wound. Exactly like the one I left on the knight.” 


She
watched as the oracle’s eyes widened. She could see that his mind was working
overtime. She could practically hear him think.


David
raked his hair with his fingers. “What are you saying?”


“I’m
saying that when I hurt the knight, I felt the pain, too. The cut. As
soon as my blade perforated its skin—a gash opened up on my arm.”


Mr.
Patterson’s face paled. “From what you are telling us, I fear you share a
connection with these creatures. A physical connection.” 


Kara
had suspected that she shared a connection with the knight, but hearing it
confirmed by the oracle made it more likely to be true. She had been right.
There was a connection.


Kara
nodded. “I know. Well, at least that’s what I thought. I’m linked to them
somehow. The knight saw the wound on my arm, and it was just as surprised as I
was. It wasn’t expecting it either. So, for whatever reasons, I appear to be
linked to the knights. But the fact that the knight didn’t seem to know that I
was linked to it in some way is even more confusing.”


“So
if you are linked to them,” Ashley began, “couldn’t you have warned us
before it appeared? Didn’t you sense it?”


“No.
It doesn’t work like that.” 


Kara
didn’t really know how it worked. It just did. She wasn’t thrilled about it
either. However, she hoped that her bond with the knights might provide her
with a clue as to how she might rid herself of her mutation.


A
shadow passed in the oracle’s eyes. 


“Kara,
listen to me. I don’t know what you are planning, but this…this dark
supernatural energy is the worse there is. There is nothing more foul in all
the worlds. The knights were forged from the archfiends’ darkness and
wickedness. Everything about them is evil. If you truly do share this
connection, it could be very bad for you, and for the legion.”


Kara
was silent. She hadn’t thought about that. 


“I
wish I could say that I’m not linked to them, but that would be a lie because I
felt it. So how would this be bad for the legion exactly? I’m the one
who’s going through this, not them.” 


The
more she thought carefully about the connection, the worse she felt. Had she
made a mistake in telling everyone? 


Mr.
Patterson looked her in the face. 


“Because,
my dear, if you are linked to it…then it is also linked to you.”


Kara
felt like the oracle had slapped her. She bit her bottom lip. “I…I didn’t think
about that.” 


“Try
not to fret, my dear. We’ll make sense of this, I promise.” 


But
Kara only felt worse. She wasn’t sure what she had expected to hear, but that
definitely wasn’t part of it.


“You
mean like it could read her mind or something?” inquired Jenny. “It could find
out about the legion’s secrets and plans. Everything.” 


Could Jenny be right? 


Kara
shivered at the thought of the knights rummaging through her mind, discovering
her deepest secrets. Not just the legion’s but her own. Could they sense what
she was planning? 


No. 


She
couldn’t read their minds or sense them at all, so she was certain that they
couldn’t read her mind either. Whatever link they shared, it wasn’t telepathic.



This
conversation was not proceeding as Kara had planned. Jenny had not tried to
anger her. She was just speaking her mind as she always did. 


“I
don’t think it can read my mind,” she said quietly to Jenny.


“Are
you sure?” pressed Ashley, before Jenny could answer. “I mean, how would you
know for sure?”


Kara’s
gaze shifted to Ashley. “Because I can’t read their minds—”


“So
they can’t read her mind.” David looked at Kara. “Makes sense.”


“But
that’s if it works that way,” said Ashley. “How can we know for sure? We can’t,
can we? Are we willing to take that chance? Kara…are you?”


Even
though she didn’t want to admit it, Kara knew that Ashley was right. 


“Of
course not. But what am I supposed to do? I still don’t think they can read my
mind. And if you are right, you still don’t have much to worry about
since the legion’s never shared any secrets with me.” 


She
couldn’t help sounding bitter. “I don’t know anything about any plans. There’s
not much in my head that can harm anyone, really. Just stupid stuff.” 


“Even
so,” began Mr. Patterson. “It would be wise if you didn’t go back to Horizon.
At least not until I speak with the oracle mothers. I believe it would be best
for everyone.”


Kara
was taken aback. 


Was that an order? She couldn’t go back to Horizon?
Was he afraid that she would infect the legion with her disease? Horizon was her home.
She hadn’t realized how much she cared about it until he suggested that she
stay away. Even if it was just temporary…


The
oracle was only trying to help her by telling her the truth. And she needed the
truth. Besides, she needed to be here on Earth for her plan to work, and right
now she needed to stick to her plan.


“Okay,
I get it. I won’t take any more risks with the legion. I’ll stay here for as
long as I can.”


“I
know this is difficult to hear, but it’s for the best.” Mr. Patterson brushed
his crystal with his sleeve and then looked up at Kara, “And it won’t be
forever. 


“I
believe we went a little off track. So, what of your theory for a cure? What is
it you think you know?”


At
the mention of her theory, Kara’s miserable thoughts about Horizon vanished. 


“Like
I said, it’s just a theory…but I think it’s going to work.”


“Go
on.”


Kara
was excited to continue. 


“We
know the archfiends are responsible for my changes. We still don’t know why
exactly, but we all know it’s them. We also know that the archfiends created
the knights. I think that I have some of whatever they used to create the
knights in me. That would explain the bond I have with them. When I saw the
wound on my arm after I stabbed the knight, I just knew. It became clear to
me.”


“What
did?” David said.


“That
I could kill it.”


“But
Kara—”


“The
only way to get rid of my curse,” Kara shuffled her wings, “is by getting rid
of the archfiends.” 


She
felt excited. 


“It’s
a win-win for everyone. We destroy the knights, keep them from breaking the
seals—the archfiends will go back to their cage and take their virus with them.
The worlds will be saved, and I’ll be back to normal again. I know it’s going
to work.”


David
and the others looked uneasy.


“What?”
said Kara a little annoyed that they didn’t jump for joy at her master plan.
“Don’t you want me to get better? Don’t you want me to be normal again?”


“That’s
not it, Kara.” David’s eyes were filled with worry. 


“Then
what?”


“You
said that when you cut the knight, it affected you too,” said David.


“Yes.
And?” 


Kara
concealed the flutter of irritation that surged through her. She wasn’t sure if
it was the darkness inside her, but her anger seemed to find her awfully
quickly since her transformation. She had to fight to control it.


David
tilted his head to the side. 


“Doesn’t
that mean you might be at risk of killing yourself, if you kill any of the
knights?”


“Yes,”
said Kara. 


She
saw that they all looked anxious. “And it’s a risk I’m willing to take.”


“It’s
not a risk I’m willing to take.” David’s expression toughened. “I won’t
risk your life.”


“You
don’t have a choice.” Kara’s voice sounded harsher than she had intended. 


“Look,”
she said softly as she recovered a little, “It’s already in motion. The fate of
the worlds depends on us. We need to succeed. I know what you’re all thinking,
and I’ve already thought it through long and hard. Yes, I might die…and I might
not.”


David
clenched his jaw. 


“I
don’t like this, Kara. It seems that every time something goes wrong…you
always end up getting hit with the worst of it. It just doesn’t seem fair. I
just wish that I could take some of that burden, just this once, so you didn’t
have to.”


The
room went still. 


Kara
felt a cramp in her chest at David’s concern for her. She wasn’t embarrassed at
his sudden revelation. She admired him and adored him all the more for it. If
they had been alone, she would have kissed him hard and never let him go. But
they weren’t. 


“I
know, and truly I understand, believe me I do,” she said. “I wish things could
be different, but they’re not. And I just have to accept them. I don’t want to
die my true death either, but I know within my soul that this is the right
move. We’ll finish what we started and move forward. Nothing’s changed, well
not that much. At least now we know that the knights can be killed.”


“What
makes you so sure?” inquired Peter. “You only stabbed it, and from what you
just told us it wasn’t a deadly cut. You said it yourself. You just injured
it.”


“Call
it a hunch,” said Kara. “If we can injure them, we can kill them.”


“I
have to agree with Kara, although it pains me to say it,” said Jenny. “It’s a
relief, but also terrifying all at the same time,” she continued softly. 


Kara
felt a lump in her throat. 


“I’ll
be fine. Trust me. We’ll hit these knights with whatever it takes. Don’t hold
back. You must promise me that.” 


She
moved around them, watching their eyes. 


“Promise
me that you won’t hold back, for my sake. Whatever it takes. Promise me.”


Silence.


“Guys,”
pressed Kara. “I need you with me on this. I need your help, your skills as
guardians. We’re the best team in the legion—together. You know how important
this is. It’s more important than me. It’s more important than all of us. It’s
the most important job we’ll ever do. You must accept it, just as I accepted
it.” 


“Fine,
whatever it takes.” David said a little reluctantly.


The
others all agreed slowly, and Kara’s excitement returned. They would destroy
the knights, and she would be free.


Mr.
Patterson paced. “Have you told anyone else about this?” 


He
turned to face Kara.


“No,”
she shook her head. “This is the first time I’ve spoken of it.” 


She
wanted to add the fact that someone else had seen her markings, but she
wasn’t sure how to bring it up without putting the oracle in a state by
revealing too much about her discussion with Metatron.


“Did
anyone else see the marks on your face and hands when you were in Horizon?”
asked the oracle. He might just as well have been reading her mind. 


“Metatron
saw me.”


Mr.
Patterson’s fluffy white brows furrowed. “Why does that not surprise me?” 


He
turned away from her for a moment, as though trying to control himself. 


He
turned his attention back to Kara, his face contorted in rage. She had never
seen him so angry. 


“Did
you speak to him?”


“Yes.”


“What
did he tell you?”


After
sighing loudly, Kara recounted the events that had occurred between her and the
archangel. He had seen the marks and her wings. She had told him about the
attack on the archfiends and she almost tipped him off about their plans. She
told Mr. Patterson everything except the part about the deal. No one needed to
know about that. 


“I
apologize for not mentioning that this mission was not an official one,”
began the oracle.


He
turned the crystal orb in his hand anxiously. 


“I
was afraid that you all might not want to take it. And that was a not chance
that the oracle mothers and I were willing to take. There is too much at stake,
and we had to bend the rules a little.”


“Don’t
worry about it, Mr. P,” said Jenny grinning. “We love anything unofficial.”


David
smiled. “Yeah, we would have agreed to it anyway. All of us.” 


“Yeah,”
agreed Ashley and Peter in unison.


The
oracle beamed at their confidence in him. 


“It’s
fine,” said Kara, “but I almost gave us away. In fact, I’m pretty sure Metatron
will figure it out sooner or later. He was really angry.”


“Yes,”
said Mr. Patterson, a mischievous smiled played on his lips. “I bet he was.”


Kara
shared a sidelong glance with David. 


“Did
something happen between you and Metatron?” asked Kara. 


The
idea that the oracle might derive some pleasure out of angering the archangel
was too sweet to pass. She wanted to know a little more about the newly
appointed commander. Maybe she could learn something that she could use against
him to trade with if he ever tried to make a deal with her again. 


Mr.
Patterson dismissed her with a wave of his hand. 


“That
is a story for another day. And don’t worry about Metatron. I’ll deal with him
when the time comes. Now, you best hurry. We don’t have much time left to stop
the knights. It’s our only chance.”


“Where
do we begin our search?” asked Peter, although his voice was void of
enthusiasm.


“Boston,”
answered David. Kara raised her brows in surprise. 


“I
was talking with the archangel Raphael, and she hinted to me that a whole
plague of diseases originated in Boston.”


“Well,
it’s a start,” said Kara. 


She
wondered if the archangel had intended to reveal so much to David. Did the
archangel know of their secret mission? Her angel intuition told her that
this wasn’t a coincidence. Raphael knew where one of the knights was, and she
had just told David where to look. 


“It
sounds like this could be the handiwork of the knight called Pestilence,
right?” 


Mr.
Patterson gave her a small nod of his head. “If Raphael mentioned it to David,
then it’s definitely worth a look.”


As
they took their leave, Kara couldn’t help but notice the nervous glances
everyone kept giving her as they stepped onto the street. Did they think she
couldn’t see them? 


The
news of Kara’s link to the knights had put a damper on the excitement they
would normally have felt at going on a secret mission. The quest was different
this time. It was complicated.


Mr.
Patterson stood sadly at his front door and watched them leave. Her friends’
long faces caused a wrench in her chest, but there was no room for gloom or
regret now. 


Kara
felt excited and determined. Her mind was active, and she whispered the same
word to herself over and over again.


Normal. 











Chapter
10


Boston,
Massachusetts


 


 


 


Kara and the others were silent as
they walked along Fruit Street and made their way toward the Boston,
Massachusetts General Hospital.


Kara
took comfort from the thought that the archangel Raphael might be on their
side, but it wasn’t enough. The knowledge that the legion had ordered a strike
for tomorrow left the team sullen and on edge. They all had friends in the
legion who wouldn’t survive, no matter how many legions of angels and
archangels fought, or how resilient they thought they were. It didn’t matter
how many demon legions fought with them. The archfiends were stronger.


Kara
had caught a glimpse of a local newspaper as they strolled down the street.
Crops and livestock all over the world had suddenly dried up, rotted, and
withered away. The mortals were blaming global warming and a short winter. But
there was no scientific explanation for the millions of carcasses.


The
angels knew better. This was only the beginning. 


Kara’s
icy cold fear that she would die if she killed one of the knights never left
her. She had told everyone that she accepted her fate, no matter what. She had
a reputation to uphold. But deep down, Kara was terrified.


She
didn’t want to die her true death. She wanted to live. It didn’t matter
whether she survived as a guardian or a mortal, as long as it was a life with
David. It was beginning to feel like a fantasy.


She
continued to struggle with the darkness inside her. Now that she had unleashed
it, she felt it slowly spreading, and she feared she could no longer control
it. It might be foolish, but she still had hope. The part of her that was angel
still believed she could change the course of the future—she would not become
the monster that killed her friends.


But
the darkness inside her was intoxicating. She had power that went beyond
anything she had ever felt, even beyond her elemental powers. It was addictive.
And like an addict, she trembled in cold sweats as she fought the urge to
succumb completely, to lose herself. 


And
so she walked in silence and clenched her fists in the attempt to keep the
darkness at bay. She had to restrain it until she met another knight.


As
soon as they arrived at the hospital, Kara knew something was very wrong.


Masses
of people lay on the road in front of the red brick building. Their faces were
covered in boils, blood, and sores. They looked like someone had taken a cheese
grater to them. Their clothes were splattered and drenched in maroon stains.
Kara saw a young man vomiting blood, and she winced when he collapsed on a pile
of infected bodies. Mothers cried tears of blood as they clutched their dead
babies. People’s bodies and faces were encrusted with sores that looked like
third degree burns. Moaning and wailing filled the air around them like a
symphony from hell. It reminded Kara of a scene from a zombie movie. Everyone
was infected. 


Kara
moved carefully through the dead and infected, careful not to step on anyone or
on anyone’s severed limbs. She covered her nose, but it was impossible not to
smell it. It was everywhere, in the air and on their clothes. They stood
paralyzed by the horror of it all.


And
as she looked at the sick and the dead, Kara became mesmerized by all the
blood. It drew her in and nourished that part of her soul that was corrupted.
Part of her enjoyed the scene, enjoyed watching the suffering. The stench
became a luring fragrance. Darkness clouded her mind, and she forgot why she
was here. An intoxicating wickedness spread across her chest, down her arms and
legs, and into her wings. 


She
heard her friends’ voices and clung to the knowledge of their friendship to
regain control. Her body trembled as she overcame the evil that had been
triggered by the sight of all the dead bodies. She clenched her jaw and pushed
the darkness down. 


She
turned her head away to help clear her mind. But everywhere she looked, the
dead plagued her vision, their arms reaching out in a last desperate attempt to
reach the hospital. This was no natural disease. This was supernatural evil,
and only the supernatural could defeat it.


She
was overcome with a cold anger, an anger to kill.


“Are
you feeling okay?” David appeared by her side. “You’re shaking.”


Kara
could feel his fear. She knew that when they found the knight, David would be
afraid to strike in case he hurt her in the process. She knew him too well. But
they had no choice. She had no choice. They would have to try.


“I’m
fine,” she lied. She was disgusted with herself for the brief moment of
satisfaction she had felt at the sight of the dead. 


“All
these people. All these sick people. It’s a lot to take in.” 


She
hated herself.


“It
is,” said David. “You think the knight’s still here?”


“I
do,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t feel its presence or anything
like that, but I know it’s here. Probably gloating at all the sickness and death
it spread.”


“Like
some serial killers that come back to the scene of the crime,” said Jenny. 


“They
like to relive the crime.”


“It’s
sick,” said Peter coldly.


“This
isn’t your typical serial killer, either.” Ashley moved slowly among the dead,
inspecting them more closely, like she thought she might actually be able to
help them.


“I
wish we could help them.” Jenny looked like she was about to break down. “We have
to do something. Maybe we can find a cure or something? Or maybe find something
to help relieve the pain?”


“There’s
nothing we can do for them,” said Peter gently. “There’s no cure, Jenny. These
are not normal diseases.” 


He
was silent for a moment. “If you want to help them, then we have to find a way
to keep the seals from breaking. It’s the only way.”


Jenny
shook her head, her bottom lip quivered. “But that’s like—how many more people
are going to die before we stop the knights? Thousands? Millions?”


“More
than we can imagine,” whispered Ashley. 


Jenny
nocked an arrow angrily. “I’m going to kill them. I swear I will.” 


“That’s
the idea.” Ashley swung her sword over her head and stood in a fighting stance.
Her smile grew wider. 


While
Kara appreciated Jenny and Ashley’s courage and was grateful to have them by
her side, she knew that arrows and swords wouldn’t be enough to defeat the
knights.


Suddenly,
Kara felt a cold presence. 


She
scanned the scene and saw it immediately. On the flat roof of the hospital she
could see the silhouette of a specter sitting on a giant steed. Even from a
distance she could tell it was watching her. It sat calmly, waiting,
waiting for Kara.


“It’s
up there.” Kara pointed with her blade to the rooftop. And before anyone could
stop her, she spread her wings and soared into the sky.


“Kara!
Wait! It’s too dangerous!” she heard David cry out. 


“We
don’t know what’ll happen to you!”


But
she ignored him and beat her great black wings. She wanted to kill it herself. 


She
hated the knight, and she hated herself. She let her hatred control and fuel
her. She didn’t want to think about what would happen to her. Nothing mattered
anymore. 


She
landed on the hospital roof and folded her wings. 


Like
its brethren, the knight was enormous. But unlike Famine, Pestilence wasn’t
bony thin and haggard but thick with rippling diseased muscles. Beneath a metal
armor, its skin was wet. It was covered in festering boils, rashes, and
growths, like it carried every possible disease on itself. It was its own
plague. She could see its red eyes watching her from behind its metal helmet,
and it held two great swords in its giant hands. The knight was mounted on a
tawny colored horse, and like its master the beast’s coat was infected by
disease. Kara winced at the rank smell that rolled off of them. It was the
stench of a million dead corpses rotting in the sun.


She
kept her distance and tried very hard to hide the fear she felt inside. She
watched the knight and waited for an opportunity to draw her blade quickly. The
only target she could see was the head. If she could slip her blade into its
eye, she might be able to stab its brain. Would that kill it? Could she kill
it? Would she kill herself?


Her
friends would be running up the stairs and bursting out onto the roof any
minute now. She had to kill it before they arrived. She had to do something.
She clenched her dagger so tightly that her fingers ached. There was only one
way to find out.


There
was no time to think or figure out plots. There was only time to attack.


The
darkness pulsed inside her, and in that instant she knew she had to use it. 


Like
an assassin, she sprang with only death on her mind. 


With
a single, great flap of her wings, Kara shot like a missile toward the knight
with her dagger aimed at the creature’s head.


The
knight sneered. Its black pointed teeth looked like spikes.


Just
as the tip of her blade was inches from the creature’s eyes, a shadow passed in
front of her eyes, and something hard punched her in the chest. Kara went
spiraling through the air and crashed on the rooftop. But she was up on her
feet again in an instant and attacked the knight again.


Some
kind of steam drifted from its helmet. Its scarlet eyes glowed, and its
diseased face showed a smile. But Kara didn’t have time to dwell on how ugly
this beast was, she sought only to kill it.


She
leaped from the roof, and with a roar of rage, she flew at him again. 


The
knight swung one of his great swords and caught Kara in the chest. Pain
exploded inside her, and she landed on her side on the roof. Ignoring the pain,
she rolled over and leapt to her feet. Her wings beat behind her wildly and
echoed the fury that surged through her. She turned and faced her opponent
again.


The
knight howled in delight, and his voice boomed above the rooftop like the
crackling of thunder. 


“Give
up, child of darkness. Why do you oppose us? Why do you fight what you are?”


Kara
spit the dirt from her mouth. 


“I
don’t know what you mean and frankly I don’t care. I fight for what’s
right. I fight for the fate of the mortals. I fight for the angels.”


“The
angels?” The knight’s sneer expanded and his shoulders shook in silent
laughter. Sores on its shoulders burst and festering rivulets of orange pus
seeped out of the blisters and over its metal armor like hot wax.


Kara
turned her face away in disgust. The way its sores burst open whenever it
moved, and its overpowering smell of sickness and death repulsed her even more
than the first knight. 


The
knight circled Kara. The steed was graceful and light on its feet for a
creature that was diseased. Kara stayed still.


The
knight’s voice echoed in the air again. 


“The
fight between angels and man is over. The time for the dark gods is now. It is
too late…too late for this world…too late for the other worlds. Our dark gods
will make a dominion of darkness. Night and decay and death will
hold dominion over all. Death is inevitable. The legion was bound to
fail from the beginning. There is no hope for mortals. It is over.”


“There’s
always hope.”


The
knight snickered. “I feel the darkness in you. The shadow world is strong
inside you. You will become great. Soon you will not care about these humans or
this world, and you will join us.”


“Never.”


“You
know I speak the truth. You can feel it inside, can’t you? The cold power calls
to you, and you have already set it free. Embrace what you are to become.
Embrace what you are. Embrace the darkness.”


“I’m
going to cut out your tongue if you don’t shut up…that’s if you even have
one.”


“The
angels and all ethereal creatures that do not surrender and bow to the true
dark gods will perish.”


Kara
didn’t want to hear words anymore. 


But
somewhere deep inside her soul, she knew it was right. Her mutation was nearly
finished, and she could feel the cold power flourishing inside as though it
belonged in her. She was meant to be on the wrong side, the side that killed
innocents. That killed angels.


“It’s
too late now. You know I speak the truth. Soon you will join the
darkness.” 


Her
memories from the white oracle still haunted her. Kara screamed in rage. She
hit her head repeatedly with the pommel of her dagger. 


“I
won’t. I’m not evil!” she cried. “I’m an angel.”


“You
are no longer an angel.”


“SHUT
UP!”


Kara’s
hatred throbbed with a cold, dull ache, and she felt the cool, untamed power
ripple down her spine and spread to her wings. It clouded her mind with
thoughts of death. The dead, whispered in her ears, coercing her, compelling
her to believe that all those who had died would have died anyway. She would be
showing them no mercy. Kill them all. 


“No,
I don’t want this.” 


She
shook her head and whimpered at the desperation she felt as she tried to
maintain control. 


The
darkness had lied to her. It was trying to trick her. She had to make it
stop. She had to stop the knights. Her head cleared momentarily, and she
focused all her malice on the repulsive knight. She wanted to shut it up, to
stop it from speaking the dreaded truth she already knew. 


“I
am an angel,” she wailed, partly to the monster and partly to herself.


In
a wild fury, Kara threw her blade. As she watched the blade lance across the
rooftop, she knew it wouldn’t kill the knight, but it certainly would anger it.
Maybe it would anger it enough that it would dismount, and then maybe she’d
have a fighting chance. The blade flew straight and true and sank deep into the
knight’s neck in the unprotected part near the clavicles.


The
knight thrashed about in sudden surprise and pain, but Kara staggered, too, as
a searing pain burned a spot on her own neck in the exact same place where she
had hit the knight. She pressed on her wound with her hand and looked up.


A
mix of black and orange pus spurted from around the blade where it had hit the
knight. She might have hit an artery. The steed neighed and reared up on its
back legs, but the knight stayed on. He pulled out her blade and tossed it at
her feet, challenging her to try again. It was nothing to him.


Kara
absorbed all of her pain and anger and fury and let it fill every inch of her.
Then she picked up her blade, screamed, and threw herself toward the knight
like a bullet. 


The
knight sneered and flicked his hand. The shadows rose up again and slammed Kara
to the ground. She fell, rolled, and tried to get on her feet, but another
shadow wrapped itself around her waist and yanked her sideways. The knight
flicked his wrist again, and Kara was lifted and hurled back onto the rooftop.
The impact crushed her wings, and she lay in a heap on the ground.


As
tendrils of black shadow cut through Kara’s skin and made furrows in her flesh,
her screams grew louder.


Another
shadow tightened around her ankle, and she groaned as it lifted her off the
ground. She dangled upside down, swaying, trying to breathe. White light
exploded behind her eyes, and then the shadows vanished.


“Stay
down, if you know what’s good for you. I don’t want to destroy you, but I will
if you do not cooperate.”


Kara
screamed in rage. She snarled. And then she was back on her feet, running as
fast as she could toward the knight, her wings dangling behind her like useless
baggage. She lunged and smashed into the steed.


The
blunt force of the impact threw the creature sideways, and it stumbled. The
knight slipped off his ride and crashed to the floor. 


 Kara
was on top of the knight in seconds. Just its smell was enough to knock her
out, but she threw herself at it wildly and hit it over and over again in its
unprotected face. 


More
shadows sent Kara sprawling, but she clambered to her feet and threw herself at
the knight again. 


The
creature raised its arms, ready to shoot out more shadow tendrils, but Kara was
faster.


With
incredible speed she dodged, spun, and hurled herself at the knight’s head
again. She thrust her blade into any unprotected space she could find around
its neck and face, slicing, stabbing, and cutting, over and over. She cried in
fury and in pain as she desperately attempted to kill it. She didn’t care if she
killed herself in the process.


Pain
exploded in her head, and Kara was thrown in the air again. 


She
landed with an agonizing crack, but she ignored the deep wounds and the searing
pain in her own face and neck, staggered to her feet, and faced the knight.


More
orange and black blood oozed from deep gashes in the knight’s face and neck,
and as he advanced, he staggered. It was hardly noticeable, just a slight
pause, but Kara noticed. She had injured it, which meant she could kill
it.


“You
think you can destroy me?” laughed the creature. “You think by destroying me
you can stop your transformation? I know what you are…and what you’ll become.
You cannot stop what is inevitable. The final stages of your transformation
have commenced. You are no longer an angel. Accept it. Embrace your fate.”


With
her blade still clasped tightly in her hand, Kara screamed in fury and ran.


But
she hadn’t taken more than three steps when something crashed into her from the
side, and she went tumbling. Her head hit the ground hard, and she heard a
crunch. Her chin scraped the metal roof, and she skidded to a stop. For half a
second she lay there, dazed. Her head throbbed. She could barely think. What
had happened? Had the knight’s horse kicked her?


When
she rolled over and pushed herself back to her feet, she thought for sure that
she must still have been stunned from her head injury because she stared
straight into the identical faces of three higher demons.
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Convicted


 


 


 


Kara cursed under her breath and
then turned on the demons. “Are you stupid? What are you doing?” she hissed.


A
higher demon raised his eyebrows with an evil sneer on his pasty face. “Saving
you, of course.”


“Saving
me?” Kara staggered forward. Her head throbbed more than ever as the pain from
her injuries finally reached her and ploughed through her body like a hundred
death blades stabbing her at once. She could hardly stand. Did she just hear
them laugh? She blinked the black spots from her eyes. 


“I
don’t need saving, you fools!” 


The
higher demons looked amused. Their pallid faces and cruel black eyes stared at
her coldly.


She
pushed past the higher demons. “Get out of my way. Move I said! I’ve got him. I
can kill him. I’ve got the knight—”


But
she stumbled when she saw that the knight and his steed were gone.


A
few speckles of orange and black liquid were the only signs that the knight had
existed at all. He was gone. She had failed.


At
that moment a door on the roof exploded open and David, Peter, Jenny, and
Ashley rushed onto the roof. 


“Where’s
the knight?” David eyed the higher demons that stood sneering at them. 


“Where
is he? Kara?”


Kara
looked to the last spot where she had seen the creature. She felt warm liquid
roll down her face and neck. It trickled down her arm until it dripped from the
tip of her blade. She blanched. It was not the brilliant white essence of an
angel, but the black blood of a demon.


“Kara,
what happened here?” David came up by her side. 


“You
look like you took a beating. I hope the knight looks as thrashed as you do.” 


He
paused and then he added excitedly. “That’s it. You got him, didn’t you? You
killed the knight!” He sounded so pleased and proud of her that she felt even
worse. 


“What?
Did you really destroy it, Kara? How did you do it?” Jenny sounded elated.


But
Kara couldn’t look at them. She could barely hear them all. All she heard were
the words from the knight. They echoed in her mind as she stared at her black
blood.


You are no longer an angel.


“What’s
wrong with her?” Ashley walked slowly around Kara and then faced her. 


“She
looks...a little off.” Her eyes widened. “And she’s bleeding. She’s
bleeding black blood.”


So now they all knew. Kara opened her mouth, but the
words would not come.


“Kara?”
David slipped his hand in Kara’s free hand and squeezed it gently. 


“You’re
hurt. What happened here?” he asked tenderly. 


When
she didn’t answer, he turned from her and eyed the demons. 


“And
why are you three douchebag demons here? And why do I get the feeling
you’re to blame for her injuries, eh? What did you do to her?”


“We
did nothing to the female,” said one of the higher demons smoothly. He sounded
innocent, but Kara felt the deceitful undertones. 


“We
were ordered to come here. That is all. We were ordered to help.”


“That’s
right,” said another higher demon, “we were charged to help you.”


“Help?
Why?” David glowered. “We never asked for your help. How did you even
know we were here? Did you follow us?” 


The
three higher demons watched David, but didn’t answer.


“Kara,”
said Peter as he made his way over to her. “Did you kill it? Did you vanquish
one of the knights?”


Kara
raised her eyes to Peter, but still she couldn’t find her voice.


“Everybody,
check your rings,” said Jenny suddenly. She wiggled her fingers. “I still got
mine—”


“My
ring’s gone,” said David. Everyone looked at his bare hand. “We were too late.
Another seal is broken.”


Jenny
looked at Kara thoughtfully. “So you didn’t defeat it. It defeated you.
It defeated us. This bites.” 


“It
seems that luck is not on our side,” said Ashley as she circled the
higher demons with her sword in her hand. “We’ve only got two seals left. These
odds suck.”


“At
this rate, it doesn’t look like we’re going to make it.” Jenny shook her head.
“And from what Mr. P said I get the feeling that the last two knights are the
worst. How are we going to beat them?”


“We’re
not going to make it,” said Ashley gloomily. “It’s over.”


“Don’t
say that,” said Peter. “It’s not over, there’s still a chance,” but the
quiver in his voice betrayed him. 


But
when he spoke next, his voice was full of valor, as though it had been there a
long time and had suddenly awoken. 


“We
still have time, there’s a little more than two days left. We can still defeat
the remaining two. I have to believe. No. We must believe we can do it.
If we don’t have faith, then this mission has already failed. The fates of the
worlds depend on us succeeding. There’s no room for failure.”


“I
hear ya, Pete,” said David. “But I hate to burst your bubble. I have to agree
with Ashley on this one. These things keep slipping away from us and time’s
running out. They’ve got superpowers from the dark gods, and all we’ve got are
these…” 


He
waved his soul blade. 


“If
Kara had defeated this one, then maybe we would have been on the winning side.
As of now, we’re on the loser’s team.”


Kara
had heard enough. 


“They
did this,” she snarled as she eyed the higher demons and gripped her soul blade
in her bloodied hand. 


Jenny
watched Kara carefully. “Who did what, exactly?”


Kara
let go of David’s hand. “I had him. I was going to kill him. But they…” her
eyes met the three higher demons, and she scowled wildly. “They stopped me.”


Kara
looked into those black, soulless eyes, and she knew they had stopped her on
purpose. The demons had saved the knight from her wrath. The demons had
seen that she had had an opening and was about to kill the knight. They had
sensed that she might even survive. 


Kara
knew that the demons had their own agenda. She didn’t know exactly what it
was—yet—but she would find out. 


For
now, all she knew for certain was that they had stopped her from killing the
knight, and in the process they had ruined their chances of stopping the
apocalypse. 


Her
chances to become normal again were disappearing.


“They
stopped me from killing it on purpose,” she hissed. 


She
moved slowly toward the demons, like a predator about to kill its prey. Her
throbbing headache had gone, and it had been replaced by a pulsing hatred for
the demons.


“Are
you freaking kidding me?” David waved his blade menacingly toward the demons,
but Kara was already there. 


She
raised her blade and roared like an animal. There was nothing angelic about her
behavior. She was projecting all her hatred for taking away her chance of
becoming a normal angel again upon the demons. She heard the shouts of her
friends, but she ignored them as she lunged for the higher demons.


The
higher demons hissed and snarled as they sprang at Kara with their death
blades. 


Kara
dove into the demons with a fountain of savage, unforgiving cold power. She
could smell, hear, and see everything with heightened senses that gave her an
advantage over the demons, over everything. 


“Kara,
you can’t do this!” she heard David’s cry over the pounding of power in her
ears.


“Don’t
do this! There’s a treaty! They won’t forgive you this time!”


But
Kara paid no attention. Kara would never have fought or wanted to fight three
higher demons at the same time when she only had elemental power. But things
were different now, she was different, and she bellowed her challenge. 


The
higher demons answered her challenge. They rushed at her in a blur of gray.
Their death blades glistened in the dull light as they attacked. She ran at
them, flinging her blade and slashing at them with cold power. 


They
dodged and blocked her every blow, hissing and grunting at her triumphantly as
though they had already won. Kara knew that they were mocking her because she
had seen through their lies. She knew that they had helped the knight escape
from her grasp.


She
halted. Her soul blade was too weak. The demons smiled confidently. 


She
tossed the blade on the ground and called forth all her cold, raw power. The
demons tensed, as though they sensed what she was about to do. But it was
already too late for them.


Kara
embraced her darkness. Enraged, she spun in the air and decapitated them all
with a powerful swing of her giant razor blade wings. She landed on the ground
next to their headless bodies, and their heads rolled to her feet. 


Their
bodies and heads disintegrated into black dust and disappeared in a gust of
wind.


“Kara,
what have you done?”


Kara
froze. 


She
recognized that voice. It didn’t belong to any of her friends. Bracing herself,
she turned around slowly and met the archangel Ariel’s fierce stare.
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Fugitive


 


 


 


“What is the meaning of
this?”


The
authority of the archangel Ariel’s voice cut through Kara’s dark madness. 


What was the archangel doing here? 


Kara
wanted to shy away when she saw the look of horror that flashed momentarily in
the archangel’s eyes. It was gone just as fast as it had appeared, but it
lasted long enough for Kara to have felt it. 


“My.
My. My.” Metatron stepped from behind Ariel, and Kara flinched. His angel
entourage all had blades in their hands, and they all watched Kara with
loathing. 


“She
killed three higher demons with her wings. Remarkable,” said Metatron,
although there was nothing commendable in his tone.


Ariel
frowned and examined Kara carefully. 


“Why?
Why would you do this when you knew we had an accord with the demons? We have a
treaty. We need them. If we’re to beat the archfiends, we need to collaborate
with the demon legions. How could you do this, Kara?”


Kara
suspected that the archangel wanted an apology rather than an explanation. 


But
she wasn’t sorry at all. She knew the truth. The treaty was a joke to the
demons. They didn’t believe in it, so why should she? David looked shocked, but
she could see that he feared what was going to happen to her.


“If
word reaches the demons about this…about what you’ve done,” said Ariel, her
beautiful features twisted in a deep scowl, “there’ll be repercussions.”


“They’ll
take it as a threat and as grounds for retaliation.” Metatron made his way to
Kara.


“What
you just did is a serious violation of our treaty with them. We can’t afford to
lose the demons now, not when we face the biggest battle of our time. Yes,
they’re slimly and ugly and they smell of death, but by gods they can fight. We
need them.”


“Was
it those markings on your face?” asked Ariel. “Was it the mutation that made
you do this? Where you compelled in some way?” There was a trace of hope in
Ariel’s voice. She hoped that Kara wasn’t a murderer. 


But
it wasn’t the case.


Kara
knew that everyone, even David, thought the exact same thing. She had to clear
the air.


“No,”
she said, her anger still rippled on her lips. 


Even
though the higher demons were gone, their foul stink lingered in the air and
reminded her of their treachery. 


She
looked at Metatron. “They didn’t respect your treaty. They’re not loyal
to us, to the legion. I know they have another agenda. I had a clear shot. I
had an opening to kill Pestilence, one of the four knights of the apocalypse.
And just when I was about to finish him off, they stopped me. They came
out of nowhere and pushed me down. And when I got back on my feet the knight
was gone.”


Ariel
gave her a bemused look and then crossed her arms. “Is that what really
happened?”


“Yes.
I swear it.”


Metatron
watched her with barely concealed surprise. Clearly, he didn’t believe a word
that came out of her mouth. 


“Can
anyone else corroborate her story?” he inquired. “Did anyone else see this?
Because all we saw was her assassinate three higher demons.”


Kara’s
team stared at one another. Jenny paled. She eyed Peter, who adjusted his
glasses nervously. Ashley was stony faced, but her knitted brows showed that
she was fighting with something internally.


David
had kept his eyes on Metatron. 


After
a few seconds of silence he said, “I did. They stopped her just as she was
about to kill the knight. I was there. I saw it all. What Kara’s telling you is
the truth.”


It
took every ounce of Kara’s power to keep a straight face. David lied so
effortlessly. She was shocked.


Metatron
looked at him for a very long moment. “And you’d be willing to swear on the
souls that this is true?” He grinned with an odd twisted expression.


David’s
eyes flashed. “I would!” 


Metatron
surveyed David from under his shades. He smiled slightly and twisted his cigar
in his hands. “You’re lying, boy.”


“I’m
not.”


“Don’t
embarrass yourself any further, Mr. McGowan. I can always tell when someone is
lying. That’s just one of my many talents. You don’t want to get on my bad
side, Davy. That is my truth.” 


The
air above Metatron darkened as though a storm was brewing.


Rage
started to fill Kara again, and she shifted on her feet. She turned to Metatron
and gazed up into his smug, oily face. 


“Leave
David out of this,” she said. 


Everyone
looked at her. 


“I
killed the demons. You saw it. Everyone saw that part. But what you didn’t see,
and what I’m telling you, is my truth. The demons made sure I couldn’t
touch the knight. They jeopardized our mission. David has done nothing wrong.
If you’re so good at spotting a lie, then surely you can spot the truth.”


Metatron
grinned evilly and pointed his cigar at her. 


“But
that’s where you’re wrong. You are lying because there is no mission
here. You’re all on an unauthorized mission. You shouldn’t even be here. We
shouldn’t be here. You’re all in violation of the Angel Code. And if we didn’t
need you tomorrow, you’d all be locked up in Tartarus for insubordination.”


“What!”
Jenny was outraged. “You can’t do that!”


David
stepped dangerously close to Metatron, who, although he wasn’t as tall as
Ariel, was still much taller and broader than David. 


“What
the heck are you talking about?” David did his best to look surprised.


Metatron
took a drag of his cigar and blew it in David’s face. 


“Like
I said, there is no official mission here. And all of you,” he pointed
to each guardian with his cigar, “are in violation of the Code. I’ve killed
guardians for lesser crimes than this. You can look at it however you want, but
the bottom line is that this is a crime.”


“Hey,
just a second,” Ashley raised her hands. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.
Clearly there’s been a misunderstanding.”


David
barked out a laugh. “This is crazy.”


“No,
not crazy,” said Metatron. “According to the legion, and your boss—” he turned
and looked at Ariel. “The five of you have abandoned your posts.”


Kara
glared at Metatron. 


His
smile widened. In some sick way he enjoyed watching her get angry. There was no
point in lying anymore. He knew.


“The
oracle lied.” Metatron blew a sphere of smoke out of his mouth and then poked a
hole in it with his finger. 


“Yes,
your beloved Mr. Patterson took it upon himself to send you on an unauthorized
and dangerous mission. There is no mission. There never was.” 


He
raised his brows. “I knew you were hiding something when I saw you lurking in
the shadows. I know when someone’s hiding something from me. That’s when I knew
the oracle you call Mr. Patterson was involved. I knew he had sent his favorite
on this ridiculous quest.”


Kara
felt a jolt of tension. Her anger simmered, barely in control. 


She
cared deeply for Mr. Patterson. She loved him. Having anyone destroy his good
name was like a kick in the face. She had never liked Metatron, but now her
animosity toward him was more like deep loathing. She wanted to punch that smug
face more than ever. The world around her disappeared and only she and Metatron
remained. Where was that dagger of hers?


“Oracles
fill the heads of angels with tall tales, myths, legends…their fables are
legendary,” said Metatron. “Unfortunately, they do have their uses. But I think
this Mr. Patterson has been stationed on earth too long. Clearly it’s affected
his mind. It wasn’t his place to give out missions, especially ones that are
destined to fail.” 


Kara
shared a look with David, but he kept his face blank. 


“Mr.
Patterson’s been challenging me and my methods for centuries, a lot longer than
you’ve known him,” continued Metatron. “I’ve always had trouble with that
oracle…always stirring up nonsense, spreading fear. He already came to us with
this ridiculous scheme about the four knights and seals.” 


He
waved his arms in the air. “All of it a fabrication, a figment of the oracle’s
imagination. There is no proof or guarantee that any of it would work, and so
he was turned down and ordered to keep his big mouth shut and to forget his
master plan.” 


Metatron
frowned. “But I see now, that he didn’t.”


“The
guardians aren’t to blame,” voiced Ariel. “They thought they were acting on
orders from us, from me, which isn’t true. They would have never sought out
this mission if they’d known it wasn’t authorized.”


Kara
and the others kept their faces blank. She had to remember to commend them for
such great acting. It was the only thing to keep them from Tartarus. If Ariel
knew the truth, there was no way of telling what would happen to them.


“They’re
my best team, and I see no reason to pursue this any further. I need them back,
Metatron.”


Metatron
smiled lazily at Ariel. 


“Sure.
These four, you can have back. I don’t care.” He turned on Kara. “But this one.
This one almost ruined everything. This one’s mine.” 


Kara’s
rage took her to a place where she only knew three things: that she was a
weapon forged to end lives, that if she went to Tartarus the archfiends would
win, and that her hopes of becoming a normal angel were being crushed. 


She
didn’t care what sort of information they expected to twist from her. She
wasn’t a traitor. They could torture her for all eternity. She didn’t care
because she did not intend to let them take her.


Metatron
turned his head and addressed his girls. “Take her prisoner. And when I’ve
finished with her, once and for all, we’ll see what finally bleeds out of her.”


“You
can’t do this!” 


David
moved and shielded Kara with his body. Kara felt tenderness for his loyalty.
But this wasn’t the time to be brave.


Metatron
smiled smoothly. “Oh, but I can and I will.” 


He
cleared his throat. “Kara Nightingale, you are under arrest for a violation of
the Angel treaty with the Netherworld, and for the murder of three higher
demons. You are to be sentenced to Tartarus for an undefined term.”


“Ariel,
do something!” cried David. “You can’t let him do this. This is crazy. You know
Kara. You know she’s not a liar. The higher demons betrayed us. They’re not on
our side.”


Ariel’s
face was full of sorrow. “I’m sorry, David. There’s nothing to support her
story. There’s nothing I can do. She broke the laws. I’m sorry.” 


The
archangel avoided Kara’s eyes. Peter and Ashley both looked like they were
about to break down, and Jenny swayed unsteadily like she might pass out.


David
turned to Metatron. 


“I
won’t let you do this. I won’t.”


Metatron
shook his head. “Davy, Davy, Davy. If you try and stop me, then I’ll have no
choice but to throw you in Tartarus with her. But in separate cells, of
course.”


“Do
it then,” barked David.


Even
though Kara was overwhelmed by David’s affection for her and for the sacrifice
he was willing to make, she couldn’t let him do this. She would never let him
suffer for her.


Kara
pushed David aside and turned to him. “I can’t let you do this."


His
eyes traced the black lines over her face. "I won’t let them take you away
from me.”


Kara
pressed her lips firmly together to keep them from trembling. And then she said
softly. “They won’t.” 


Kara
knew what she needed to do. There was the only way to keep everyone safe.


And
before anyone could react, she pushed off hard with her wings and soared in the
air.


They
called after her, but she didn’t look down. When she’d decided she’d ascended
high enough, she glanced down at Metatron and his groupies below.


The
women flashed their blades and pointed in Kara’s direction, like they were
about to shoot them at her, like darts.


Metatron
looked like a tiny rat from where Kara was, and she couldn’t help but smile.


“Don’t!”
he growled. 


Even
from a distance she couldn’t mistake his glare through his shades. 


“If
you go, there’s no coming back. You’re assuring your own death sentence.”


“I’m
already dead,” called Kara. 


She
winced at the pain she saw in in David’s eyes. She turned away. If she looked
at him again, she might actually decide to stay. But she couldn’t. She
wouldn’t. 


“What’s
the point now?” she hissed and flapped her wings savagely. 


“Look
at me! Look at what I’ve become. Look at what the archfiends did to me. I’m not
even an angel anymore. I’m just a thing, a dark corrupted thing.”


“Don’t,”
warned Metatron. “I won’t tell you again.”


The
groupies raised their weapons and smiled at the chance to hurt her. They wanted
to see her squirm in pain. Metatron’s groupies were much more like him than she
had first thought. They wanted to inflict pain, and they were going to like
it.


Kara
stared down at the stunned faces of her friends. David gave a slight nod of his
head.


It
was all she needed.


“Shoot
her down!” ordered Metatron.


His
groupies’ blades flew like spears into the sky toward Kara. 


She
did the only thing she could. 


With
a great push of her wings, Kara climbed higher into the air and disappeared in
the dark gray sky.
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and Foes


 


 


 


Only one blade nicked her thigh, and
she didn’t even notice it until later when she felt something wet roll down her
leg. 


She
flew above the clouds. The two-hour journey from Boston to Mr. Patterson’s
bookstore was nearing its end, and she hoped to get there before Metatron’s
cronies. She didn’t want to imagine what they’d do to the old man. She banked
slowly and tucked in her wings a little as she began her descent. 


What
would she do if she came face to face with Metatron? The thought that his ugly
face would be twisted in fury made Kara smile. She’d enjoyed seeing him squirm.



The
lights of the city gleamed like stars, and her chest tightened as her thoughts
moved to David. She remembered the last night they’d been on a date together.
The night lights had lit up his eyes, and she remembered how desperately
handsome he was and how she wanted to kiss him. 


Would she ever get to have a normal life again with
David? Would the end of the world come too soon?


Hopefully
Metatron wouldn’t take his revenge out on David. But Metatron was such a loose
cannon of an archangel, who knew what would happen to David. Hopefully Ariel
would knock some sense into the legion’s commander. Hopefully. But even if
Metatron pardoned David and the others, they would be ordered to fight the
archfiends in a few hours anyway. The thought of the legion fighting alongside
the black-eyed demons sent a wave of fury through Kara. The demons weren’t in
alliance with anyone but themselves. Ice in her gut spread into her black
veins. Somehow she would prove to everyone just how treacherous the demons
were.


She
had gotten but a taste of the archfiend’s power when she fought the knights. What
other creatures had the archfiends created? How much more powerful were they
now that two seals had been broken? 


Kara
knew that Mr. Patterson’s so-called unauthorized mission was still the
right thing to do. She had faith in the old man, and she suspected that the
archangel Raphael did, too. 


She
knew what she had to do. She was going after the third knight on her own.


As
she flew toward Montreal, she brushed her hand over the places on her neck and
shoulder where she had been wounded. She let out a little startled gasp. Her
wounds were gone. Her skin had healed. 


Kara
wasn’t all that surprised. She felt different. Her skin felt different. It was
almost as though her M-suit had shredded away like snakeskin. Her new skin
didn’t need to replenish itself. She wouldn’t need to go to Horizon to
replenish her strength because her wounds healed themselves. And she felt
stronger than ever. 


She
suspected she could never return to Horizon again, not because she had escaped,
but because of what she felt she was becoming. The monster that brewed
inside her was not angel, but something else, something darker, something much
more sinister. She tasted it. She felt it. It was inside her, and it was cold
and dark. There wasn’t time to feel sorry for herself. It didn’t matter
anymore. What mattered now was how she could use her new strength to do good. 


Whatever
she had become, she took some comfort in knowing that she still had her mind
and her soul. They hadn’t been corrupted yet, which meant that she still had
time to stop the last two knights before her transformation was complete and
she was lost forever.


Kara
spotted the bookstore. She dropped to the ground. Soft yellow light spilled
from the edges of the boarded up windows. She glanced down the street. Nothing.
Most of the street’s shops were still in ruin from the imp attack. A buzz came
from a single street lamp. The old bookstore was surrounded by a bubble of
quiet that told her the place was empty. Was she too late? Had Metatron gotten
here first?”


But
just when Kara was about to scream her frustration, the front door burst open.


“What
took you so long?” Mr. Patterson’s thin white hair was disheveled. His eyes
were wide, and he panted like he had run a marathon. 


“I’ve
been waiting for hours since I heard about your encounter with Metatron.
Quickly, get inside.” 


He
looked past Kara’s shoulders. “You never know what lurks in the shadows.”


Without
a word, Kara folded her wings behind her, stepped through the threshold and
watched Mr. Patterson lock the door behind her.


“I
thought you were gone,” she said.


She
was a little shocked to find him here and still in one piece. 


“I
thought I was too late.” Without thinking, she pulled the old man into a hug.


Mr.
Patterson giggled as if Kara had tickled him by accident. He pulled away from
her with a huge smile.


“Well,
they did come,” said Mr. Patterson. “Those wretched angels with high heels and
all that stuffy makeup. Why do they have to dress like that anyway? Well, I
knew I’d be in a lot of trouble if they found me. I gather they know I’m
responsible for sending you all after the knights.” 


“They
do,” said Kara. “I’m sorry, Mr. Patterson. I held on for as long as I could…but
he literally had us cornered, and he knew it. He knew where we were. I think
he’d figured it out when he confronted me in Horizon. It’s my fault. I’m not as
good a liar as I thought. Now, we’ve lost David and the others.”


Mr.
Patterson smiled tenderly. “Don’t ever blame yourself for this my dear. None of
this is your fault. Remember that. I’m just sorry it happened at all.” 


He
sighed. “I wish we’d had more time, more guardians to help us. But I just
couldn’t take any chances with unfamiliar guardians. I’m not sure how much good
it would have done anyway. He still discovered our plan.” 


Kara
pressed her lips together. “What’s the deal with Metatron anyway? He seems to
have a vendetta against you.” 


Mr.
Patterson blinked. “Well, my relationship with Metatron goes back a long time.
We’ve never seen eye to eye. We’re basically like cats and dogs. He gets under
my skin. We just can’t seem to agree on anything.”


“Because
you don’t buy into his schemes.”


“Precisely,”
said Mr. Patterson. “But understand, Metatron’s not bad—not in the way a
demon or an archfiend is bad. He’s not a fallen archangel or a disloyal one. On
the contrary, he’s a little too loyal, too obsessed, and it makes him very
dangerous as both an ally and as an enemy.”


“Wonderful.”
Kara hated the guy. The next time she saw him she decided that she would feed
him his cigar.


“So
how did you escape from his clutches?” she asked. “It took me almost two hours
to get here—”


“I
know,” said Mr. Patterson dramatically. “It was a very long time to be stuck in
my little cupboard.” 


He
saw that Kara looked confused. “I hid.”


“You
hid. Where?”


The
old man crossed the room and made his way around his makeshift counter. She
watched as he made a fist and punched the wall behind the counter. A small
panel popped open and revealed a small room the size of a broom closet. It was
large enough to fit two grown men, so there was plenty of space to fit an
oracle. A shimmer caught her eye, and when she leaned in closer she saw a row
of gleaming crystal balls tucked away neatly in a sky-blue blanket in a box on
the floor. They looked like newborn babies cuddling together.


Kara
suppressed a laugh. Who was she to judge anyway? 


“My
secret cupboard.” Mr. Patterson beamed.


Kara
smiled back at him. “A panic room. Brilliant.”


A
smug smile materialized on his face. 


“Well,
it wouldn’t work if demon hounds were after me. They’d smell me a mile away.
But it works for the average, lousy angel spy.”


Kara
inspected the small closet more closely. “This is great, but someone must have
told you he was coming.”


Mr.
Patterson pulled the cupboard door shut. “Ariel did.”


Kara’s
mouth dropped open. 


“Ariel?”
she repeated. She realized that there was much more to the archangel than she
had given her credit for. She was grateful that Ariel had defied Metatron.


“But…I
thought Raphael was one of your secret allies?”


“She
is,” said the oracle. “But Ariel had always been conflicted when it came to
Metatron. She fears Metatron, and with good reason. But still, she believed
your story about the demons. She told me so. But she couldn’t defy Metatron
openly, so this is her way of helping us.”


Kara’s
spirits lifted. “I’m glad she did.”


The
old man watched her warily. 


“Tell
me,” he ruffled the front of his shirt with his hands. “Are the four seals
still intact? Ariel wasn’t able to give me any information on that account.”


Kara
shook her head. “No. There are only two left.” 


There
was no point in lying to the man. She dug a hand into her pant pocket and
retrieved the small golden ring. She held it between two fingers and searched
it to see if it had any power. And when she didn’t find anything, she slipped
it over her right ring finger. It felt right. No point in keeping her hands hidden
now. 


“Jenny
and I still have our rings.” 


Mr.
Patterson watched her silently. 


“We
tried. We really did. But the knights were wickedly strong. They have powers
unlike anything I’ve ever faced before.”


“What
about your connection to them?” Mr. Patterson’s eyes widened. “Any news on that
score? Have you discovered anything new that could help us?”


Kara
ruffled her wings in irritation. “Not really. But I know we can kill
them.” 


She
gave the old man a wicked smile. “I know it because some of the higher demons
confirmed it.” 


She
frowned at the memory of the way they had sneered and laughed at her. God she
hated demons.


Mr.
Patterson was very still as he asked, “What do you mean, they confirmed
it?” 


“Because
they were there.”


“What?
I knew it! I knew it!” 


He
spat. His expression hardened, and he looked like a bulldog ready to fight. 


“Those
wretched, foul, double-crossing creatures.” 


He
paced around the room, kicking and punching at invisible foes, all the while
mumbling to himself. “Wait till I get my crystals. They’ll wish they’d never
been created! We’ll see who’s calling the shots! I’ve never...”


Kara
watched silently as the old man’s tantrum faded away. She stared at the black,
spidery veins on her hands, but she couldn’t look at them for more than a few
seconds. They disgusted her. She disgusted her. But as she looked at herself,
she realized that the demons hadn’t been at all surprised at the black markings
on her face and body. It was almost as though they had expected her to
look that way…


But how was that possible? No one had known about her
transformation, except for some of the archangels. She needed to find out more
about the demons. 


Finally,
Mr. Patterson sighed loudly and flattened the top of his thin hair with his
hands as he gathered his wits again. Kara was surprised to see how much anger
still lingered in his eyes.


“Tell
me exactly what they did,” he asked.


“Just
when I was about to destroy the knight, three higher demons came out of nowhere
and tackled me. And when I pushed them off me, the knight was gone. It’s
obvious. They didn’t want me near it. They didn’t want me to kill it because
they knew I could. They protected it from me and made sure it got
away.” 


Kara
shivered at the thought of the knight’s foul body. She had been so close, so
close to her own freedom. 


“The
demons aren’t going to honor this treaty, you know,” she said after a moment.
“They’re planning something…I can feel it.”


Mr.
Patterson narrowed his eyes. “I never believed for one minute they would.
They’re demons, after all. It’s in their nature to be dishonest. They can’t be
trusted, and the legion was foolish in thinking that they could. I cannot blame
them for trying, but I wish they would have listened to me.”


Kara
shrugged. “I don’t get it. Why did the legion trust them in the first place?
It’s like the entire legion’s gone mad, or they were hypnotized or something.”


“Because
desperate times call for desperate measures.”


“You
can say that again,” said Kara indignantly. 


The
weight of their failed mission weighed heavily on her shoulders. Without the
others she was on her own, and that terrified her. She feared that she would
fall into the darkness more easily, since no one would be there to help pull
her back to the light. And her light was running out.


“So
what do we do about the legion?” asked Kara. “Will Ariel help us? Maybe with
her and Raphael on our side, the legion will listen to us. They have to.” 


Mr.
Patterson looked exhausted and frail. “And if by chance you had an audience
with them, do you think they would ever believe you?”


Kara
hung her head. “No, not me, of course not me. I was thinking you might
tell them. You know, you’re an oracle after all—”


“Ha!”
Mr. Patterson choked on a laugh. “You give me too much credit, my dear girl. As
the souls would have it, I cannot show my face in Horizon—not for quite
some time I’m afraid.” 


His
eyes twinkled with a hint of mischief. “I’ve already had a lengthy discussion
with Metatron and the High Council about the treaty with the demons. They chose
to ignore me and all the oracles, including the oracle mothers.”


“What
did the oracle mothers say?”


Mr.
Patterson patted a round lump inside his front jacket pocket that Kara
suspected to be a small crystal ball. 


“They
have seen many versions of the future. Many of them projected time lines that
could occur and many of them end in our doom.”


“But
that can’t be.” Kara whirled on the little man. “You said we had a chance. You
said if we destroyed the knights before they broke the seals, then we’d have a
chance. You said!”


“Yes,
yes, yes,” said the little man, and he sighed loudly. 


When
he looked at Kara again, he gave her a little smile. 


“The
white oracle saw another version of the future. It was just one trifling
strand of the future that differed from the others—the tiniest glimpse. But it
was the only one that showed a better future. The only one that showed life.”


Kara
felt like she was going to explode in anticipation. “Which was the one you
based your theory with the seals on, right? Well tell me already, I’m
dying here.”


He
raised his chin and changed his voice to a high-pitched tone that Kara figured
was his attempt at sounding female, but it only made him sound like he had a
bad case of strep throat. He coughed and then said, “The only way to stop the
archfiends is with the demise of the knight.”


Kara
frowned. 


“Wait
a minute. Something’s not right. You said…” 


She
faltered. A ray of hope shone through her. She feared that if she spoke her
thoughts out loud, then the spark of hope would diminish, because it was too
good to be true… 


“Hmmm?”



Kara
spoke very carefully, as though she were addressing a young child. 


“You
said knight. Singular. Not knights.”


“No,
she said that.”


Kara
rolled her eyes and waved her hand at the old man frantically. 


“I
know. I know. I mean the white oracle said knight. Not knights—plural,
right?” Her eyes widened impatiently as she encouraged him to answer. 


Mr.
Patterson pressed his lips into a hard line, his brows furrowed. 


“That’s
right. She said knight. The knight. So? Why are you smiling like you won
the lottery? What am I missing here?”


With
her nerves tingling in excitement, Kara grabbed Mr. Patterson’s head and kissed
it. A tiny smile crept on his face, but he couldn’t meet her eyes. 


“Because,
if I’m right,” she said, trying to control the tremor in her voice, “and I have
a feeling that I am, it means we only need to kill one knight for the
future to change. Don’t you get it! Just one! One miserable knight! I feel like
someone’s handed me an early Christmas present!”


Mr.
Patterson looked distracted for a moment. “I love Christmas. This year, I was
thinking about dressing up as Santa. Maybe you can be my helper!”


“Okay
there, Santa. First we destroy a knight, and then maybe if all goes well you’ll
have your Christmas.” 


Kara
wished silently that they all might share a Christmas. She bounced on her feet,
feeling fifty pounds lighter. She forgot about her wings, the markings, and the
darkness that flowed inside her like blood. She couldn’t remember feeling this
excited, this happy, and she wanted the feeling to last forever.


“This
is it. This is our chance. We find one of the other two, Death or War—and we
destroy it.” She punched into her palm.


“Let’s
go with War,” said Mr. Patterson. 


He
waddled over and disappeared behind his counter. 


“Death
is the strongest of the four knights.” 


His
voice sounded muffled, as he rummaged through boxes. 


“War
is the lesser evil of the two. I wouldn’t want to face Death, if I didn’t have
to. We will go after the one whom we stand a real chance to destroy. Together,
we will end War.”


“Together?”
said Kara. “As in me and you?”


Mr.
Patterson looked up from behind his counter. “Yes. Together.” 


He
wrinkled his face. 


“Why
are you looking at me like that? I can fight. I’m a member of the legion,
aren’t I? I might not be a guardian per say, but I’m still a participant with
skills. And I have many talents that you’ve never seen. You need me, so I’m
coming with you.”


“I’m
sure you have many talents.” Kara’s voice was calm. “But the answer is no.”



She
couldn’t risk harming the old oracle. If anything were to happen to him, she
would never forgive herself.


Mr.
Patterson raised a puffy white eyebrow. “It’s not your decision to
make.” 


He
moved back from the counter, and Kara could see that his jacket and pant
pockets were bulging with hidden items that Kara suspected were crystal balls.
An assortment of daggers, chains, and one metal sword, hung from his leather
belt. And in his right hand, he held a wooden staff with a gleaming crystal on
top. The staff was taller than him, and he looked like a modern-day wizard.


Kara
frowned. “It doesn’t make a difference how many weapons you have, you’re not
coming.”


“But
I am.” Mr. Patterson moved to her side. 


“Whether
you want to admit it or not, you need my help, Kara.” 


He
eyed the veins on her face and her hands. 


“I’m
the only one who can help you if things get worse. You’re changing, faster than
I would have liked. I can feel a coldness in you, like a cold fire.”


Kara
lowered her eyes.


“And
I can also feel that you are fighting it. I can feel it right now. And that
alone gives me reason to hope. There is darkness there inside you, Kara, but
there is also light.” 


His
eyes sparkled.


“But
not for long,” mumbled Kara. 


She
stared at the floor. She could feel a tiny flame inside her, burning low. She
had been fighting a constant inner battle to keep the light from burning out.
But she didn’t know for how much longer she could keep it up. At first the
darkness had tried to sneak up and take control every hour or so. Now it was
almost every fifteen minutes. 


“I
don’t know how much time you have before your transformation is complete. And
I’d rather not think about it now. But, if and when you turn, I’m the only one
who can bring you back. I can help you control the urges and pull you back to us.
You know it. I’m coming with you, whether you like it or not!”


Even
though Kara knew the oracle was probably right, she still felt a pang in her
chest at the thought of harm coming to him. But what other options did she
have. None. She was separated from the rest of the group, a fugitive from the
legion, and although she hated to admit it—she needed the old man. She
didn’t want to be alone.


“Fine,”
she said finally, trying to hide the gratitude she felt. “But stay behind me at
all times, and don’t do anything foolish.”


“Nonsense,
when have I ever done anything foolish,” he said with a gleam in his
eyes. 


But
then he became serious again. 


“While
I was waiting for you in my cupboard, I used my talents, and I was able
to pin point the knight’s location.”


“Where?”


“Well,
if I’m right, he’s in Mexico right now. But I don’t know how long he’s going to
stay there.”


Mexico.
Kara didn’t know how long it would take her to fly there. She couldn’t return
to Horizon and use the Vega tanks. It would take at least five hours, if not
more, and that’s if all went well. She wasn’t even sure that she could make the
trip without succumbing to the evil that threatened her at every second. 


Mr.
Patterson shook his head, and Kara could see that he was almost overcome with
pain and sorrow. 


“He
started in Russia and then spread his evil to the lower parts of Europe and
Africa. The wars he’s created will kill millions of poor souls. Their minds
have been corrupted by an evil they can’t control. They don’t know what they
are doing. They’re like puppets doing the devil’s work. In a day or two, there
may be nothing left. No souls to save and no world.” 


He
fell silent for a moment. 


“Right
now, we have more important matters. The legion will go to war in a few hours.”



He
lifted a hand as Kara started to protest. 


“And
if we want to save them, we go now.”


The
oracle nodded and then said, “We must take hold of the future, before the
future takes hold of us.”


Kara
made her way toward the front door and then whirled around. “Wait. I can fly
there, but how are you going to get to Mexico?”


The
oracle grinned. “I thought you could carry me?”


Kara’s
mouth fell open. “What?”


“Well,
I’m in a pickle, aren’t I?” said the little man. “I cannot go back to Horizon,
and all air transportation has been grounded. So the only way I can get there
is if you take me with you. I’m not very big, so I don’t think I’ll be a burden
to you at all.”


At
first Kara thought the old man had gone mad. But as she stood staring at his
determined old face, she realized that it wasn’t such a foolish request. He
probably didn’t weigh more than ninety pounds. He wouldn’t slow her down.


Mr.
Patterson saw that she was considering it. 


“I
could climb on your back. That way I wouldn’t obstruct your flying in any way.
I’m not very heavy, I promise.”


Kara
decided that she would do whatever it took.


“Fine.”
Kara smiled. “Just pray to the souls no one we know sees us.”


Kara
pulled open the front door. 


Salthazar and
a mob of higher demons stood in the middle of the street.
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“I thought I’d find you
here,” said the demon lord. 


His
too-white teeth sparkled in the dim light as he stared at her with a mixture of
awe and disbelief. “You look fantastic!”


Kara
stiffened. “Are you coming on to me?” 


She
spat. “Sorry, but you’re not my type.”


Salthazar
laughed softly, his handsome face too perfect to be human. “But I will be your type
sooner than you think, and then you’ll change your mind.”


“You’re
delusional.” Kara didn’t know whether to laugh or punch him in the face. Who
did this guy think he was, anyway? Even if he was disturbingly handsome, in
a demon lord kind of way, she belonged with David until the end.


There
must have been about a hundred demons standing behind him, and she could sense
their pent-up ire and aggression. Strangely enough, she felt rather proud that
Salthazar felt they needed so many reinforcements. It meant they were afraid of
her. She smiled wickedly.


“What
do you want?” Kara saw Mr. Patterson reach for his dagger. 


Salthazar
smiled. “Isn’t it obvious?” 


He
laughed softly again. “It’s you I’ve come for.”


“If
this is a marriage proposal, it really sucks.”


The
demon lord didn’t lose his smile. 


“You
see, Kara, as much as I like you and admire what you’ve become, I have
to follow orders, just like you. And I just cannot have you flying all over
this mortal world and ruining our plans.”


At
last Kara was going to find out what game the demons were playing. “Which is
what, exactly?”


“You’re
in the way. I can’t let you get close to any of the knights, not again. You got
too close the last time, and I can’t allow you to hurt them, let alone destroy
them.”


Kara
growled. “So I was right. You want to stop us from killing those
monstrosities. You know that if we kill one of them, your masters’ plan will
fail, and they will go back to their prison.”


Salthazar’s
face slacked, but he didn’t answer. 


Kara
glanced over to the oracle. He had been right all along. The white oracle had
seen it.


“Don’t
answer,” said Kara as she turned her attention back to the demon lord. 


“But
I know I’m right. Just the fact that you showed up here with your army of
grunts to stop me, like you said, is all the proof I need.” 


She
smiled wickedly. “You know I could destroy the knights, and that’s why you’re
here. You’re afraid I might win.”


“Never
start a war that you cannot win,” said the demon lord with a savagery that
twisted his handsome face.


Kara’s
cold rage started to rise again, and she pressed it down. “You lied to the
legion. There never was a treaty, was there? You played us.”


Salthazar’s
black eyes gleamed. “I did. And it was the easiest game of chess I’ve ever
played. How could I say no? I couldn’t. I’ll rule the Netherworld with an
unlimited supply of human souls? It was too good a deal to pass.”


“You’re
scum.”


“The
legion chose to ignore their basic principles and sided with us. They fear the
archfiends, and they succumbed to that fear. It’s their loss now. And when they
realize their folly, when they realize that I deceived them—it’ll be too late.”


“Not
if I can help it.” Kara wanted to claw his pretty face. Not now. Not yet.


“Well,
it won’t matter in the end,” continued Salthazar calmly. “Either way it won’t
change the fact that I just can’t let you out of my sight. You will never get
near the knights again.”


“Try
and stop me.”


The
demon lord sneered. “I will.”


Salthazar
snapped his fingers.


The
demons charged.


“Get
behind me,” she growled at Mr. Patterson as she shielded his body with hers. 


She
was ready for more bloodshed. She was looking forward to it. Let them come. She
didn’t have to tap into her cool, dark power. It was already coursing through
her body.


They
came at her, blades swinging. She met their weapons with her own blade, ducking
and blocking faster and with more skill than she ever thought possible, another
gift from the darkness, no doubt. But she didn’t have time to admire her
abilities. She needed to get herself and Mr. Patterson out before things got
more ugly and dangerous for the both of them.


She
met their daggers and swords with strength and agility, spinning and moving
through the mass of demons like a skilled dancer. She used her wings, now that
she knew she could, and sliced through their limbs and watched them fall like
broken branches. Steel flashed. Demons hissed and screamed. The air was filled
with the sounds of ringing metal and the shouts of dying demons. She soared
through them easily, relishing the savagery of her darkness. 


With
one rapid movement, she hurled her sword at a demon who had thrown his blade at
her and missed. Black blood seeped from his mouth and from the deep gouge in
his neck before he fell over like a dead tree. She pulled out her blade and
kicked away the body. 


Another
one came at her and knocked her aside with a powerful blow to the head.
Kara stumbled backward, but she was up again in an instant. She flipped her
dagger in her hand, caught it by the tip of the blade, and flung it straight
into the creature’s eye. Before the demon even had time to crumple to the
ground, she pulled out her blade and jumped over its disintegrating body. 


She
wondered if Salthazar was still smiling. 


Ten
more demons came at her at once. Too fast. Before she could react, she was
slammed into a wall and pain burst from her shoulder as her wings were crushed
with a sickening crack. 


“Don’t
kill her!” 


She
heard Salthazar’s voice over the rumble of the battle. 


“I
need her alive and unscathed.”


Kara
couldn’t fathom why the demon lord didn’t just kill her. The thought that he
was infatuated with her was repulsive. Whatever his reason, it gave her an advantage.
If they didn’t want her destroyed, then this would be easier than she thought.


Groaning,
she glimpsed down. Three death blades punctured her abdomen with wounds that
would have committed any normal angel to a miserable and agonizing true death.
She was surprised that she felt the pain, but not the burning poison she
had felt so many times before. She should be dying right about now. So why was
it not happening? Were their blades defective? Even the pain wasn’t what it
should be. It should have hurt a heck of a lot more. It was almost like the
death blades’ poison didn’t affect her. Not anymore.


Whatever
the darkness had done to protect her, she would thank it later. 


She
kicked out hard, and two higher demons went sprawling. She saw an opening and
thrust the tip of her left wing into another demon’s head, perforating it like
a pumpkin. Another one came, and she spun and side kicked it in the chest. Two
death blades came flying at her, swinging like karate nunchucks. She ducked,
but the blades chopped off a piece of her wing. 


Kara
rolled on the ground, howling in pain. The drips of black blood on the ground
were her blood this time. 


She
cried a scream that came from deep within her soul. She cursed the
black blood, and the monster she was becoming. With black blood dripping from
her wounds, she snarled and attacked anything that came near her. Slicing.
Thrashing. Biting. She was snarling like a wild animal. In her rage, she saw
nothing but darkness and blood. She wanted only to kill. 


She
had become a killing machine. 


She
caught a glimpse at Salthazar. 


He
was smiling. It was like he enjoyed watching her kill his own demons.


In
her rage she had forgotten the oracle.


Her
insides froze. She saw that Mr. Patterson was pushed up against the front door
of his bookstore. He was trapped by seven demons. The fear in his eyes sent a
chill down her back. She had to get to him. She had to get him out.


With
her face and hands caked with the blood of her enemies, she thrashed like a
wild creature cutting a path through the horde of demons. Their faces blurred
as she ploughed her way toward Mr. Patterson. 


Blinding
pain erupted from the side of her head, and wetness fell into her eyes,
but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop. She had to reach him—


She
heard the oracle scream. 


Frantic,
she screamed louder and drove her dagger into the eye of the last higher demon
in her way. She was almost there. 


And
then what she saw was like in slow motion. She saw four of the demons pull
their death blades out of the oracle’s chest. His blue eyes met hers in a
silent plea, almost as though he was sorry. And then he staggered. His knees
buckled beneath him, and he fell over.


“NO!”


Kara
bounded to him and spun like a wild tornado. The severed bodies of the demons
fell around her as she fell to her knees sobbing. 


“No,
no, no,” she cried. 


She
pressed her hands over his wounds, and silver liquid seeped through her
fingers. There was so much of it. She knelt in the pool of his essence.


He
opened his mouth and silver essence poured from the corners. “I’m—sorry.”


His
eyes glazed over and became lifeless. 


The
higher demons circled her, but she just knelt there. Her hands trembled, and
she sobbed uncontrollably. 


“Mr.
Patterson? Mr. Patterson?” 


His
body moved, a bit of hope, but then she realized it was her shaking that had
caused the movement. The vibrant, fierce, loving soul, the one person who had
looked after her like a real father, who had taken care of her, whose shop had
been like a beacon of hope, was gone.


The
oracle was dead.


Kara
stared at his body. She was numb. She was lost. 


Why hadn’t his soul appeared?


And
then something hard hit the back of her head and everything went dark.
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When Kara came to, she was
blindfolded. Her head still throbbed from the blow she had received, and she
didn’t know how long she had been unconscious or where she was. But she didn’t
care. There was only darkness. Darkness inside her. Darkness around her. And
she welcomed it. She deserved it.


She
had gotten Mr. Patterson killed. If she had surrendered herself to Metatron,
the oracle would still be alive. If only she had followed the rules for once.
But now he was dead, and it was her fault. She always thought that she knew
better than anyone else. How could she, when in Horizon years she was
practically a newborn.


She
should have taken the punishment and gone to Tartarus, but she’d fled like a
coward. She was a coward. People died in her wake. She was a coward and
a monster.


Didn’t Mr. Patterson see this coming in his crystal
balls? Why hadn’t he told her? She wished he’d stayed hidden in his cupboard.


Kara
stifled a cry. It wasn’t his fault. It was hers. It was not his familiar
smiling face she saw beneath her blindfold but the pained and frightened face
of a friend as his life slipped away. 


What happened to oracles when they suffered their true
death? Was it like the angels? Did their souls reincarnate into another oracle? 


The
more she thought about it, the more she realized she didn’t know much at all
about the other beings in Horizon. She had never really cared. She was selfish.
He had died in vain, and it was all her fault. Let her own true death come, she
wanted it.


She
lay on a hard stone floor. Water trickled in the distance. The air was damp,
and it smelled of sulfur, rot and toxic gas. At first, it reminded her of
Tartarus, but it felt different. It was hot, too hot to be Tartarus. And
what limited air there was, was choking hot, suffocating. Wherever she was, a
mortal couldn’t survive here. 


And
it wasn’t the Netherworld either. She still felt the pulls of the mortal world.
She was still on Earth, but she just didn’t know where.


The
ground pulsed against her cheek like it had a beating heart, like it was alive.
Even lying down, she felt a hot wind blow in and out with a tempo like it was
breathing. It was creepy but it faded away like remnants of a dream as she fell
in and out of consciousness. 


After
lying down for what felt like hours, she tried to move her arms. They were
bound and so were her feet. Rope. If she wanted to, she could find a way to rip
her bonds apart. But she didn’t want to. She deserved this. All of it.


She
crawled on her hands and knees until her head hit something solid. A wall. She
managed to turn herself around and sat with her back to the wall. Her head still
throbbed, and she could feel the nasty bump where she had been hit.


She
had nothing left to give. With the death of the oracle, she had inadvertently
become the monster she feared. It had been inevitable, just as Salthazar had
said. She was meant to become this monster. 


She
would die in the bleakness of this place, in her own hell, alone and forgotten.


“I
killed Mr. Patterson,” she whispered in the dark, needing someone or something
to hear her confession. “I killed him.”


Had the white oracle seen this part of the future? 


She
didn’t understand why Salthazar hadn’t ended her right then and there back at
the bookstore. It would have been really easy for him. But he didn’t. And now
she was here, somewhere, as their captive. But why?


The
two remaining seals were probably broken by now. And what was the point in even
thinking about it? It was all over. The angels would be annihilated and
billions of mortals would be dead. Horizon would be destroyed, and there would
be nothing left. She tried hard not to think about it.


A
door scraped open somewhere nearby. She heard hushed voices, and then heavy
tread of feet approached her. She kept her head down.


“Finally.
You’re conscious.” It was Salthazar’s voice. He sounded as though he’d been
waiting a very long time for her to wake up. 


“You’ve
been out for nearly an entire day.”


Kara
frowned. Why was that important to her? She felt that it should be, but
she couldn’t remember why. She let the question dissolve.


“They
shouldn’t have hit you so hard.” The demon lord sounded irritated this time. Was
that a hint of concern she detected? 


“I
was getting a little worried. But what’s done is done, and now you’re up. I’m
very happy to see you well again, Kara.”


Kara
snarled at the way he said her name, like he longed for her. It disgusted her.
Did he think they were somehow going to be an item? If he did, then he was
delusional. She didn’t want anything except for an end to her miserable life. 


“Why
don’t you just kill me and get on with it,” she growled. 


Her
voice was raw, like she’d swallowed a glass full of razor blades. “I’m no use
to you…or to anyone.”


Kara
could hear boots on the stone floor nearby.


“Kill
you?” Salthazar was right next to her. “Whatever gave you that idea? We don’t
want to kill you…I don’t want to kill you.” 


He
paused, and Kara thought she heard him lick his lips. 


“I
can see now that all the rumors about you are true. You may just be glorious
now…but you will be magnificent. You were always destined to be great. Your
father knew it, and I know it. Even the dark gods know it. And you were always
destined to be on our side—not the angels. You know that I speak
the truth.”


Kara
grunted. She wanted him to shut up.


“What
I mean to say is that angels and demons are practically the same. We are all
spawn from the same supernatural creators. We are all built the same way, and
we all have the same abilities and desires. Mortals worship the angels, and the
angels want that. We want it too, is that so wrong? Of course not. Why
shouldn’t we be worshiped alongside the angels? We are just a different kind of
angel, if you will, a better kind. A stronger kind. And you’re one of us.”


“Join
us,” said the demon lord. 


He
was so close now that he must be kneeling beside her. 


“Join
me, Kara. I’ll take care of you. You’ll be worshiped by my side for all
eternity. You and I are equals. We can rule them all, my darling.”


Kara
felt a cold finger brush her cheek. 


“You
are even more beautiful now than any creature in all the worlds,” he crooned. 


His
hand was in her hair now and slowly making its slippery way to her wings. 


“Embrace
the darkness. Don’t fight it, my darling.”


Kara
didn’t even flinch as his fingers continued to inspect her body. She was numb.
Her soul was numb, and she didn’t care. She could only see the oracle’s terrified
face. 


It
would have been better if her father, Asmodeus, had killed her that night in
the cemetery. Better to have suffered her true death there. Her body didn’t
feel like it was hers anymore. Her light was nearly extinguished, and she
sensed that the darkness of her transformation was almost complete. She didn’t
fight it anymore. She let it come.


She
guessed that she wasn’t reacting the way that the demon lord had anticipated
because after a moment, he removed his hand, and she heard him pacing over the
damp stones. 


Were they in a cave?


The
pacing stopped. 


“If
I let you out, promise you’ll behave?” purred the demon lord.


Kara
slowly lifted her chin, straining to hear anything familiar that might help her
pinpoint her location. 


“I
hate having you locked up in here. Your place is by my side. We will rule the
Netherworld together.” 


Salthazar
paced around again. 


“I
want you to see. I want you to see and hear those lying angels as they
squirm and beg for their lives. Together we will tear their souls apart.”


Kara’s
head felt heavy. She felt drained and tired. 


What was this idiot mumbling about? Why couldn’t he
just shut up and kill her already? “Get her up,” commanded Salthazar.
“And remove the blindfold. I want her to see everything.”


Kara
was about to argue that he should leave it on, but the bonds that tied her feet
were cut, and the blindfold was pulled off her face. 


She
blinked the black spots from her eyes as Salthazar lifted her to her feet and
steadied her. She was surprised to find that she could actually stand. Her
wings were still bound with rope. 


As
her vision cleared, she took in her surroundings. Black, glimmering walls
surrounded her in a space the size of her small bedroom. But this was no
bedroom—it was a prison cell in a cave or dungeon. She was a bird with clipped
wings, and she would never to fly again. She accepted her fate. It would all be
over soon enough.


Salthazar
was only accompanied by two higher demons. They didn’t seem to regard her as
much of a threat to them anymore. 


She
looked down. Her hands were caked with black demon blood, but there was also silver
blood mixed in with it. It was smeared over her hands and fingers. She still
had the oracle’s blood on her. She resisted the urge to cry.


The
two higher demons held her firmly by her arms. 


Why was it so hot?


“Forgive
me, my darling, but I cannot remove the bonds around your hands,” said
Salthazar. “Not yet. But soon, I promise. I suspect that you still have
remnants of angel deep inside you. But once you are fully converted, you will
join me in battle. You will be magnificent to watch. You will be perfection.”


Kara
wrinkled her nose at the reek of his strong, musky cologne. It was almost like
he was trying to mask the stink of rot and death that demons naturally exude.
It wasn’t working. It only accentuated the smell even more. 


What was his problem? Was he trying to seduce her with
his perfume?



He
stood so close to her that she wondered if she smelled like a demon now, too.
His black eyes rolled over her ever so slowly. Handsome as he was, his eyes
were still unsettling and unnatural. She looked away.


“The
dark gods have asked for you,” said Salthazar. 


He
straightened his shoulders proudly. “So, naturally, I have to keep you bound
for now. I can’t risk you doing anything foolish and embarrassing me. But
they’ll come off, once you’ve proven yourself worthy to be a child of
darkness.” 


She
wished he would stop talking.


“I
know you can’t see it now. You can’t imagine what it would be like to have
limitless power.” 


Salthazar’s
voice rose with excitement as his lust for power revealed itself. He reminded
Kara of her father. 


“But
you will, and you will embrace it.”


“Why
do they want to see me?” Her voice was a whisper. 


She
stared at the blood on her hands, and her knees buckled at the shame. But the
higher demons pulled her back up and shook her awake as though she had fallen
asleep.


Salthazar
made for the door of her cell. 


“Don’t
parents yearn to see their young? The dark gods have waited long enough. We’ve
wasted enough time with your beauty sleep. When you are fully recovered, and
your mind is focused, you will take your rightful place and fight alongside
your true family.”


Kara
squirmed at the word. She had already lost one member of her family. She would
carry the weight of his death forever.


The
demon lord’s black eyes sparkled in delight. 


“Enjoy
your last moments as an angel, my darling, because they won’t last. Soon you
will feast your eyes on the new world where we will reign as king and queen. It
has already begun.”


Kara
had no idea what he was mumbling about, but she felt obligated to ask. 


“What
has?” 


Salthazar
halted outside the cell. He turned with a sly smile on his face and said
excitedly, “The war of the worlds.”











Chapter
16


The
Archfiends


 


 


 


The higher demons dragged Kara
through dim corridors carved into the same black rock as her cell. Smoky
torches on the walls of these great gloomy caves were the only source of light,
and Kara peered through the smoke to try and figure out where she was. They
climbed higher and higher through a confusing network of tunnels, and the smell
of death clung to her skin like a mist. She could almost taste it in her mouth.


Kara
kept her face blank as she asked, “What is this place?”


“Mexico,”
said Salthazar brightly. 


He
walked a few paces in front of her. “At the root of the Popocatépetl volcano.
But don’t worry, it’s not active…well, not right now anyway.”


So
she had made it to Mexico after all. Now she understood why it was so hot.
Demons or not, Kara was pretty sure that they weren’t immune to scorching lava.
If this was some sort of demon safe house, it wasn’t exactly safe. But she had
to give Salthazar points for originality. Then again, he had mentioned earlier
that he was taking her to see the archfiends, so maybe this wasn’t exactly a
hideout. Maybe it was the archfiends’ lair. 


“How
did I get here?” she grunted after a moment. If this was the archfiends lair,
she didn’t want to see it or be in it. They should have left her in her cell.


Salthazar
watched her for a moment. She hated the desire in his black eyes. It made her
feel dirty. He seemed convinced that they would be together in the future. She
still wanted to claw his eyes out.


Kara
saw a smile on his lips. 


“You
have more of us in you than you think. Things are changing for you,
Kara. Your fiend essence, or whatever you want to call it, allowed you to move
through rifts with us. Your body no longer needs to replenish itself outside
the veils. It’s stronger. You’re stronger.” 


He
paused. “You’ll see. It gets better.”


The
higher demons on each side of her laughed. She glanced at them all, one after
the other, and was disturbed by the dark shadows that danced on their identical
faces as they smiled at her. They were enjoying this a little too much.


Kara
didn’t want to know what got better. Just the thought of becoming more
demon, or whatever she was, than angel made her feel like her soul was being
ripped away from her body—she was losing her true self. The suffocating
darkness was devouring her soul. It was that fear she had struggled with since
the very beginning of her training with the legion. She had been marked since
the very beginning.


But
she deserved what she got. All of it.


Thousands
of red and yellow eyes watched her from the shadows as she trudged along behind
Salthazar. Normally, she would have been apprehensive, but now she didn’t care.
Ghoulish creatures with corrupted bodies covered with sores stalked along the
edges of the tunnel beside her, hissing and cursing her in an ancient language.


A
wall shimmered to her left, and a great horned demon with purple, scaly skin
and two pairs of arms walked through the rift on hooves the size of car wheels.
His four white-milky eyes settled on Kara. His maw opened as he growled at her,
but one look from Salthazar and the creature retreated into the shadows. 


All
along the tunnels more and more rifts rippled open and spit out creatures with
dripping maws and twisted, pulsing bodies. It was like an underworld train
station. 


Some
of the creatures were the size of elephants. Others were smaller. Gray dwarf
creatures appeared from puffs of black smoke and hurried down the tunnels.
Imps. She’d never forget what they had done to Peter. She shook her head so she
wouldn’t dwell on her friends and forced herself to focus on the lower demons.
They all moved with quiet purpose as they marched together in lines and
disappeared down various tunnels.


As
they climbed, she couldn’t tell if these tunnels were natural or manmade, but
she could feel the rumbling under her feet increase. Eventually the
reverberation was coming from everywhere at once. And over the sound of the
tremors and the tread of their feet, Kara could hear muffled sounds from above.
It sounded like the clatter of steel against steel.


The
reek of sulfur had burned her nose when she was in her cell, but as they
climbed higher, the sulfur became more bearable. But the echoes of clashing
steel grew stronger. 


After
what felt like hours of climbing, the gloom thinned, and Kara could see a wall
of soft yellow light at the end of the tunnel. Kara followed Salthazar into the
light.


At
first, the bright light was so intense she had to cover her eyes with her
hands. But as she blinked, her eyes gradually adjusted.


She
stood near a platform on the lip of a ravine that led down to a vast desert
hundreds of feet below. Thousands of higher demons, shadow demons, clowns
demons, hound demons, imps and other devilings and creatures she’d never seen
before crowded the cliffs around her. 


Near
the edge of the platform on a raised stone dais, seven archfiends sat on seven
black marble thrones. They looked out over the desert below from their ledge
where the mountain opened up to a clouded gray sky. 


The
sounds of battle raged from somewhere down below the ledge, but the platform
was still, and the archfiends sat and watched.


When
Kara had imagined them, she had assumed they would be big, menacing humanoid
monsters. She wasn’t prepared at all for what she saw.


There
were four males and three females, and they all wore crowns made of black
diamond. They radiated dark power.


Even
in the soft light, they were cloaked in shadow. Black veins pulsed under their
gray-colored skin, and their long black tresses hung over their chests. The
females wore metal armor around their chests, but the males’ muscular torsos
were bare. They wore golden loops in their ears. Long necklaces hung from their
necks, and too many rings glimmered on their fingers. They were kingly and
terrifying. 


But
the thing that disturbed Kara the most was that they all had wings just like
hers. She couldn’t miss them. Their giant leathery black wings were like the
wings of dragons.


Their
thrones faced out from the mountain’s ledge, and the archfiends were fixated on
something down below. But before she could see what they were looking at, the
higher demons dragged her toward the center of the platform. 


The
male archfiend in the middle differed from all the rest. He was nearly a head
taller than the other males, and he clutched a globe in his hands. Kara could
see that the globe represented the mortal world.


Slowly,
the archfiends turned their heads and watched her with great interest as she
made her way across the platform. The higher demons’ grips tightened around her
arms as they steadied her, and she stood facing the archfiends.


“My
lords and ladies,” Salthazar groveled before the archfiends. 


“My
gods and goddesses.” 


Kara
clenched her jaw and rolled her eyes. He was pathetic. Didn’t demons have any
pride?


The
archfiends watched Salthazar with faces as expressionless as stone masks. 


Kara
took the opportunity to look around. Half a dozen men and women stood to the
left and right of the thrones. They looked like bodyguards, although Kara had
the feeling that the archfiends didn’t need them. The bodyguards had unsettling
large yellow eyes with slit-like irises, like cats. Their black veins shone
under their paper-white skin like tattoos, and they wore long black cloaks.
Kara could see the strong bodies they hid beneath. Their features were perfect.


One
of them in particular caused a shudder to pass through her. She recognized him
at once.


He
was tall and thin, and he smiled at her with a mouthful of black needle-like
teeth. 


It
was the same man who had injected her with the syringe when she had run through
the woods in search of David. It had been his needle that had started her
mutation.


She
cringed when she realized that all the archfiends were glaring at her.


“Kneel
before your gods,” growled the archfiend in the middle. 


Kara
immediately took him to be their commander. His voice thundered and cracked,
and she felt it resonate inside her core. But she met his stare and wouldn’t
look away. It was stupid, she knew, but right now she didn’t care.


Shouting
erupted from below the ledge where the archfiend had been watching. They were
screams, and they definitely weren’t the screams of demons. 


She
turned to look, but Salthazar backhanded her.


“Lord
Beelzebub told you to kneel,” ordered Salthazar. 


Her
cheek seared in pain, but she wouldn’t kneel. She stood her ground and
challenged them to make her kneel. 


Beelzebub
looked furious, but Kara didn’t alter her stone-cold expression. 


Salthazar
cursed, and then he kicked her feet from under her. Kara went down hard in a
tangle of her limbs and wings. 


“Bow
to your new masters, darling,” hissed Salthazar. 


Then
he added, very low, so that only she could hear, “Because if you don’t, we’re
both dead.”


Kara
didn’t care about the demon lord or these giant scary archfiends. She stood up
stubbornly, her chin high in defiance, and said, “I don’t kneel to demons.”


The
archfiends shouted and pounded their fists on their thrones. They bared their
black pointy teeth in feral snarls. The shadows around their thrones darkened
until the entire mountain went dark, and the air burned hot and smelled of
sulfur. 


Beelzebub
raised his hand. 


“You
insult us gravely,” said the archfiend. “We are your gods. We created you! And
you dare to insult us? Is this how you repay those who have given you more
power than any other worldly creature?” 


It
all made sense now. These were the creatures behind her mutation. They were the
ones who had destroyed her spirit. She would never thank them for what they had
done to her. They had destroyed her.


Kara
stood with her chin in the air. 


The
archfiend examined her face and her wings. A frown materialized on his pale
brow.


“You
should have been fully changed by now.”


“Glad
to disappoint you—”


One
of the high demons punched her in the stomach. 


She
groaned and then straightened very slowly. She made a mental note to kill the
demon once her bonds were free.


“Something
is slowing the process down,” said the dark god. “Perhaps we overlooked
something. Perhaps it’ll just take a little longer until you become—”


“A
demon like them?” 


Kara
directed her bound hands at the creatures standing next to the thrones. 


“I’d
rather you’d kill me right now. You have your escorts and your bodyguards. You
don’t need me.”


She
could see that Salthazar looked frightened, but she couldn’t tell whether it
was fear for her, or fear for himself.


“If
my lord will permit me,” said the demon creature that she’d recognized from the
woods.


 Beelzebub
gave a slight nod, and the creature turned to Kara. 


“We,”
he raised his arms to indicate that he meant the other beings next to him, “are
not demons, girl. We’re much more complex and stronger than mere demons.
We outrank them. We are superior to all lesser creatures. We are fiends.”


Salthazar’s
expression darkened. 


Kara
shrugged. “Demons…fiends…I don’t care. To me, you’re all the same. Evil.” 


She
glared at the fiend who had injected her. 


“But
you…you’re the worst.” She tried to free her wings, but they were held tight.
“You did this to me.”


“I’m
called Betaazu—”


“There
are a few names I’d like to call you.” 


Betaazu
didn’t flinch. His face was as blank as the stone floor. He made a move toward
her, but he halted at the archfiends’ glare.


“Wait,”
said Beelzebub, “she might still be useful in her angel body. Let’s not spoil
her just yet. I’m curious.” 


Lord
Beelzebub was silent for a moment. He seemed to be thinking. He fiddled with
the globe in his hand, and then he turned his eyes on Kara.


Something
moved in her peripheral vision. Three giant knights had appeared quickly and
silently behind her, and now they sat on their great steeds, expressionless
beneath their metal helmets, just like their creators. How could she have
not seen them arrive? They were enormous.


 There
was one she’d never see before, a red knight. Even his steed was red. Just like
the other knights, he was clad in red armor that hid most of this monstrous and
muscular body. He glared at Kara with loathing. The knights sat silently,
watching and waiting. But for what?


Where was the fourth knight? Kara couldn’t see the
knight called Death. 


She
didn’t care.


She
heard the scraping crunch of footsteps on pebbles behind her. She turned
around, and her smile faded.


A
crowd of men, women, and children came stumbling through one of the tunnels.
Their hands and feet were shackled. Their clothes were ripped and stiff with
their own blood, and they were covered in cuts and bruises. Many of them wept,
and they cowered as they dragged their chains into the chamber. They looked
horrified when they saw the archfiends. Children cried. Their faces were
streaked with dirt and dried tears. 


Her
nose burned at the reek of them. They smelled of fear and death. They were
human slaves. It was a glimpse of what the world would be like if the
archfiends were not stopped. 


Kara’s
head pounded more savagely than before as unyielding rage boiled up inside her.


“What
is the meaning of this?” Kara bit back her anger. 


Betaazu
appeared to relish her rage. He smiled and said, “Human initiation, an
introduction to their new gods.”


Kara
looked at a little girl, no more than eight years old. 


“Slaves,”
she hissed. “Human slaves. Isn’t it enough that you’ve plagued them with
disease, starvation, and war? Now you’ve taken those who’ve managed to survive
and made them into slaves. It’s sick.”


“It’s
a new regime. A cleansing. The humans that survive will have to obey and
worship their new gods. There’s no other choice for them.” 


Kara
watched as the human slaves were prodded into position by a group of imps. The
imps yanked and pulled on the mortals’ chains, laughing and taunting them with
sticks and whips. The crimson stains on the imps’ hands and knuckles left Kara
with no doubt that they had tortured these poor souls. The slaves formed a
straight line facing the archfiends. The imps bowed low and waited.


A
male fiend with a shaved head moved forward. “Renounce your old ways and
embrace the future. Kneel and worship your dark gods.”


The
slaves didn’t move. Maybe they were too afraid to move, or too shocked. Kara
had the feeling that some of them were about to faint. She didn’t know what
they had gone through. It must have been terrible. But still none of the slaves
moved.


“Kneel
before the gods,” commanded the fiend. “Choose the dark gods and live…or chose
death.”


One
of the mothers was the first to kneel. She clung to her children and pulled
them down with her. And then all the other bent and broken slaves kneeled, too.
All except one.


An
elderly man covered in angry blue and purple bruises stood his ground. His
white hair was caked in blood. He reminded her of Mr. Patterson, and she bit
down on her lip.


“Kneel,
Frank,” whispered one of the men. 


“Do
it. It’s not worth your life,” he said in a low voice. 


But
Frank didn’t move. “It is to me.” 


The
other man shook his head sadly but didn’t speak again. The other slaves kept
their heads low and their eyes on the ground.


The
male fiend was at Frank’s side faster than Kara had time to blink.


“You
worthless human! How dare you be impertinent before your gods, human? You
insolent, miserable mortal scum. Kneel! Kneel before the dark gods!”


The
old man held his head high and squared his shoulders. 


“I
will not. I never believed in this hocus-pocus before. I can’t deny that I’ve
seen things that I can never explain, and that I don’t understand. But this…” 


The
man raised his chained wrists and gestured toward the fiends. 


“…I
can see now that there are both good and evil forces in the universe. You claim
to be gods? I don’t know if that is true, but my heart tells me that you are
not gods, but devils. I don’t know what you are, or why you are here. But if I
did believe in a god, it would be a just god, a kind god. It would not be a god
that kills and forces the weak to worship him.”


“If
you don’t kneel now, old fool,” whispered the fiend, “you will die. I promise
you.”


Frank’s
old eyes twinkled with tears. “I don’t fear death because I believe our spirits
live on.”


“Infidel!”
cried the fiend. “Useless bag of blood.” 


He
punched the old man in the stomach so hard that he keeled over and blood
spilled from his mouth.


“Stop!
How dare you!” Kara surged forward but was pulled back sharply by Betaazu. She
thrashed and kicked in his hold, but he didn’t let go. 


The
fiend lifted the old man by the neck and dragged him to the edge of the ravine.



The
man cried out and fought as hard as his old limbs and strength would allow. But
he was no match for the supernatural strength of the fiend.


With
a final struggle the fiend tossed the old man over the ledge. His scream rang
in Kara’s ears, her knees trembled, and then she heard him no more.


A
low growl slipped through her teeth as a wild fury seized her.


“Let
go of me,” she snarled. 


She
yanked hard, but the demon held firm. 


“Monsters!
You monsters! I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you all!” 


In
a single, swift movement, she twirled behind the demon. His grip faltered, and
she jumped back, ready to run at the murderous fiend, but Betaazu caught her
again easily.


“Stop
moving or I’ll break it,” he snarled. “Or I’ll throw you over, too.”


“Do
it,” she spat. “Throw me over, demon.”


The
muscles in his jaw tightened. “Don’t push me.”


But
she did. She swept her leg into the back of his knees, and he fell. He didn’t
release her as they hit the ground, and she landed on top of him.


Betaazu
seemed pleased. “I must say that I like this very much.”


If
her hands hadn’t been bound, she would have punched him. But she made do and
ploughed her elbow into his face. 


The
demon lord cursed as he flipped her on her back. She knocked her head on the
hard stony surface and saw stars. He leapt to his feet and tried to pull her to
her feet again, but she kicked him hard in the stomach. She made her way to
tackle him, but he caught her by the shoulder and threw her to the ground
again. Then he kicked her in the face, grabbed her wrists, and pinned her to
the ground.


“Enough,”
he growled. “There’s no point to this. I’ll always win. You’re outmatched,
Kara. Just give it up.”


Kara
thrashed under his grasp and finally gave up. Only when she stopped did he pull
her back to her feet.


Kara
looked at the slaves. They were watching her, pleading for her help. But she
was trapped and shackled, a slave just like them.


And
there was nothing she could do about it.


Kara
looked away from them and tried to hide her own fear. 


Could they see that she was an angel? Is that why they
pleaded with her silently? Did they know what she was? But how could they? 


Perhaps
the supernatural veil that had prevented humans from seeing angels had been
lifted from their eyes by the archfiends. It wouldn’t matter anyway. The
monster inside her had devoured every last trace of her angel essence and left only
a beast in its wake. 


But what if she was wrong? 


Perhaps
the mortals had seen something good in her. After all they had sought
her out. They had asked for her help. They knew something. They could see
something in her. She had sworn to protect them. Could they read it in her
eyes?


It
had taken all her strength to fight off Betaazu. 


Maybe
she had already given up. Maybe she hadn’t fought as hard as she might have
because deep down she knew it was pointless. 


Kara
watched the imps lead the human slaves away down another tunnel. A child let
out a whimper, and Kara’s essence began to boil again. 


She
looked at her hand and gave a little gasp. A small flicker of gold winked at
her from her finger. 


Kara
had forgotten her ring. Maybe it could give her the answers that she needed.
Doing her best not to look too conspicuous, she glanced down at the ring again.


One
of the seals must still have been unbroken. 


A
mischievous smile spread on her lips. There was still a chance to save them
all.


And
then something inside Kara awoke.
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It was sudden. The tiny light inside
her pulsed and grew. Her head began to clear. She didn’t want to die anymore.
She wanted to fight. There was still a fight left in her, whether it was angel
or not, it didn’t matter. What mattered was what she’d do with it. She held on
to that feeling. A veil had been lifted, not just from her mind but from her
eyes. She could see now. She could see everything. Maybe it was a result
of becoming a monster, but she seemed to have developed some sort of sixth
sense and x-ray vision. Everything had slowed down around her, and her
perceptions had sharpened.


She
noticed something strange about the archfiends. Something was off—they
were off. Their bodies seemed to shimmer and fade, like ghosts or wraiths that
were constantly struggling to stay solid. It was as though part of them
belonged somewhere else…


Mr.
Patterson had said that the archfiends’ powers were lessened on Earth because
of the lengthy duration of their imprisonment. Somehow they were still linked
to their prison by the seals that had kept them confined. To gain full control
over their powers, they would literally have to break out of their cage. 


The
more she observed, the more clearly she could see it. Their skin was
semi-transparent. It was a subtle shift, but it reminded her of when she had
begun to fade. 


They
hadn’t fully broken out yet! They wouldn’t regain all their lost powers until
all the seals that had confined them had been broken.


Beelzebub
roused Kara from her thoughts. “Tell us how you and some of your angel guard learned
of the existence of my knights?” 


He
stared at his globe. 


“You
are but a speck of dust in the timeline of creation. You couldn’t have known
about them. I know you didn’t discover them on your own, so you must have been
informed by a reliable source that had in-depth knowledge of the gods. Only a
few possess that knowledge. So, tell me who informed you of their existence?”


Kara
pressed her lips together. That information would never come out of her. She’d
already caused the death of one oracle. There was no way she was going to
endanger the oracle mothers, or any other creatures for that matter. If the
archfiends were as clever as the gods like they claimed to be, they would
probably guess soon enough. If she could buy the legion some time, she would.


“Who
in that pitiful regime you call a legion advised you?” asked the
archfiend again. 


His
voice rose in annoyance, and she wondered how long she could keep this up
before he smashed her into smithereens. The black veins on his face throbbed as
he raised a brow. 


“Was
it an archangel?” spat the dark god. “Or the one who calls himself the Chief?”


A
flicker of surprise showed in Kara’s face, and the archfiend’s eyes narrowed.
He had seen it, too. She didn’t know how they even knew about Horizon’s head
guy, but then again Horizon had seen its share of traitors. Her own father had
been one.


Kara
just shrugged, but she kept her eyes on the archfiend during the whole
interrogation. She had to keep him guessing to keep him busy.


Beelzebub’s
face was unreadable. 


“Why
go after the knights when the rest of your kind are being slaughtered?
I’m surprised that you weren’t with your precious legion. They could have used
a creature like you at the front, even though they are going to lose. You must
have been an angel of some importance if they let you go.” 


His
yellow eyes glowed. “What was it you were searching for?”


This
inquisition could last forever if she didn’t give him something to think about,
so Kara kept her face as blank as she could. 


“We
weren’t searching for anything,” she said. “We were just doing our duty as
guardians. You know, saving mortal lives, the lives you want to destroy.”


The
archfiend laughed a terrible wicked laugh. But when he spoke again there was no
trace of laughter. 


“Are
there more plans to try and stop my knights? Tell me! It’s very important.”


Kara
raised her brows. 


“I’m
sure it is, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just a guardian—or
I was—they don’t tell me anything.” 


The
commotion of the battle below them grew louder, and the fear in the pit of her
chest increased. 


Beelzebub
leaned forward in his throne. “What do you know of the seals?”


Everything
relied on her answer. 


She
suspected the archfiends could read her mind. She didn’t have a plan—not yet.
First she needed to free her bonds. Her eyes moved to the death blade that hung
around Salthazar’s belt.


“Seals?
The water animals that live near the ocean?” said Kara, looking back at the
giant man sitting on his throne. Her voice steady. She hoped it was a good
enough lie.


“I
can taste your lies,” said Beelzebub. “Somehow the legion discovered the
connection between the seals and the knights. This is why you thought you could
stop them. But you cannot stop this.” 


He
paused and then added, “Mors vincit omnia.”


Kara
made a face. “Sorry, my Latin’s a little rusty.”


“It
means Death conquers all.”


“And
life will go on,” countered Kara, slightly pleased at herself.


“Life?”
laughed the archfiend. “Your idea of life will not exist after the apocalypse.
There will be no more mortal souls for the legion to save because there will be
no more legion, no more Horizon. Only the dark gods and those who serve
us will survive. As much as I appreciate your determination, your will to fight
for what you believe is right, it will all be in vain. Horizon’s actions are
fruitless. Angel kin cannot stop us. You cannot stop a god.”


Kara
didn’t know what possessed her, but she couldn’t help it. 


“You’re
not a god—”


Whack. 


Salthazar
smacked her on her head, and she staggered forward. After she blinked the white
spots from her eyes, she stared at him. His face was stone cold, but his eyes
were saying, Play the game, stupid, for both our sakes.


Whatever
game she decided to play would be her own game. 


The
screams rose from below the cliffs, and she could definitely hear some sort of
battle cry, but it was too far away to make it out. Suddenly all the archfiends
except Beelzebub stood up. Beelzebub’s eyes lingered on her as though he was
waiting for something.


The
archfiends passed her without a glance in her direction and moved to the edge
of the platform. They spread their great big wings, dove down from the edge and
disappeared.


Kara
shuffled a few curious feet toward the spot where the archfiends had
disappeared, but Salthazar grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back
forcefully.


She
scowled at him, and he smiled back. 


“And
I thought you liked me,” she said.


“Oh,
but I do like you,” he purred. “Very, very much.”


She
raised her bonds. “Then prove it and cut these off.” 


“She’s
like a stubborn mule that we need to break,” said Betaazu before Salthazar
could answer her.


Kara
looked over to the dais. It was the first time she had seen a real smile on the
archfiend’s face, and it was terrifying.


Beelzebub
raised a finger. “Break her.” 


A
very happy Betaazu and two other fiends came at her with whips and chains. 


Why hadn’t she noticed their weapons before she opened
her big stupid mouth?


Kara
lifted her hands again. 


“Not
really fair, is it.” 


She
turned to the Salthazar, “Can you at least untie me?” 


But
the demon lord’s face was a blank mask. He stepped away from her and gave the
fiends the space they needed to beat her. 


“Thanks,”
she grumbled. “You hurt my feelings.”


At
first she had wanted to die. But the look of their weapons and the grins on the
fiends’ faces sickened her, and her ideas changed. She would fight them with
everything she had.


Kara
braced herself for the first assault.


The
female fiend came at her swinging a chain like a lasso, twirling it at her side
and then above her head.


“Show
off.” Kara snarled. She wished she could use her wings to cut off her head.


The
fiend grinned with pointy teeth. “You’re mine now, girlie girl. I can’t wait to
taste you—”


The
red-haired fiend came for her, fast and slippery, like a wraith. She swung the
chain at Kara’s neck.


Kara
ducked and heard the chain whip over her head. 


Where were the other two fiends? 


She
heard the second whip before she saw it. It wrapped around her neck and yanked.



The
world tilted and Kara heard a crunch as her jaw hit the ground. She opened her
mouth and spit out some of her teeth. She had loved her straight teeth, but she
needed to control her outraged vanity and save herself. She twisted the chain
around her legs and pulled. The force was enough to loosen the chain’s grip
around her neck. Kara jumped to her feet and glared at the redheaded freak.


She
spit out one last tooth. “I’ll kill you for this.”


Faster
than a blink of an eye, there was crack, and the red-haired fiend had wrapped
the chain around her ankle. Kara crashed to the ground again. The fiend was on
top of her instantly, with her black fangs poised over Kara’s neck. Kara bucked
and thrashed and kicked the fiend’s head with her boot. She rolled over to the
side and loosed the chain from her ankle. 


The
fiend came at her again, fangs exposed.


Kara
head butted her with all her strength, and the fiend staggered and fell
backward. Without a second to lose, Kara grabbed the chain as best she could
with her bound hands and wrapped it around the creature’s neck. She pulled and
pulled until she felt her arms burning. The fiend finally stopped struggling
and was still.


Something
hit Kara in her wings and lower back. She fell to her knees. Betaazu stepped
over the unconscious female fiend and made his way closer to her. She turned
and saw that the other male fiend had crept up behind her as well. 


He
kicked her in the face, and Kara went sprawling on the ground. As she rolled to
a stop, she felt her darkness fed on her anger. She was going to kill them.


The
new, cold energy throbbed through her body, and she jumped up and faced the
moron that had kicked her in the face. A long, sharp whip dangled from his
right hand.


She
glanced over to the archfiend and was surprised to see a mix of excitement and
anticipation in his face. It was like she had been performing for him, and he
was enjoying it immensely. He looked like he was expecting something to happen.
She was sure of it. 


But what?


The
fiend with the whip gave her a cold and calculated smile. In the gloom, his
blond hair looked sickly and green. If he wanted a fight, he would get one.


With
a crack, the whip sailed toward Kara, and she jumped to the side. But as she
regained her balance, the whip flew at her and wrapped around her knees. She
screamed as the whip burned through her pants and her skin, as though it had
been coated with acid. The fiend yanked his whip, and Kara slammed back onto
the ground. 


She
blinked the spots from her eyes. Her legs were on fire.


“Kneel
before your gods!” said the blond fiend. “Swear your loyalty to your new
masters, filthy creature.”


Kara
rolled onto her stomach and spit the hair from her mouth. “Never. You’re going
to have to kill me, demon.” 


The
fiend snarled and pulled on his whip with tremendous strength. Kara soared into
the air and came crashing down next to Salthazar. She could see that Salthazar
didn’t care if they were hurting her. He merely looked annoyed that she might
be ruining his chances of making a favorable impression with the archfiends. 


She
kicked out at Salthazar’s legs, and as he fell she snatched his death blade. 


She
didn’t have time to wonder why the blade didn’t scorch her fingers as it should
have, and she began frantically to saw at her bonds. But before she could make
much progress, she was booted in the back and lost her grip of the death blade.



Had her cut been deep enough? 


Kara
rolled on the ground and flipped onto her knees. The blond fiend loomed over
her. His fangs gleamed in the soft light, and his black cloak billowed around
him.


“Kneel,
girl, or I’ll rip your wings from your body.”


“I’d
like to see you try,” snarled Kara. 


As
the darkness bubbled inside her body, her senses sharpened, and she felt the
presence of the thousands who were dead and dying close by. Although she hated
the smell of death, she also thrived on its cold, empty feeling. It gave her
the strength she needed, and she ripped her bonds apart and tossed them at the
fiend. 


He
shot at her so fast Kara could have sworn he was flying. But her hands were
free now, and she was waiting for him. She grabbed his burning whip with both
hands and yanked the fiend toward her. As he stumbled forward, she kicked him
in the face with all she had. She let go of the whip as he crashed to the
ground. Her black veined hands were covered in blisters. 


The
fiend spit black blood from his mouth as he stood up. 


“You’re
going to pay for this.”


“Thought
you’d say that.” Kara threw her hands behind her and tried to free her wings. 


If
she could fly, she could get the heck out of there and look for the fourth
knight. It was their only chance.


Desperately,
she tugged and yanked, but the bonds on her wings were too strong for her raw
hands. Even with her super-darkness strength, the bonds wouldn’t come off. She
was going to have to use something other than her strength. She would have to
outsmart it.


The
fiend sent his whip sailing toward her neck again, but she spun around and
dodged the scorching weapon. Without skipping a beat, she grabbed the whip
again, and using his own momentum, she wrapped it around his neck and strangled
him with his own weapon. There was a sickening crack, and he crumpled to
the floor. Black blood sprayed onto her face as his decapitated head thudded
onto the ground beside his body. 


“Now
you’ve done it.” Betaazu came striding across the floor, his face livid. “You
stupid, foolish girl.”


Kara
stepped away from the body, hiding her surprise at what she had done. 


“I
was wondering when you’d show up.”


His
savage rage was frightening. He tossed his whip aside and came at her. His
black teeth were bared, and his face was contorted in an anger that destroyed
any handsome features that he might once have possessed. 


Kara
raised her brows. “So it’s going to be a fair fight, then? Super.”


But
it wasn’t. Not really.


Betaazu
shot at her faster than a blink of an eye. He smashed her face with his fist,
and she saw stars. 


She
didn’t know what he was doing until the searing pain found her. She screamed
like she’d never screamed before. The fiend tugged and tore at her back until
he ripped off one of her wings with his bare hands, and she collapsed to the
floor. 


She
lay in a puddle of her own black blood. The world around her spun, and the
excruciating pain immobilized her. Scorching, white-hot pain gushed down her
back like hot wax. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t move. She only knew pain.


She
heard Betaazu’s voice. 


“You
shouldn’t have killed my brother! What were you thinking? You stupid, stupid,
girl. Do you even know what you’ve done? And now look at you. Pathetic. You
should have kneeled when we told you to.” 


He
kicked her severed wing, and it slid across the ground, dead. 


“Now
you’re broken.”


Her
mouth was dry, and her throat was raw from screaming. The blood was still
running down her back. She wanted to curse him, but she couldn’t find the
strength to utter a single word. He kicked her hard in the stomach, and she
rolled over to the edge of the stone platform.


“You’re
lucky we need you,” hissed Betaazu. “Otherwise I’d kick you off this ledge
right now and watch you die a slow and painful death. But not before I tear off
your other wing.”


With
her body trembling in anguish, she had only the strength left to lift up her
head. She was close enough to the edge of the stone platform to see the
commotion below. 


She
blinked, and as the scene below her came into focus, Kara felt no more pain and
forgot about her severed wing and the dark gods. 


There
was only the terrifying scene below her.


A
colossal battle was being fought in the vast desert below the great volcanic
mountain on which she lay. It was monstrous battle between the fiends, demons,
and terrors of the Netherworld and the angels.


And
the angels were losing.
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Final Stages


 


 


 


Kara had never seen so many angels
together at the same time. There must have been hundreds of thousands of them
fighting and losing on the plain below.


As
small as mice, they peppered the land like a rippling sea of moving figures.
Hundreds of different legions fought the demon platoons. Even from a distance,
she could clearly see the large and towering archangels as they fought
alongside the smaller angels. They were strong and impressive, but they weren’t
enough.


The
clash of metal and the shrieks of dying angels rose above the plain of battle.
The reek of demon and angel blood was a sour, disturbing odor. Hordes of giant
monsters and worms and insect-like beasts tore at the bodies of wounded angels
like they were paper. 


She
could see that the legions of angels fought with agility and deathly expertise
as they delivered their fatal blows. But when the demons should have stayed down,
when the angels should have been tearing the demons’ legions apart—the demons
kept fighting.


Demons
with fatal wounds fought on as if they didn’t notice their missing limbs or
loss of blood. The demons and other Netherworld creatures fought as though they
had some supernatural power. 


And
then she saw it.


Six
archfiends stood in a circle on the outskirts of the battlefield. Thousands of
thin, rippling black tendrils of shadow poured out of their arms and wings and
shot out over the battle and into the demons and the fiends. The dark power of
the archfiends was supplementing the demons with the unnatural strength of the
gods. 


The
angels were outmatched. They could never defeat creatures with an endless
supply of impossible power. 


Kara’s
chest stiffened, if only she could have stopped the last knight… 


“Enjoying
the view?” laughed Betaazu. “Enjoying watching your people die?”


“Shut
up.” 


Kara
scouted the vast area for faces she could recognize, but they were too far away
and were no larger than ink dots. 


Were her friends down there somewhere? Where was
David? 


The
thought of David getting hurt sent a dark ripple coursing through her body. She
shook, not from the pain Betaazu had inflicted on her by tearing off her wing,
but in anticipation of the pain she would inflict on him later. He was going to
pay.


Kara
felt more cold and empty inside than she’d ever felt before. Metatron had
assigned her friends back onto the field. She knew that they would be down
there fighting if they were still alive. 


She
had to do something. The angels would only last another few hours at the rate
they were losing. She couldn’t stay up here, safe, while her friends and the
rest of the legion were fighting.


Why was she up here anyway? Why hadn’t they killed her
already? Were they going to toy with her, torment her, make her watch the
battle until the archfiends won?


Betaazu
kicked a pebble down the steep ravine. “Well, they’re not your people
anymore, and soon it won’t matter anyway.” 


Kara
gritted her teeth. “They’ll always be my people.”


Could she fly with only one wing? 


She
was so close. 


If she let herself slip off the ledge, would her
lonely wing be enough to glide her down to the battle? Would it even open? 


Discreetly,
she tested her right wing and moved it. It worked. 


She
slid an inch forward—


“Get
her up. It’s time,” boomed the archfiend’s voice behind her.


If
she was going to do something, she had to do it now. 


It
was now or never.


Kara
reached down deep into her soul, and with a last strain of strength she gripped
the rock and hauled herself toward the ledge—


But
something grabbed her neck and pulled her back up.


“Where
do you think you’re going?” laughed Betaazu. 


He
heaved her back onto the rocky surface. His face was all smiles, but she could
see his surprise in his cat-like eyes. He hadn’t thought that she’d risk
throwing herself over the edge.


“Thought
I’d join the party down there.” Kara glared at him. “I’m no use to you. Let me
die along my own people. You can do that for me, can’t you? Just—just let me
go. Please.”


The
fiend squeezed her neck. “Try that again, and I’ll rip off your other wing.
Don’t think I won’t.” 


Kara
could see her black blood trailing behind her as Betaazu hauled her back across
the opening. He steadied her in front of the archfiend. 


He
leaned back in his throne with a bored look in his yellow eyes.


“It
puzzles me why you haven’t changed yet.” 


The
archfiend looked at her lazily, like he was making a comment about the weather.


“Stranger
still that your new body is letting you bleed out. I would have expected it to
stop the bleeding.” 


Kara
could feel her essence fade away with every drop that escaped her body. She was
frail and broken. Cold sweat trickled down her forehead. If Betaazu hadn’t been
holding her up by the neck, she’d have dropped like a stone.


“It’s
a mystery, but now irrelevant. It’s time for you to join us and take back what
is ours.”


The
archfiend turned his massive head and bellowed. 


“Knights.
Come. Your creator commands you.”


Three
great war horses stepped out from the shadows, and the ground trembled beneath
Kara’s feet. The knights of the apocalypse waited for their master’s
instructions. She had totally forgotten about them. 


“Go!
Destroy them all!”


The
ancient mountain shook as the great beasts galloped toward the ledge. Famine,
Pestilence and War charged too fast for mortal eyes. They jumped off the ledge
and disappeared down into the battle, leaving only a trail of black mist.


Within
seconds she heard the screams and desperate shouts of dying angels as the
knights unleashed their carnage with guttural, bone-grinding growls. 


Kara
struggled against Betaazu. 


“Let
go of me!” 


She
kicked him in the knee as hard as she could, and he let go for an instant
before he charged at her furiously again—


“Enough!”


Betaazu
backed away, cursing her with his fist raised. 


But
Kara didn’t care. She turned toward the battlefield. There was a massacre going
on down there, and she was missing it. She had to get away from here.


“Yes,
my knights are the most powerful warriors in all the worlds,” said the
archfiend. 


Kara
turned to look at him, and he mistook her worried frown for interest for his
creatures.


He
smiled at her, and his eyes gleamed.


“As
mighty as they might be, still they are nothing compared to my most precious
and most feared possession.” 


“When
Death arrives,” his grin widened, “nothing in all the worlds will be able stop
him. Nothing. Death is the most powerful and sublime of my dark forces. He is
indestructible. The dark gods will reign. The angels will be massacred!”


A
faint laugh caught Kara’s attention. The redheaded female fiend, her neck
swollen and bruised, looked daggers at Kara. All the other fiends were watching
her, too, their cat-like eyes gleaming with cold pride. 


Kara
took a small step back, not from fear of the female fiend, but because she had
to get out. And the only way out was down over the ledge.


“It
is time, Kara.”


Kara
turned her attention to the archfiend. 


“It’s
time for what?” she spat.


“It’s
time to put you to work,” said Beelzebub. “It’s time for you to embrace what
you are and to reveal your true identity. It’s time for you to fulfill your
destiny.”


Kara
leaned heavily to her right side because the weight of her right wing pulled
her down. Her black blood was smeared all over her clothes and her boots. Her
head throbbed again, more intensely. She knew she wouldn’t last for very long. 


If
this was to be her true death, she wanted it to have meaning. She wanted to go
out with a bang. But first she needed to find the knight. Nothing else
mattered.


Using
her injuries as a disguise, she staggered and then took another shuffle
backward toward the edge. 


“I
was always destined to be a guardian angel,” Kara winced at the pain in her
head. “Of that I am sure. No, I know it.”


Beelzebub
admired her calmly. It infuriated her. 


“You
were destined to become something far greater than merely an angel or a demon.
Your father knew it too.”


Kara
rubbed her throbbing head. 


What was he talking about? He clearly enjoyed hearing
himself speak. Good. Let him talk.


She
took another step back and shifted her weight so that she could make a run, or
rather a shuffle, for the edge.


“But
your father was a fool, a selfish demon fool. In his own quest to acquire
greatness and power for himself, he failed to see your real potential, your real
destiny. He was blinded by his selfishness and failed to learn the real
truth, the real secret about where you came from. About your
bloodline.”


Bloodline? 


Kara
felt a cold surge of darkness rise inside her soul. The darkness was trying to
snuff out the tiny light that was the only part of her that was still her.
She was able to push the darkness down for now, but she knew she wasn’t strong
enough anymore. Soon it would take over, and she would lose control. 


Her
head pounded, wetness dripped from her nose, and when she wiped it, her hand
was stained with black blood. She had to move.


“Your
headaches are just a sign that the transformation is nearly complete,” said the
archfiend as if he read her mind. 


He
paused for a moment, pleased that he had intrigued her. 


“It
is an end…but also a new beginning.” 


Kara
had no idea what he was mumbling about. She focused on her weakening knees and
throbbing head. She didn’t have time to listen to these psychotic archfiends. 


She
took another discreet step back.


The
archfiend smiled evilly. “You are ready now.” 


He
stretched out a large hand in front of her. 


“Come,
join me, and I promise your headaches will end.”


There
was no way in Horizon Kara was going to join him. She couldn’t take it
anymore, couldn’t take the lies, the self-important monsters, her hammering
headaches—so she spun around and shuffled away as fast as her weakened body
would allow. 


She
saw the lip of the ledge and heard the heavy pounding of boots behind her. He
was too close. She halted and whirled around, the heels of her feet dangling
over the ledge.


“Stop
or I jump!”


Betaazu
skidded to a stop, just a step away from her. She could see the fury blazing in
his eyes. His teeth were bared like he wanted to rip out her neck.


“Stand
down, Betaazu,” said the archfiend, still in that insufferable, lazy tone. 


He
looked at Kara for a moment. “Why do you even still care for them? There is no
hope for them.”


She
stared at her ring. 


“There’s
still hope,” she muttered more to herself than to them. She saw Betaazu
stare at her ring, but his expression was blank.


The
dark god laughed. “Hope! There is no more hope, well, not for the angels or the
mortals. It is over for them.” 


“Come
to me now,” he ordered.


“But
there is.” Kara turned to the archfiend. “There is still hope. Because there’s
still a seal that’s holding on—”


“No,
there isn’t.”


“Yes
there is.” She lifted her hand, and her golden ring glimmered in the light. 


“This
ring tells me that there is.” 


Painfully,
she steadied herself with her right wing and prayed it could keep her in one
piece until she jumped off the ledge. 


“There’s
always hope,” she said. 


“I’m
going after the last knight, and you can’t stop me. I’m going to kill it.”


Just
as she was about to whirl around and jump, she stopped, not because she was
afraid of splattering herself at the bottom, but because something wasn’t quite
right about the way they were looking at her. She was more like an injured bird
than anything else. They should be furious, but instead they were pleased. Why?



She
was being stupid. Who cares what they thought. What mattered was finding
the knight while there was still hope. 


“I
will find him,” she said defiantly as she prepared to jump.


Beelzebub
stood up from his throne and said, “You already have.”


Kara
scanned the chamber and then looked back at the archfiend. She made a face. 


“You?
You’re the fourth knight?”


Beelzebub
smiled, his eyes widened. 


“Of
course not. Kara Nightingale, of the legion of angels, you are. You are
Death.”
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Kara nearly fell over the ledge. 


Impossible.
She took one careful step forward, all the while keeping her eyes on the
archfiend. She waited for him to start laughing or for any sign or twitch in
his face that would give away his lies. But his face was stone cold, blank. 


Betaazu
kept his distance, but she was aware that he could grasp her in an instant. 


Whatever
was going on, she was not free yet.


The
archfiend was mocking her. It couldn’t be true.


“Is
that the best you can do?” she said finally. “You sound really desperate and
really, really delusional. No, I take that back—it’s pathetic. I’m not a
knight.” 


She
forced a laugh. “Where’s my horse? I don’t even know how to ride a
horse. This is crazy. I don’t even know why I’m wasting my time speaking to
you.” 


“Because
you know it’s true.” The dark god’s voice was cool and calculating. His smirk
widened. 


 Kara
felt a tiny spark of fear, but spoke with conviction. 


“No,
I don’t! How can I? I thought you people were supposed to be all knowing?
But you’re not the brightest, are you? So let me clarify this to you. You
didn’t make me. I didn’t sprout from the ground from some otherworldly
bog of eternal darkness. I exist. I exist in this body because I’m an angel—” 


Their
laugher set her fury boiling. If she’d had the use of her other wing, she would
have ripped the smiles off their faces, especially the redhead. 


“Whatever
I am,” Kara’s voice wavered. “Whatever monster or creature you made of
me …it doesn’t matter, because I know I’m not a knight, because I’m still
me. I’m still the same girl inside, and you can’t change that no matter how
hard you try. Your scheme hasn’t worked.”


The
archfiend stared at her for a few moments. 


“Oh,
but it did work. And that girl you claim to be inside, well, you won’t
be for much longer.”


Kara
forced a laugh. “That’s bull. You know it, and I know it.”


“I
do not know what bull is, but I can guarantee that the last of that
angel dust that still flickers in you will waste away in a few minutes’ time.” 


The
archfiend paused and then added, “No, I take that back, in a few seconds. In a
few seconds, you will no longer remember what it was like to be an angel. You
will not remember the legion, Horizon, or your friends. You will not remember
who you were before the change. You’ll only know what you have become. You are
the fourth knight.”


“I’m
not.” Kara shook her head like a stubborn child. 


She
was still bleeding a lot. She stood in a puddle of her black blood. She tried
not to think about it too much because the more she dwelled on the blood, the
more she felt the effect of it. It was getting harder and harder to remain
standing. She faltered slightly, and she saw that the dark god had seen her
falter, too.


“You
see,” he said pleased, too pleased. “Stop fighting it and let go. Embrace the
darkness and all its purity. Let go of the foul angel and become the creature
feared by all. Become Death.”


Kara
was so angry and tired that she could hardly think or stand. Her head hurt so
much that she thought her brain had melted. Her eyes narrowed to slits. 


“I
think there’s been enough death, don’t you agree?” said Kara. “I won’t be part
of your schemes.”


She
gritted her teeth at the burning pain that shot down her body. Her vision
blurred, and the archfiend became two instead of one. She shook her head, but
it made the pounding worse. She could see Betaazu smiling at her pain. How she
hated him. How she hated them all.


She
knew she should jump now, but something was still holding her back.


“I’m
going to get better,” she croaked. 


Her
throat was raw and was closing up. She tried to convince herself that she was
all right by speaking again. “You’re lying. You’re a liar. You’re just trying
to trick me.” 


“Am
I?” laughed the dark god. “You can feel it, can’t you? In the pit of your
pitiful little angel soul, you feel it pushing its way in. It wants to show
itself. You want it to come. You know I speak the truth, Death.”


Kara
trembled, “Don’t call me that.”


“Why
not? It is your true name.”


Could it really be true?


“It
is true,” said the archfiend, as though he was reading her mind again. 


“Why
do you think we injected you with the extract of darkness? Because we knew. We
knew if we combined the extract with your special essence, your unique
bloodline, we could create the final knight. You are the warrior of the dark
gods, the killer of angels. You are the final seal.” 


“Your
bloodline has been traced back to the beginning of all things, to the very
first archfiends, before we were cast into prison by the archangels.” 


Beelzebub
sat back down on his throne. “And when rumors of a special angel with the
powers of both an angel and an elemental reached us in our remote doomed
prison, we knew. We waited eons for you, for this chance. You—and you
alone—were the missing link. Without you, we could never have broken free from
our perpetual doom.”


Kara’s
eyes widened. “No, it can’t be.”


“Believe
it,” said Betaazu. “This,” he raised his arms, “is all your doing. You helped
release our masters. You did this. You saved us all.”


“No.”
Kara shook her head. 


Black
blood dripped from her nose and from the hole in her back. Her headache pulsed
unmercifully. 


“Yes,”
said the archfiend, confident of his ancient intelligence. “The darkness
thrives inside you, and you will destroy the archangels, the angels, and all
living things. Rejoice in darkness. It is eternal. You are perfect.” 


The
world shifted around Kara. Images that the white oracle had spoken played
inside her mind. She could see the shadowy figure with great wings that soared
through the blackened and smoky sky. The white oracle had shown her images of
death, the fourth knight of the apocalypse. And she was it.


“But
I thought…” She shook her head. What did she think? What else could the
wings have meant other than that she was becoming a monster freak, a killer of
angels? But to think that she was going to change into the ultimate
monster was too much to bear. 


But what about her light…the light that still lingered
somewhere in her soul?


“I
won’t change,” said Kara. Her voice wavered, but she didn’t care. “It’s not
going to happen.”


“You
will change. It’s inevitable.” The archfiend spoke confidently. 


“Your
defiance is a strength that will make you an even better knight, a better
bringer of death.”


“I
won’t,” Kara repeated. Her voice was stronger. 


“You
said it yourself. I didn’t change yet, so it’s not working. Whatever you did to
me, didn’t work. You failed.”


A
cold smile spread on the archfiend’s face. “No, I didn’t.”


She
wouldn’t accept this defeat. She’d known and tasted fear and pain before, but
it was nothing compared to what went through her now. 


“NO!”
she screamed, enraged because she knew it was true.


Kara
stumbled toward his throne, limbs wobbling. She fumbled in a fog with her
broken body. 


Kill him. Kill the monster creator. It was all she could
think of. Her steps became more feeble, and her vision blurred. 


She
would kill him, if it were the last thing she did.


The
archfiend smirked. “And now, my dear, it’s time to give you a little push—”


As
Kara neared the dais, the dark god raised his hand and shot a black tendril of
power straight into Kara’s chest.


It
was like being shot by a twelve-gauge shotgun. She was blasted to the ground in
a flash of blinding pain. The darkness overwhelmed her like a hot fever, and an
uncontrollable and ancient evil welled up inside her. Dark fire was dragging
her down into an abyss. She was losing her hold of the light. She was losing
herself. She was losing Kara.


Her golden ring shimmered, but then the color faded, and it
became black. The
little light inside her flickered one last time and went out.


 


A moment passed and then the creature she had become jumped
to its feet. 


It felt no more pain. It felt nothing. But its senses were
heightened, and it could see everything. It knew everything. It smelled the
terror. It smelled the blood of mortals and angels. It tasted the pain of
millions. It licked its gray lips. It wanted to kill. It was created to kill.
It wanted to extinguish the light. It wanted only darkness. It understood
darkness. It was darkness.


A faint, red-gray mist covered its body, and red veins began to grow
in its glossy gray skin. Long black hair billowed from its head, and where a wound had been moments ago, a perfect
large black leathery wing sprouted and grew. 


The creature turned and awaited its master’s instructions. It
wanted to please its master.


“Kill
the archangels,” its master ordered. “Them first. Then kill all the angels.
Leave not a single one.”


The
creature sneered in delight. It wouldn’t fail. It longed to taste the death of
the angels. It licked its gray lips in anticipation and spread its massive
veiny wings. 


With
a dripping maw, Death smiled, jumped from the ledge, and dove down into the
battle.











Chapter
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David


 


 


 


David swung and sliced off the head
of a clown demon with his soul blade. It hissed at him before it thumped to the
ground with a surprised expression frozen on its face. Black blood sputtered
over David’s boots as he kicked the body. 


“Stupid
clown demons,” he clenched his jaw. 


He
would slice all the clown demons to ribbons. He hated clown demons. He remembered
that Lilith had changed him into a clown demon, and that he had wanted to hurt
Kara. It still haunted him that he could have hurt the only girl in all the
worlds that he’d have given his life to protect.


Kara…


The
thought of her created an ache in his chest. Was she all right? 


He
remembered how unbelievably attracted he’d been to her the first time
he’d seen her in Horizon. He had felt on fire even before he knew her name. Her
brown eyes had sparkled when she had looked at him, and he had been bewitched.
He had never been the same. 


Of
course she had thought him arrogant, rude, ill mannered, and charming—all of
those things, but that had just been his way to break the ice. She made him
nervous, and it made him want to be his best around her. No other girl had ever
had that effect on him before. She was electrifying. 


Movement
caught his eye. David spun and thrust his soul blade hilt-deep into the eye
socket of a lime-green creature. The demon went limp and sank to the ground. 


He
wiped the black-green blood from his blade on the sleeve of his jacket and
looked up.


Throngs
of angels and demons surrounded him on the east side of the vast desert plain.
He was in the middle of the hot zone. He fought alongside a battalion of a
thousand angels. And even though the angels were outnumbered by demons that
kept on coming at them as if they were sprouting from the ground, the angels
were skilled fighters, and the demons were falling fast. Their bodies crumbled
into ashes that blew away in the wind or disappeared into the earth. 


They
could win this. They would win this war.


Unlike
the other angels, it came as no surprise to David when they found a demon and
monster cavalry waiting when his legion had arrived at the foot of the volcano.
Mr. Patterson had predicted it. He had told them to expect the archfiends. And
they were here. 


The
war had started in the blink of an eye. 


The
wails of the dead and dying mixed with the clatter of metal on metal and the
thumping of fists on flesh. It felt as though the earth were cracking like an
egg. The crescendo of sounds was so continuous that they all merged into a
single annihilating roar. The ground trembled and thundered like the beating of
a giant heart.


David
had never been in a war of this magnitude. All he could do was take cover and
get his bearings. He fought like a good soldier. He fought for what was right.
He fought for the freedom of Earth and of Horizon. 


He
fought for Kara.


He
struck both his soul blades into the abdomen of a zombie demon, pulled them
out, and made his way forward into the melee. Dust and sand obscured the
flailing arms and weapons so that it was hard to tell angel from demon. 


But
his more pressing problem was Kara.


He
was faltering because he was distracted. He couldn’t stop thinking about Kara
and where she was. He knew she had flown off to search for the last knights.
But now that Jenny’s ring had gone, it was all up to Kara. 


Kara, where were you?


He
should be with her.


He
saw a flash of purple and spotted Jenny right away. Her purple hair and jacket
were like a beacon, and he knew it wasn’t such a good idea to stick out so
much. He fought his way near her.


She
wore her silver bow wrapped around her back, and like him she brandished a soul
blade in each hand. She slithered like a snake behind an unsuspecting demon,
and with a flick of her wrists she perforated the demon’s neck, and it slumped
to the ground. 


David
had forgotten how skilled Jenny was with a blade. He’d always thought of her as
an archer, but she didn’t have enough time to nock her arrows here. There were
too many demons, and she didn’t have enough arrows. She would have needed
thousands of them. 


David
scanned the battle. He recognized a few faces, but Peter and Ashley were
nowhere in sight. He prayed they were all right.


Jenny
caught sight of David, but she didn’t smile at him as he rushed over to her.
Even before he reached her, he knew something was wrong. Her face was taunt and
troubled. She kept opening and closing her hands. 


“I’m
glad to see you in one piece,” she said. 


Her
face and clothes were stained in black blood. “Any news from Kara?”


David
shrugged and didn’t meet Jenny’s eyes. “Not yet.”


“David,
I’ve got some bad news,” she said quickly, looking over her shoulder.


He
read the panic in her voice, and his own cold panic started to well inside him.
He already knew what she was going to say. 


“My—my
ring’s gone.” 


She
looked terrified. “It just…it just disappeared, just like that. I didn’t even
realize. It could have happened hours ago. I had forgotten about it.” 


And
then she spoke quickly. “What does it mean? Do you think anything happened to
Kara? Do you think she’s still okay?”


David
couldn’t answer her because he didn’t know. He didn’t want to face the obvious
explanation—that Kara had failed.


 Jenny
quickly changed the subject. 


“Never
seen so many demons in all my angel days. I don’t know what I expected. Who
knew there would be so many demons in the Netherworld?”


“I
knew there’d be lots of them, but it appears that they all came out to play
today.” 


A
demon loomed over behind Jenny, but before she noticed it, David knocked it on
its head with the pommel of his dagger and sliced its neck as it collapsed to
the ground.


Jenny
looked mildly surprised. “Thanks.”


“Don’t
mention it. Won’t be the last time, that’s for sure.”


David
knew she was looking for someone special. 


“Did
you see Peter anywhere?” said Jenny, as though she were reading his mind.


David
shook his head sadly. 


“No.
But I’m sure he’s okay. He’s a real fighter, our Pete. And I’m sure he’s got
all kinds of new tricks and gadgets up his sleeve. I wouldn’t worry about him.”



But
Jenny didn’t look relieved. She looked worried.


“He’ll
be fine, Jen,” said David. “I promise.”


“Don’t
make promises you can’t keep.” 


David
thought that she was about to cry, but whatever frustration she felt inside she
vented on a demon who had no idea what had hit him until her blade had
perforated its head.


“I
don’t know, David. There’re so many of them.” Jenny straightened up. 


“With
the rings gone…with Kara gone…” 


She
faltered, her voice cracked.


“Don’t
say it, Jenny,” said David. 


“Maybe
our rings are gone, but that doesn’t mean Kara’s is. There’s still one knight
left, and she still has a chance at killing it. I know she can do this. I have
to believe she can, and she will. It’s up to us to give her all the time
we can. It’s our job to make sure we kill as many demons as we can.”


“Do
you really think we can beat them?”


It
was hard to tell. 


“It’s
not a question of if anymore. In fact, it’s not a question at all. We
just have to.”


“What
about Metatron’s plans?”


David
spotted a higher demon making its way slowly toward them. It meandered toward
them like it didn’t think they posed any real threat. 


“What
about Metatron?” David’s blades twitched in his hands. 


“Well,
did you hear anything about them? About how he’s planning to destroy the
archfiends and win this thing? David? There’s something behind me, isn’t
there—?”


The
higher demon pulled out a death blade faster than a flash of light, but David
was already moving.


He
knocked the death blade with his own weapon and slammed into the surprised
higher demon. They both went down in a cloud of dust. David caught a glimpse of
its laughing face, and a wildness spread in him. His blades flashed, and then
there was a squish of metal in flesh and a crunch of bone. Black blood sprayed
from the demon’s
severed neck, and David slammed his other blade down into the demon’s head. The
higher demon went limp, and David jumped up, pumped with adrenaline. 


“I
don’t know anything about Metatron’s plans,” said David. “It’s not like the guy
trusts me or anything. I’d doubt he’d even tell me his brand of cigars. I’m
just another grunt to him.”


“I
think we’re all grunts to that guy.” 


Jenny
kicked a small imp in the face and sliced his throat before he could run off.
The creature fell. 


“I
just don’t see how we’re going to win this war. We’re seriously out numbered.”


David
knew Jenny was right. He had done the math, too. The demons outnumbered the
legion twenty to one. It was crazy. 


Suddenly,
the ground trembled and moaned like the roar of a hundred thunderstorms. An
explosion of earth and dust created a giant cloud, and hundreds of severed
demon limbs and bodies fell to the ground around them. 


“What
in the souls was that?” 


David
cocked his head toward the dust cloud. 


“I
guess we’ve got our answer.”


The
cloud dissipated, and Metatron stood in the middle of a small crater with a
devious smile on his face. There was not a speck of dust on his suit. His
female entourage danced around him, cutting down any demons that had survived
the blast. 


David
smiled impishly. “He’s a jerk, I’ll admit that. But you can’t deny the man’s
got some serious moves.”


Jenny
rolled her eyes, drew her sword quickly, and perforated the neck of a
goblin-like demon. 


“Oh
please. We’ve all got moves. All he has is a bad haircut and oily skin.”


They
both burst out laughing, a strange sound amongst the wails of the dying. But
all too soon, their little burst of hope died.


Cries
erupted like wind, and David thought it was another one of Metatron’s homemade
bombs. But what he saw sent a cold shiver through his body. 


The
dead demons’ bodies began to twist and move. They began mending themselves and
stitching their limbs and heads together until they were whole again. The only
signs that they had been dead were the semi-dried stains of blood on their
bodies. Otherwise they were as good as new.


“This
is not real. It can’t be.” Jenny’s voice came out like a whisper. 


“This
can’t be happening.”


David
watched horrified, transfixed, as demons that had suffered blows that no
otherworldly creature could have survived didn’t stay down. They kept getting
back up.


“They’re
not dying,” said David, astonished and disgusted at the same time. 


“They’re
different. They’re stronger somehow.” 


“This
isn’t just a regular fight anymore,” he said slowly. “We’re fighting what won’t
be killed.”


“But
how can that be?” Jenny jumped back as one of the imp creatures she had killed
a few moments ago, and that technically should have stayed dead, started to
screw on its severed head like a plastic doll. 


“What’s
giving them this new strength? How can they stay alive?”


“I
don’t know.” 


This
was something new. The archfiends had to be responsible. 


The
angels had fought with all they had, but the demons kept coming. And soon fear
spread like a wildfire, and the battalions broke apart. Some angels ran. But
most stayed, determined to fight till the end. 


Piles
of angel bodies accumulated on the ground. The demons cheered, cutting and
slicing the already dead angels just for the sick and twisted pleasure of it.
And when the angel souls rose from their fallen bodies, the demons ate them
savagely. Although they were already drunk on the souls they had ingested, they
wanted more.


David
felt sick. There was no stopping them.


“Stay
together,” Metatron commanded. 


“Don’t
run. We must fight! Where are you going! Guardians come back!”


The
legions broke apart. 


Although
a small group of angels protected the big archangel, it wouldn’t be enough. A
few hundred angels were nothing compared with the tidal wave of unstoppable
demons. They wouldn’t last more than a few hours. The archfiends were going to
win. 


They
were all going to die. 


“David,
we have to get out of here!” Jenny sliced off the head of a massive lizard-like
demon. But as it hit the ground, tendrils of black mist shot up from the neck
stump, grabbed its severed head, and pulled it back on. 


“This
is so wrong!” 


Jenny
kicked the creature’s head one last time and then jumped over to David. 


“David,
we can’t stay here. They’re slaughtering us. We need to leave and regroup.
David!” 


But
David ignored her and didn’t move. Even as retreating angels came crashing into
his shoulders, he stood still and scanned the area. Jenny shook and pulled him,
but her shouts were empty. He was completely preoccupied. He had to find the
source of the demons’ power. He had to find whatever it was, for Kara. 


Something
had happened to change things. It was like something had started feeding
the demons with supernatural power intravenously. Whatever it was, it had to be
near. It had to be close. If he could find it and break the connection, then
maybe…


Barely
aware that Jenny was still trying to get his attention, David watched as
Metatron and his legion of angels ploughed through a wall of lesser demons. He
was fierce and every great blow sent dozens of broken demons hurtling through
the air. But how long could the archangel keep it up? How long could any of
them keep this up? Every time a demon went down, they got back up, but the
angels’ souls were devoured when they fell, and they stayed down. At this rate,
it wouldn’t matter if they won because the angels were being annihilated.


A
new wave of spider-like demons emerged from a hill in the east and scurried
over the battlefield toward more unsuspecting angels. The air felt heavy and
thick, like a fog had suddenly materialized. 


David
looked up. Above the battlefield a web of shadows spread like a network of thin
strings. He followed the black threads.


Six
giant creatures with black wings stood in a circle on the perimeter of the
battle.


Even
in the distance they were enormous, bigger than archangels, and David knew
instantly that these were the archfiends. Black tendrils shot from the fingers
of their outstretched arms and spread over the battle like a giant web of dark
power. He could see the tendrils moving and pulsing like veins as they supplied
the creatures with an endless supply of power.


A
shudder went through him, but he knew what he had to do.


“David?”
Jenny followed his gaze. “What are those things?”


“Archfiends.”



Metatron
beat a creature to a bloody puddle nearby. 


“Metatron!”
David bellowed. 


Metatron
stopped pounding the creature and looked up. His face was unreadable, and his
shades were smeared with green-black blood.


David
pointed to the sky with his blade and then to archfiends standing at the edges
of the battle. The big man stiffened as he surveyed the webs in the sky above
them. He turned back to David, his brows furrowed, and David knew the archangel
understood what they needed to do.


Metatron
bellowed orders and charged into a gang of lesser demons and imps. With one
stroke of his sword, he severed six demons in half, and they fell at his feet.
His legion formed two lines on either side of him and slaughtered every
creature that came close. They drove the beasts back until there was a clear
path through the fallen bodies, a clear path for David.


“Jenny,
get ready.” David only had only a few moments before the demons reformed. It
had to be enough. 


“We
don’t have much time. You’re going to have to trust me.”


“Get
ready for what? What is it that we need to do?” 


Jenny
stared at the archfiends, almost transfixed by fear.


“We
need to break the connection.”


“What?”


“Come
on, hurry!”


Most
the other angels ran in the opposite direction, but with Jenny at his heels,
David charged over the path of demon bodies that Metatron had cleared and
headed straight toward the great winged archfiends.











Chapter
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Freedom
Run


 


 


 


David ran like the devils were at
his heels because he knew that they soon would be. He heard Jenny’s tread
behind him, but he didn’t look back. He didn’t want to break his momentum and
slow down even for a second. He only had a few moments to reach the nearest
archfiend. 


He
could see that it stood at the edge of a cliff just below the volcano. It was
female, he was certain of that. A crown glimmered in the gray light on top of
her flowing black tresses. Metal armor covered her upper body like a tight
bodice, and black veins pulsed under her gray-colored skin. Her beautiful cold
features were sculpted and refined, unnaturally perfect. She radiated power.
David could feel it all around him. It pushed him back like some sort of force
field. 


She
immediately made him think of Kara. It was obvious now, when he looked at her
more closely. The dark gods had infected Kara with a poison that would morph
her into something that looked like this great fiend. 


He
remembered her sadness when she had first showed him the veins that covered her
trembling hands. He had felt a cold chill down his spine when they had spread
to her face and the rest of her body. He knew she had been terrified she would
turn into a monster.


Kara…


David
ran harder.


He
would make the poison go away. He would find a cure to help her. Something. It
was his job to protect her. They were soul mates, and he desperately
wanted the old Kara back. He’d do anything to make her pain go away. Heck, he
would even rip off those cursed wings if he had to. He’d kill all of these
wretched archfiends with his bare hands if it meant he could get her back. He
would do anything for her.


David
sprinted.


Kill
them all. He hit the wall of darkness that surrounded the female archfiend like
a cold mist and pressed on. He didn’t even know if the legion could defeat the
archfiends, but he didn’t care. He could only hope that Metatron had a lot more
of those bombs, or something better. Right now he had more pressing matters. 


He
had to break the connection. 


He
had to destroy the archfiends’ web. It was the only thing he could do to help
the angels. It was a long shot. God knows if it would even work. But he would
take the chance or die trying.


He
wasn’t sure what he was going to do exactly. 


Some
of the demons who had been destroyed were already on their feet again. Soon
they’d be fighting, and his path would be gone.


He
had less than thirty seconds.


He
made a wild dash.


Running was the right thing to do, wasn’t it? 


He
was so close now that he could see the wicked smile on the archfiend’s face. He
was nearly overwhelmed by the smell of death that exuded from her, her
unfathomable beauty, and the cold, icy power that she radiated. 


The
air around him became cool, and a high-pitched ringing began to reverberate in
his head. The ringing in his ears worsened with each step, and he couldn’t hear
Jenny behind him anymore. But he couldn’t look back. Not now. He was nearly
there. He only hoped she wasn’t too far behind. He would need her help. 


David
was a lot of things, truth be told, but he wasn’t a fool. The female thing
scared the crap out of him. He didn’t want to die, but if his sacrifice helped
save Kara, he would do it. He gripped his soul blades in both hands and dashed
toward her. 


Her
yellow cat-like eyes had no kindness in them. If she was surprised to see him,
it didn’t show on her stone-cold face. She didn’t move a centimeter. She didn’t
even move her head, but she followed him with her eyes. Tendrils of black power
poured out of her into the battle, never missing a beat. 


Could she multitask? 


He
didn’t wait to find out. Maybe she felt that he wasn’t a threat, but merely a
tiny little insect.


That
would be her mistake.


He
didn’t aim for her face, or her chest, but hurled his soul blades into the
creature’s hands.


She
winced as dark blood spurted from her outstretched fingers. And then the black
tendrils flickered and vanished. 


David
looked to the sky. Although part of the web shimmered and faded, the shadow
branches from the other five archfiends still remained strong. But there was a
gap in their web. He had damaged it. And the fact that he actually could make a
difference filled him with hope. He had given some of the angels enough time to
recover and regroup. 


“You
did it! You really did it!” Jenny sounded astonished. 


David
slowed to a jog, impressed by his own perfect aim. It had been way too
easy.


And
then the archfiend turned her head in his direction. 


Her
yellow eyes bored into his as she inspected him, really inspected him. She
smiled a wicked smile that made David freeze. She turned her gaze casually to
the blades sticking out of her hands. They were nothing but tiny, annoying
splinters. She pulled them out, one by one, and tossed them away. 


“Jenny,
get back!” cried David. He braced himself and pulled the spare soul blade from
his boot. It was coming.


The
archfiend appeared to be amused by this annoying little angel. With a flick of
her wrists, and before he even had time to blink, she sent a bolt of darkness
crashing into him.


 Jenny’s
cry echoed in his ears as he felt the searing pain and was lifted in the air.
Then blackness and white-hot pain like he’d never felt before. The smell of
death and decaying bodies washed over him and inside him. He felt as though his
body had been ripped apart. Another wave of pain hit him, and he went down into
the blackness of a bottomless abyss. 


The
world around him vanished. 


Was this death? Was this his true death? If only he
could have seen Kara one last time…if only he could have told her how much she
meant to him, how much he truly cared…


But
then sick inhuman laughter replaced the ringing in his ears, and the pain stopped.


“You
wish to die at the hands of a dark god,” said a voice looming over him and
everywhere at once. 


“It
is an honorable death. I prefer honorable enemies to ambitious ones, and you
have refused to submit. I admire your courage, and so I will grant you a quick
death, angel boy.”


David
slowly got to his feet, amazed that his weapon still hung in his hand. But he
made no move toward the archfiend. He let her talk.


“Touch
him again, and I will send you back to wherever you came from.” Jenny stood
behind David with her bowstring taut and three silver arrows nocked and ready.


The
archfiend female threw back her head and laughed. “Your weapons cannot hurt me,
spirit of the heavens.” 


She
lifted her palms and showed David and Jenny that the wounds on her hands were
gone. They had healed themselves.


“I’ll
take my chances,” said Jenny with a fierce grin. 


David
took a careful step back and whispered. “Jenny, don’t be stupid—”


“Yes,
please be stupid, Jenny,” said the archfiend. 


“I
miss killing things, especially defiant little angel specks. How
wondrous it feels to be out and killing again, removing the filth from this
earth.”


“Look
who’s talking,” spat Jenny.


The
archfiend didn’t lose her smile. 


“You
angels have always been foolish and insubordinate. You’ll never learn. Even
after all these years, you still don’t know when to admit to weakness and bow
down to your gods.” 


Her
beautiful face furrowed. “And then you tricked us and caged us like beasts.
Perhaps luck was on your side, and you cunning little specks managed to fool us
once. But never again.


“We
only wish to repay your kindness. We will destroy this foul little world you
cherish so, and we will destroy Horizon and all its creatures.”


David
caught a glimpse of Metatron sneaking up behind the dark god. He was hiding in
a group of dead-but-waking demons, and she hadn’t seen him yet. 


David
suspected that these powerful creatures probably had eyes in the backs of their
heads or could sense danger before it hit. He had to keep her focused on him.


“Sorry
to disappoint you, giant-woman-person,” began David. “But that’s not going to
happen because we’re going to stop you.”


The
archfiend’s smile widened, and just as she made to flick her wrists again,
Metatron’s sword perforated her neck.


Metatron
moved so fast that David could hardly follow him. He appeared on the other side
of the archfiend and struck another sword in her abdomen, just below her
breastplate. The archfiend roared, but when she whirled in anger, Metatron was
already gone.


David
smiled. He wished he could move that fast.


Metatron
stood in front of her now and hurled his short dagger at the archfiend’s head.


But
faster than humanly or supernaturally possible, she caught his blade easily and
tossed it away. With a flick of her wrist, she sent a helix of darkness at the
archangel, and he went down entangled in black shadow tendrils. Metatron
screamed, and the archfiend spread her wings and landed on the ground next to
him. Her face twisted in a mask of fury and hatred.


David
sprinted to help Metatron, but something slammed into him and whacked him on
the side of the head. David fell to his knees for an instant and blinked the
black spots from his eyes. But then he managed to get up and swing his blade
into the face of the creature that had knocked him down. It had thick brown
leathery skin and a mouth with too many teeth. It hissed at him and staggered
back with a large gash exposing raw, wet flesh across its cheek. 


As
David aimed his dagger, he saw Jenny holding her own against four tree-like
monsters with human eyes and gangly roots for limbs.


His
dagger flew.


It
struck the beast in the neck, and the creature spat up black blood and fell
back again with a roar. Vile liquid squirted from the wound in its chest. But
it wasn’t finished. It pulled out the dagger and licked the blood from it.


“Nice,”
said David, only too aware that it was about to attack again. 


A
scream, a bone-chilling scream interrupted him. 


Metatron.



He
was convulsing on the ground with the archfiend looming over him and shooting
tendrils of death into him again and again. She had a terrifying smile of her
face.


Metatron
screamed one last time, and then nothing. He stopped moving.


Panic
filled David. He didn’t know if the archangel was dead or if the female
archfiend had merely disabled him, but staring at the indestructible Metatron
face down on the ground caused David to swallow his shout. 


And
then Metatron’s legions came out of nowhere and threw themselves at the
archfiend, swords and daggers flying. But she was waiting for them.


She
flicked her wrist, and a flash of black tendrils came hurtling toward the
angels and blasted them into dust.


“You
beast! You monster!” Jenny’s cry rang in David’s ears. 


He
stared at the lingering particles of dust. The archfiend could have easily
killed him like it did the others. 


Why hadn’t it done that? 


He
had an overwhelming feeling that it was waiting for something.


Something
black soared above the battlefield. It was smaller than the other six fiends,
but it poured a blackness over the retreating angels that incinerated them
until there was nothing left but puffs of falling ash. The creature banked
suddenly and headed toward them.


Jenny
pointed behind him. 


“David,
that’s another one of those archfiend beasts. It’s coming right at us. If we
don’t leave now, we won’t make it!”


David
looked around. Netherworld monsters had overwhelmed the field like a plague.
There were no signs of angels anywhere. 


Had they all gone? Had they all been destroyed so
quickly? Did they all flee?


He
turned back to the flying archfiend. 


David
couldn’t explain it, but this new archfiend was different. It didn’t wear the
metal armor, and he could tell it was female. He had a strange feeling that the
creature was familiar. “David, let’s go!” barked Jenny. She leapt backward.


The
black winged demon flapped toward them and then dove straight for David. 


It
moved so fast that David only saw a black blur of wings. 


He
whirled, striking out before he could get a good look at the creature. He
glimpsed only a flash of withered gray skin and jagged pointy teeth before he
sliced his soul blades across its chest.


It
screamed like nothing he had ever heard before. The ragged cloth on its chest
ripped open and revealed a bony misshapen chest covered in red veins. The
creature’s yellow eyes blazed in fury as it slammed a clawed hand into David’s
face.


Although
pain ripped through his cheek, he couldn’t take his eyes off the creature.


It
had Kara’s face.
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David felt the world shifting around
him. The dark gods were playing a cruel joke on him because what he saw was
impossible.


“Kara?”
he breathed, staring into the face of a memory of the girl he loved.


The
creature snarled with blackened pointy teeth. There was no recognition in its
yellow eyes, only death—death and fury. And yet, it had Kara’s face.


David
shook his head. 


The
beautiful girl with chestnut brown hair and dazzling brown eyes that he had
once known had become a winged creature with claws and dull
gray skin. Its long black hair dripped with black liquid. It still wore
Kara’s clothes and her boots, although they were torn and covered in filth. It
was as though she had tried to rip them off when she had transformed, to
destroy what she used to be. 


“Holy
souls,” said Jenny peering from behind him. “David, what happened to her?” 


David
threw an arm up and pushed Jenny back. 


“I
don’t know. I think—I think this is what the oracles saw. What they made her
see. The change, the transformation.” 


He
looked at the creature solemnly. “This is what Kara had feared she was going to
become…become a…”


Monster. 


But
David couldn’t utter the words. It was too painful. 


Did she or it recognize him at all? Was there a little
part of Kara that still existed in that thing? 


There
had to be. He wouldn’t let himself feel the dread that threatened to take him
over. 


Kara
had to be in there somewhere.


“What
did you do to her!” barked Jenny as she sprang forward, but David held her
back.


“Kara?”
he asked and took a careful step forward. He dared not take his eyes off the
creature. He had forgotten about the all the demons, the archfiends, and the
war. There was only him and the creature, Kara.


“It’s
me, David.” 


The
creature blinked. 


He
lifted his hands in surrender, his voice calm, only his lips trembled. 


“You
know me. We’re friends remember? Well, we’re more than friends. Don’t you
recognize me?”


The
creature tucked in its wings and sank back on its thighs, waiting for a chance
to pounce.


David’s
throat tightened, but he forced down his fears. 


“Kara.
I know you’re still in there somewhere. It’s me, David.” 


He
forced himself to look straight into the creature’s eyes, but he saw nothing,
nothing but a dark hunger. 


“Kara.
Come back to me. Fight it. Fight it, Kara. You’re the strongest guardian I
know. The strongest in all the legion. You can do this—”


The
archfiend landed beside Kara and smiled at the horror on their faces. 


“There
is no more Kara.” 


“This
creature is no longer your angel friend. In fact, there is no more angel in her
at all. She has become a creature of darkness, a mutation of wild and dark
power. She is marvelous.” 


The
archfiend’s eyes were wide with superiority. “She has become Death.”


The
creature turned at the sound of its name, acknowledging its master, and David
thought he was going to be sick.


“The
fourth and final knight of the apocalypse,” continued the archfiend. “She is
our most deadly weapon. You angel specks should have yielded to our higher
power. But you refused to bow down to us. Now it’s time for you to taste the
wrath of a dark god. Kill them! Kill the angels! Kill them all!”


Death
sprang.


David
had only the time to knock Jenny out of the way as the creature slammed into
him, claws ripping at his face. He had his blade in his hands, but he didn’t
use it. He couldn’t bring himself to hurt her. He believed that Kara was still
in there.


He
managed to pin the creature’s hands together and kick her off him, but the
creature hovered overhead and then dove again. Only this time it went for
Jenny.


“No!”
David ran after it cursing. 


“Here,
here! It’s me you want. Leave her alone!”


Jenny
held her blade with shaking hands. 


“Kara,
no please. It’s Jen,” she pleaded. “I’m your friend—”


But
Death dove straight for her, knocked her blade out of her hands, wrapped its
claws around her neck and squeezed—


David
slammed into the creature so hard that he sent them all tumbling on the ground.
The Kara creature let go of Jenny. Without missing a beat, David was on his
feet and had slipped behind the creature and held his soul blade to its neck.


“Stop!
Stop this!” he hissed. “Snap out of it!” 


The
creature reeked of rot. Kara’s sweet lavender scent was gone. He needed that
girl back. He needed his Kara. 


“Just
come back to me, Kara. Don’t make me hurt you. Souls, I don’t want to hurt you.
Please stop this and come back.” 


The
Kara creature stiffened in his hold, aware of the blade at its throat. 


The
archfiend watched with a satisfied smile on its creepy perfect face. 


David
glanced around for Metatron, but his body was gone.


“Fight
it,” urged David. His hand shook violently. “Fight it, please. Don’t make me do
it, don’t make me—”


The
creature slammed the back of her head into David’s face. He staggered backward
and let her go.


The
creature whirled around and hit him with its wing, sending him sprawling to the
ground. But he was up on his feet quickly.


Death
lunged at him, but he kicked the back of the creature’s knees and it stumbled.
It turned to face him again.


“Don’t
do this,” said David. 


Kara
was much stronger than he was. 


He
waved his soul blade. “Kara, fight it,” he said more urgently. “I know you’re
in there somewhere. This isn’t you. Fight it.”


But
the yellow eyes that watched him showed no hint that Kara was in there. There
was only a monster. He could see the hunger in its eyes. He could see the
pleasure it took in killing. It was going to eat his angel flesh and devour his
soul. 


The
creature licked its dry gray lips and showed off its teeth as it snarled.


“It’s
me! It’s me, David.” 


But
the creature didn’t recognize him. He didn’t know how to stop this fight without
one of them getting killed. 


The
creature flicked its wrists, and a beam of shadow shot toward him.


David
tried to twist out of the way, but he wasn’t fast enough. 


He
saw black and crashed head first into the jagged rock. His body jerked as
white-hot pain shot through his limbs, and then his body was limp and
unresponsive. 


He
heard footsteps. He heard Jenny calling his name. 


He
knew the creature was coming back to finish him off. He was drained. But he
tried to gather what strength he had left, not for him, but for Kara. He had to
try to make the creature remember. She had to remember who she was before the
transformation. He would try to make her remember, even if it meant dying in
the process.


Something
hard hit him in the stomach, and he went sprawling, rolling on the ground. 


Why wasn’t it killing him yet? 


As
he lay with his back on the ground, he realized it wanted to play with him.


A
tingling in his fingers. Then his toes. He could feel his arms tingling, and
although his limbs burned, he winced and willed himself to move. He rolled over
and pushed himself up back on his feet.


He
saw that Jenny was on her knees with two higher demons holding her. One of them
held a death blade to her neck. Her green eyes were dim, like she’d given up.


The
Kara creature grinned, and David could tell it was glad he wasn’t dead yet. It
wanted to keep fighting. It eyed the soul blade he still clasped in his hands.


David
couldn’t see Kara anywhere inside the monster she had become.


It
stepped forward.


“Remember
the first time we kissed?” he blurted. 


It
was a long shot, but he was desperate. 


The
creature halted, a frown materialized on its face. Was it remembering?


“We
were out together at that club, and you kissed me,” he said. 


He
felt a gush of hope and energy. 


“Or
was it that I kissed you first.” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. But
you remember, don’t you? How it felt? How we both felt?”


The
creature stared at him for a long moment, and David was positive that somewhere
in there it was remembering. 


Kara
was still in there, and she was going to wake…


“Kill
him,” roared the archfiend suddenly. Although her face was twisted in rage,
David detected a little fear in her voice as well. 


“I
command you. Kill this miserable angel speck. We have lots more to kill. Devour
this wretched angel soul. Do it. Do it now!”


The
Kara creature watched its master then slowly turned its yellow eyes back on
David. But it hesitated. It was unsure.


“You
know me, don’t you?” David’s eyes flashed with hope. “Kara, I lo—”


“KILL
HIM!”


The
creature flicked its wrists. A beam of shadow slammed into David, and he fell
back. But he regained his footing, surprised that she hadn’t hit him that hard.
He made to grab the creature as it dove for him, but it ducked and dodged not
letting him get a hold. 


It
lunged at him again, and David ducked and hit the creature in the head with the
pommel of his blade. The creature gagged, dropped back a little, and shook its
head. Its eyes looked disconnected and stunned. It stood there for a moment…


David
glanced at his blade. He could do it. He could finish her with one stroke—


But
he couldn’t. He watched her and knew he couldn’t hurt her.


The
creature watched him curiously and then roared in anger. It dove at him, fangs
bared and mouth snapping toward his neck.


His
blade was heavy in his hands, but still he couldn’t bring himself to use it on
her. He couldn’t.


He
fell against the creature. It tried to bite him, but he jumped away and kicked
it hard.


“Enough
of this,” bellowed the archfiend. “Kill him now, or I will!”


Darkness
pulsed through the Kara creature’s veins. It boiled inside her and then leaped
from her hands in a twisting stream that coursed the distance between them and
washed over David. 


It
happened so quickly that he was unable to escape the flow of dark shadows that
shot out through her fingers like bullets. 


David
wasn’t aware that the creature loomed over him. He was barely aware of anything
except for the pain. 


A
wild grin spread on the creature’s lips. Its yellow eyes blinked at him, and it
picked him up in its strong arms.


David
felt his life force seep out of him. The darkness grabbed hold of his soul. It
wouldn’t be long now. He felt his own death approaching. 


He
was barely aware that his blade still hung in his hand. He could just reach out,
slice the creature’s neck, and end it. 


But
he couldn’t. He wouldn’t.


Even
though she was killing him, this monster was the closest thing he had to Kara.


His
Kara…


His
blade fell from his fingers. He closed his eyes and let the darkness come.
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Death held the angel in its grasp,
squeezing the life force out of it, feeding off of it. It enjoyed killing,
especially an angel. It quivered in delight just at the thought of its
delicious soul, the sweetness of it. But it didn’t want to kill it right away.
Not yet. First, it would play with it. Death loved to see the fear in the eyes
of its prey before it reached in and took away its soul. 


Death
knew its master was angry with it for not killing the angel right away, but it
was curious about the angel. It didn’t understand why, but it felt drawn to
this particular angel. It wanted to know why. Why this one? Why was it
interested in this angel? 


Death
decided it would keep him alive for just a little while longer. 


“Kill
it, you insolent creature!” cried the female archfiend. “I command it. Obey me
at once, you vile creature. I am your master now, and you will do what I say.
Do your duty and kill the angel.”


Death
eyed its master. It didn’t like to be ordered around. It was strong, very strong.
It knew its masters were still weak. It knew that the masters were all waiting
for the last seal to be broken. Soon. 


But
for now, it grew angry. It wanted its master to stop telling it what to do.
Death was no one’s pet. Death was its own being, the strongest of the four
knights, perhaps even stronger than the masters.


It
smiled wickedly at the thought. Yes. It was powerful.


As
it held the male angel still, it thought about the other three knights. It
sensed they were near, waiting in the shadows for the final seal to break. They
were all waiting for her to unleash her power, to break the final seal and kill
all the angels.


But
right now Death didn’t care. It only wanted to play with the curious little
angel again.


What had it called it before? 


The
angel had called it Kara, a human name. Strange. Why had that name meant
something?


A
small light glowed in the depths of Death’s being.


“I
swear to you by the Darkness that if you don’t kill this angel speck now and
obey me, I will destroy you!” yelled its master in a fury. 


As
Death stared into the archfiend’s angry face, the light in the pit of its core
flickered again and grew.


Death
tossed the angel to the ground. 


What was happening? 


It
ignored the strange light it felt inside and focused its cruelty on the angel.
The master wanted it dead, but Death was going to play with the young angel
before she took its life. 


The
angel blinked and opened its eyes. 


Death
waited. It wanted the angel to stand and fight back. It wanted a stronger
opponent. It was more fun with a stronger prey for the chase. 


The
angel cried and tried to scramble to his feet, but Death was faster. She
grabbed the angel and sent him crashing to the stone floor again. 


Another
flicker of light danced inside Death’s chest.


Death
smiled wickedly, licked its gray lips, and seized the boy by his neck. It
raised him high in the air, enjoying the fear in his eyes. It relished the
fear. The angel struggled, but it was no use. Death was upon him.


“Kara,
please, don’t,” choked the angel.


What was it about this angel?


Death
was hungry to taste this angel’s life force. Her black tendrils crept over the
angel’s body until they covered his face like a spider’s web. She was draining
his soul. It was a good and pure life force, and Death enjoyed it.


“I—love—you,”
breathed the angel. 


The
angel’s lips trembled, “I—forgive—you.” 


The
angel looked at Death straight in the face and smiled. And then his eyes rolled
back into his head.


The
angel’s limp body was in Death’s grip, and she leaned in to devour his soul.
She opened her mouth, longing to taste its purity and power—


But
then it recoiled.


Something
wasn’t right. 


Death had sensed it before, but what was it? Why would
this miserable angel forgive her for devouring his soul? Was this a trick? 


The
angel was unconscious and close to death. Death had already eaten bits of his
essence.


Why did that smile mean something?


The
warm light pulsed inside Death with more urgency now. She staggered and stepped
away from the angel. Confused, Death stared at her hands. She didn’t know why
she had let it go.


“What
are you doing, Death?” roared the archfiend. “Kill it. I command you to finish
him off. Kill the angel now!”


But
Death just stood there, staring at the young angel’s face. There was something
about his face…


Death
knew that face. The face meant something to her. 


“Kill
it now! Take the soul! I am your god. You will obey, or I will destroy you
faster than I created you.” The archfiend was furious.


But
Death felt compelled to look at the pained face of the young angel.


The
light in her intensified. The cold pit in Death’s soul began to warm.


White
light and pain shot through Death’s head. She couldn’t move or think. The
darkness fought with the light inside her.


The
golden, warm pulsing light was winning.


Images
and memories, sensations and emotions were all mixing up, matching up, latching
on to each other, and splitting off from each other inside her. The darkness
struggled with the invasive warm light. The light inside Death was looking for
something, searching for someone…


Warm
light suddenly pulsed through Death and shone into her cold darkness. She
stared at her illuminated body. The red veins retreated from her skin and
disappeared. Her body throbbed with a hot, golden energy that must always have
always been inside her. And now it was unleashed.


The
wild, golden light warmed the darkness inside her, until nothing remained of
the cold, damp, dark power. 


Kara
stared at the golden power that danced around her palms. She spread her
brilliant, pulsing, golden butterfly wings, looked up at the archfiend and
smiled. 


“I’m
back.”
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Kara did two things immediately.


She
rushed over to David to make sure he was still alive, and at the same time, she
shot two beams of golden light into the two higher demons that held Jenny. They
burst into clouds of dust.


Golden
sparks of wild energy danced around her body. Her skin shone like it had been
painted with liquid gold. She radiated power, elemental power, and she felt
stronger than she’d ever felt before.


Kara
turned to face the archfiend. She raised her hands, and her elemental power
glowed with fierce energy.


“Impossible.”
The archfiend female staggered back, confused. 


“It’s
not possible. Simply not possible. You are the fourth knight! You have
the darkness in your essence. It cannot be defeated. We studied for thousands
of years to make your ingredients perfect—to put the exact amount, the exact
percentage—to make your change irreversible. How can this be?”


Kara
moved slowly, her anger boiling inside her and ready to pop. 


“Guess
your calculations were wrong, speck.” 


She
glared at the real monster, the monster that had tried to change her into a
beast. She suffered from the guilt she felt about what she had done as Death.
She could never undo what she’d done, and that would haunt her forever. 


But
she could make things right again.


She
remembered the white oracle’s prophecy. 


The only way to stop the archfiends is with the demise
of the knight.



Kara
was that knight. She realized that she was the one that had needed to
die. The oracle’s prophecy seemed to have been correct.


And
now she only needed to nudge it along.


She
looked the archfiend in the face. 


“You’re
going to pay for this and for the lives of all the angels you took. You don’t
belong in this world, and you never have. You don’t respect it. You don’t love
it, and you don’t deserve it. You deserve to be sent back to your cage.”


The
archfiend’s face twisted in rage. 


“Never.
Never will I set foot in that…that dungeon.” 


The
archfiend laughed. 


“What?
You think you can cage us up again? You? A little angel speck? Don’t be
foolish. Even the best of your kind weren’t able to vanquish us. What makes you
so sure that you can do it?”


It
was Kara’s turn to smile. “I’ll figure out a way. Trust me.” 


Kara
felt the golden ring on her finger and rolled it gently. She could feel the
reverberations in the energy fields that surrounded the Earth. 


She
also could sense the thousands of demons that were slowly making their way
toward her.


The
archfiend saw Kara’s shoulders tense. 


“There
is still time to fix this little…hiccup.” 


Black
mist coiled around the archfiend’s hands and fingers. 


“We
will not go back. I will not go back. I will find a way to change you back, to
put you right again.”


“I’m
perfectly fine the way I am, thank you.”


Kara
felt a shift in the air, and even before she saw them, she knew that all the
other archfiends were coming. She looked to the sky. The dark web had vanished.
All the creatures of the Netherworld stopped to watch as the other five archfiends
landed next to the female. 


The
faces of all the archfiends were disturbingly beautiful. But it was a cold and
intense beauty. She sensed the evil in that beauty now. They stared at Kara,
and she could see the wild fury in their cat-like eyes. Oh boy, were they angry
with her. 


She
gave them her best smile, a smile that David would be proud of.


She
watched as Jenny knelt beside David and was surprised and relieved when he sat
up. The color had returned to his dazzling blue eyes. 


He
smiled at her, and she felt a pang in her chest. She had almost killed him.
Well, Death had. She couldn’t think about that now.


The
air moved around her, and Beelzebub landed in front of Kara with a flap of his
great wings. 


He
inspected her slowly, and then his voice boomed, “Tilia! What is the meaning of
this? Where is Death?”


The
female archfiend held her head high. “I’m…I’m not sure. The creature just
slipped away, vanished, and left this one instead. I can’t explain it. Perhaps
there was a mistake with the extract—”


“There
was no mistake,” growled Beelzebub. “Not in the extract.” 


He
turned to Kara. “She did this. Somehow, she destroyed the essence, our
essence.”


“What
of the seals?” asked one of the male archfiends? “Has the final seal broken?”


“It
hasn’t,” interrupted Kara. All the archfiends turned their attention on her.
“It’s not broken. You failed. And now it’s only a matter of time before you
return to your cages forever.”


“I
will destroy you!” Tilia flicked her wrists and beams of shadow shot straight
for Kara.


But
Kara was ready, and in a flash of golden light, she darted out of the way. The
shadows merely scorched the ground where Kara had been. 


Kara
grinned as she looked into Tilia’s surprised face. 


But
then Tilia’s surprised look turned into a grin of her own, and she unleashed
her fury again, but this time at David. 


But
Kara was already moving. She shot into the air faster than she’d ever moved
before and gathered David and Jenny into her arms. She protected them with her
body as the beams of darkness hit. 


Although
Kara yelled in pain as the darkness coiled around her, and the feeling of death
tried to enter her again, she did not succumb to it. Her elemental power broke
free of the tendrils of darkness and blasted them into tiny particles.


Kara
turned from her friends very slowly. She was trembling with uncontrollable
anger. She was going to rip them to shreds. 


But
then she saw something in their eyes, something that told her that she needn’t
worry.


She
could see fear in Beelzebub’s perfect face.


Kara
knew that he sensed the change. He sensed that his time left on Earth was
short. 


The
archfiends began to shimmer. Their bodies were fading away like ghosts.


Kara
knew what she needed to do. Her elemental power blazed around her like a
glowing star. Let them all tremble in fear of the monster that they had woken.
Kara soared into the sky in a blaze of golden light.


She
spotted the three knights hiding nearby and saw their recognition of her power
in their eyes as she neared them. They brandished their weapons and pressed
their steeds toward her. But it didn’t matter. She was light, and they were
darkness. They didn’t belong. 


She
screamed her rage, for all the mortals they had killed. “Murderers!”


Kara
became a whirlwind of black shadows and wings. She cut through the knights as
though they were mere paper cutouts. With a last flicker, their bodies turned
into dust, and the knights shimmered and disappeared.


Suddenly
the ground shook below her feet, and she could hear screaming. But it wasn’t
angels crying for help, this was something else.


Kara
glided back to David and Jenny. She could see it had already begun.


A
beam of fire erupted from the bowels of the earth, shot up through the air, and
tore a hole in the sky. It was just like the rift she had seen before. It
wavered and shimmered. It looked as if it were waiting for something. 


Then
the archfiends cried out. Their bodies wavered and started to fall apart. An
invisible force was pulling at them. One by one the archfiends were sucked into
the portal and disappeared. 


Beelzebub
grabbed on to a large boulder and yelled at Kara. “I will return! I will
destroy you! I will destroy you all!” 


But
suddenly his body disintegrated, and he was swallowed up by the portal, just
like the others.


The
archfiends had been beaten.


Cheers
rose up, and Kara turned to see the smiling faces of the angels that had stayed
behind and survived. 


With
grim determination, the angels unleashed their fury on the demons.


It
wasn’t like anything she’d ever seen. They fought with purpose and ferocity.
They fought like they were going to win.


A
battle cry sounded, and Kara saw Metatron charge into combat, slicing and
dicing his way through the hordes of demons. 


“Kara!
Kara! Kara!” The angels shouted her name as a battle cry. Now they had something
to fight for.


Without
their endless supply of power, the demons retreated and vanished into the
cliffs and back into the dark depths of the volcano, back to their Netherworld.


The
angels had won the war.
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The cheering lasted all through the
night after the last of the demons had disappeared. The angels celebrated their
victory. The mortal world and Horizon were safe.


Although
her M-suit was on its last legs, Kara stayed behind. She didn’t want to go back
to Horizon. Not just yet. 


She
stood on the spot where she’d last seen the archfiends. The angry gray clouds
slowly dissipated to reveal a night sky that glimmered with stars. Memories of what she’d done in the
name of Death pulled at her heart. These were things that she’d have to live with. There
was no other choice. 


The
thought of losing Mr. Patterson pained her the most.


“What
are you thinking about?” David moved next to her.


Kara
gave him a slow, bitter smile. “I can’t believe I nearly killed you.”


“Nah,
you didn’t. Not even close,” he teased. “I was just pretending. I was doing the
gentleman thing and making you think you were winning, when in fact you
weren’t.” 


Kara’s
laugh died in her throat. She looked as if she were overwhelmed with sadness.


“Tell
me. What’s the matter? What’s in that head of yours that’s putting on such a
sad face?”


With
a trembling voice, Kara recounted the events that had led to the oracle’s
death.


“It
wasn’t your fault,” David said gently. She couldn’t look him in the eye. 


“You
can’t blame yourself for this. He wouldn’t want you to.”


That
part was true. Kara knew that Mr. Patterson wouldn’t have wanted her to feel
guilty about his death. He had chosen to come with her, even though she had
asked him not to.


Kara
looked up into David’s eyes. 


“Are
oracles like angels? Will his soul live on?”


“I’m
not sure, but something tells me that they do. He’s probably back in Horizon
waiting for you.”


“I
hope you’re right.” Kara smiled briefly. “Most of this was my fault you know,
whether you want to admit it or not. They used me to do horrible things—”


“That
you had no control over.” David grabbed her shoulders and made her face him. 


“It
wasn’t you. The Kara I know would never hurt anyone. I know you’re stubborn,
and most of the time you think you’re right—and you are sometimes—but not with
this. What the archfiends did was not your fault.”


Even
though she knew David was right, it would take her a long time to come to terms
with what she’d done. David couldn’t possibly understand. But she loved him for
trying to keep her spirits up. 


David…


She’d
almost killed him, and yet here he was, full of admiration and with love
sparkling in his eyes. She trembled with the temptation to pull him into her
and kiss him.


“Here
she is,” said a familiar voice.


Kara’s
spirit rose at the sight of Jenny, Peter and Ashley.


“Thank
the souls, you’re all safe.” 


Kara’s
troubles washed away momentarily as she took in the sight of her friends, alive
and well. She threw her arms around them and squeezed them in a hug, ignoring
Peter’s protests and pulling him in, too.


Finally
she let them go. “I’m so glad to see you guys. You have no idea. I couldn’t
bear the thought of losing any of you. You’re all so very special to me.”


“You’re
special to us too, Kara,” said Peter, but he avoided her eyes.


“Well,
you’ll be surprised to know that a lot more of us did survive.” Ashley gave a
wave of her sword. It was still caked with dried demon blood. 


“There
were casualties, of course, but more injuries than deaths. It’s a miracle I
think.” 


“I
don’t know much about miracles, but it’s a relief to see you safe.” Kara’s
chest swelled as she watched their happy faces.


“We
all saw what you did, Kara.” Peter straightened his shattered glasses on his
nose, and Kara wondered why he even bothered to wear them. “You saved us. You
did it.”


“We
all did,” said Kara, a little embarrassed. “This is everyone’s victory. We all
played an important part in it.”


“Maybe,”
said David. “But you most of all.” He caught her eye, and she couldn’t look
away. 


“Well,
I told you she was a fairy.” Jenny’s eyes brightened at the sight of Kara’s
wings. “A golden fairy.”


Everyone
burst out laughing, including Kara. Her friends’ laughter was the most
beautiful thing she’d ever heard. She never wanted it to end.


“Truthfully,
I don’t know how long I’ll have them.” Kara had already sensed that her golden
wings, like weights, were gradually lifting from her shoulders. 


“I
can’t explain it, but I feel like they’re leaving me. Like I won’t have them
for much longer.”


“Well,
that’s too bad because we could have used them.” The archangel Ariel walked
slowly toward them. Her metal armor was stained with black blood, and her grin
was fierce. 


“You
never cease to amaze me, Kara.” Ariel beamed. “The legion is lucky to have you.
But something tells me you’re not as thrilled as the rest of us.”


“I
did some terrible things when I was Death.”


Ariel
put a hand on her shoulder. “You just said it, as Death, not as Kara. That
wasn’t you. And we can’t hold you accountable for something that horrible
creature did.”


“Told
you,” whispered David.


“Ariel’s
right.” Metatron’s cigar dangled from his lips. 


Immediately
Kara knew there was something different about him. His entourage was missing. Were
they dead? She didn’t like the lipstick angels, but she didn’t necessarily
want them dead. Well, not all of them.


“You
were possessed. You were being controlled by a demon,” continued the big
archangel. “You were not yourself, and the legion doesn’t condemn angels who
have been possessed. Under our laws, an angel who is not in control of their
actions cannot be convicted of any crime.”


“Am
I still under arrest, though?” 


Kara
had the feeling that even though they had won the war, Metatron didn’t forgive
or forget easily. “For the other thing?”


Metatron
looked at Kara with a blank face. 


“In
view of recent events, let’s just say the arrest warrant has been lifted.” He
exhaled a cloud of gray smoke. “For now, that is.”


Kara
shot David a look and tried to control the laugh that wanted to burst from her
mouth.


But
then she lost her smile and turned to Ariel. 


“What
about the mortal world? All the diseases and the lands poisoned by the knights?
All those sick people? What’s going to happen to them?”


“The
mortal world will heal. The crops will grow back. The animals will thrive
again, and the sick will recover. It has already begun. Most mortals will not
remember this experience, the oracles are already back hard at work adjusting
memories and correcting lapses in time.”


“And
the archfiends?” Kara’s eyes moved to Metatron, but he only seemed interested
in his cigar.


“They
used up all of their resources,” answered Ariel. “They cannot break free. I can
say it with confidence. They will never break out again.”


Kara
couldn’t help but feel a little proud at what she had helped accomplish. The
world was safe, for now, and now was certainly good enough.


Ariel
put her hand back on Kara’s shoulder. 


“I
came here to thank you on behalf of my fellow archangels and of the entire
legion. I also wanted to tell you something, Kara.”


“What
thing?”


“You’ll
be happy to know that you’ve been given a special leave from the legion.”


Kara
wrinkled her brow. “Like a permanent leave?” 


It
was too good to be true, a dream come true.


“In
a matter of speaking, yes.” Ariel smiled. “I know it’s something you’ve wanted
for a long time, and no one deserves it more than you, Kara Nightingale. I
believe the fate of the mortal world and Horizon will be safe from any enemies
for a very long time.”


Kara’s
eyes brightened. “I—I don’t know what to say?”


“Thank
you would be a start,” laughed David smugly. 


She’d
have punched him if she didn’t want to kiss him so much.


“Thank
you.” 


Kara
was aware that masses of guardians had gathered around and were listening to
their conversion and trying to get a closer look at her. She could tell by
their timid expressions that they didn’t want to push in, but that they still
wanted to watch.


“You’ll
be missed,” said Ariel. “By everyone. That’s a promise.”


“But
mostly by me.” David’s eyes shone the deepest blue. It was the most beautiful
thing she’d ever seen.


And
then she did something that she never thought she’d be able to do. Even though
Metatron, Ariel, and all the other guardians were watching her, she cupped
David’s face in her hands and kissed him.


She
kissed him softly at first, but then she kissed him fiercely. She crushed her
lips on his, like there was no one else in the world but her and him. She
kissed him again and again. Then she grabbed the back of his hair and pulled
him into her so she could drink in his wonderful scent.


David
wrapped his arms around her tightly and kissed her back. Her elemental energy
pulsed. Angels’ touches and kisses were a thousand times more electrifying than
mortal ones. She never wanted it to end.


Finally
she pulled back, suddenly aware that many eyes were watching. But the smile on
David’s face, the love that danced in his eyes, was worth it. 


Ariel
smiled at her brightly. Even Metatron had a goofy look on his face as he puffed
on his cigar.


Applause
filled the air. Guardians whistled and cheered. Ashley and Jenny laughed and
clapped their hands. Even Peter, who stood with his hands in his pockets, wore
the widest grin she’d ever seen. 


David’s
eyes were wide. “I can’t believe you did that. In front of everyone! Don’t get
me wrong, you’ve made me really, really happy, and I really, really liked it
but…you sure you’re all right?”


“I’m
more than all right.” Kara didn’t fight her own grin. “I haven’t felt this
good, this amazing, in a very long time.” 


She
squeezed David’s hand. “Let’s go home.”
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“So they’re saying it was
a tornado?” Kara had been drilling the old man with questions for the past
hour. 


“But
we don’t get tornadoes here. We get snow storms.”


Mr.
Patterson polished the surface of his brand-new counter. 


“I’ll
admit it does sound preposterous, especially here, but on rare occasions this
city has seen one or two tornadoes.”


Kara
screwed up her face. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense.”


“Are
you a weather specialist? An atmospheric scientist? A tornado expert?”


“No…but
then how come Cedarview didn’t get hit? It’s the next street over? They’re
saying it was a big one, so why only our street? If it really was a
tornado, why did it skip all the other streets in the entire city and just plow
into ours? It’s almost like something was controlling it. You know what
I mean?”


The
old man shrugged. 


“No.
But Mother Nature is mysterious in her ways. Can you hand me that small red box
over there, the one with tiny crystal orbs? Yes, that one. Careful please, I’ve
only just replaced them. Thank you.”


Kara
watched Mr. Patterson as he carefully emptied the box of crystals and placed
them into his glass display counter. She would never truly understand his
fascination with glass orbs. 


The
last streaks of sun spilled in through the front bay window. 


“Are
you happy the shop’s almost back to its pre-tornado state? If you truly believe
that’s what happened.” 


He
was still gazing adoringly at the crystal orbs. 


“There’s
still a little painting to be done on the exterior walls and the front sign,
but it’s almost done.”


The
old man let out a long sigh. “Yes. It’s been a rather a complicated
week.”


“What
do you mean complicated?” 


Kara
hated how her boss continued to speak in riddles. She always had the feeling
that he was keeping information from her, like he didn’t trust her. 


No, she was just being foolish. What secrets could an
old bookstore owner truly have?


“It’s
not important anymore,” replied Mr. Patterson. “What’s important is that our
lives are back to what they were before the apocalypse—” 


The
old man dropped one of his precious crystals.


“The
apocalypse?” Kara leaned over the counter, snatched up the rolling orb, and
held it up to inspect it. “If that’s what you want to call it. But I don’t see
how the damage to our street can be called an apocalypse.”


Mr.
Patterson looked irritated. 


“Never
mind that. I’ll take that back now.” 


Kara
lowered the crystal but still didn’t give it back. Not yet.


“I’d
like to know your thoughts, on this apocalypse, as you call it.” 


She
couldn’t explain it, but she had the strangest feeling that Mr. Patterson
didn’t think it had been a tornado after all. He kept avoiding her eyes when
she mentioned it, like he wasn’t able to lie. What could have been aimed at
their street and destroyed it like a bomb had gone off? What was he keeping her
from her?


“What
happened to the rest of the world, then?” 


She
handled the orb between her fingers. “What’s your theory on that?” she asked.
“I’ll admit a lot of strange things have happened lately. Don’t you think this
past week’s been really odd?”


“Not
more than usual, dear.” Mr. Patterson eyed the crystal in Kara’s hand.


“What?
Where have you been?”


The
old man held out his hand. “I’ll take that now, thank you.”


Feeling
a little rebellious, Kara tossed the crystal orb in the air, but the old man
caught it before she had time to blink.


She
pulled back, shocked and impressed. 


“Okay,
it’s not like I was going to keep it or anything. So...” 


She
leaned over the counter. 


“For
the past week, there have been reports of strange occurrences all around the
world. Crops dried out, but then miraculously grew back the next day. Sick
animals and people were suddenly cured of incurable diseases. And there’s peace
in the world, well, for the most part. Most people on the Internet are calling
it an environmental disaster or an example of global warming. But the truth is,
I haven’t found any real evidence to explain what happened last week. No
scientist can explain it. Don’t you think that’s strange?”


“Stranger
things have happened.” 


Kara
rolled her eyes. 


“Fine.
Be in one of those mysterious moods.” 


The
sound of construction outside spilled in through the window. 


“Well,
it’s five o’clock. I’m done for the day.” 


She
brushed the dust from the front of her shirt and inspected her jeans to make
sure they were spotless. 


“I’m
off with David to catch dinner and movie.” 


The
thought of spending two hours with David sent a nervous flutter through her
chest. This wasn’t their first date, yet she felt overly nervous. Her heart
pounded in her ears. Why was she being so silly?


“Bye,
Mr. P.” 


As
she turned to leave, she paused when she caught the delight in Mr. Patterson’s
eyes. “What? What’s that face for?”


Mr.
Patterson’s smiled. “Nothing, dear. Just glad you’re out and about, having fun
just like you should be.” 


And
then he added in a whisper, but not low enough. “After all, no one deserves it
more than you.” 


Kara’s
brows narrowed slightly. 


“Huh?
Well, thanks I guess. But I haven’t done more than usual, maybe a little
painting.”


She
watched him for a moment, but his expression didn’t change. 


“Okay
then, thanks.” Her smile returned. “There aren’t many warm nights like this
left.”


“Yes,”
said the old man, still watching her with that bemused expression. “I believe
you are right.”


“See
you tomorrow,” Kara pushed open the front door of the tiny bookstore and jumped
onto the street.


A
breeze cooled her hot cheeks. The evening sky was still a bright blue, and
although the days were getting shorter, it was a perfect evening for a date.


A
handsome young man leaned against a parked car. He wore jeans and a simple
white t-shirt that clung to his body, just enough to hint at the muscles
beneath. The evening sun kissed his tanned features, and his skin glowed.


Kara’s
heart caught in her throat.


“You
look nice,” said David, causally. “Better than nice.”


Heat
rushed to her face, and she failed to keep a giant smile from spreading over
her face.


“So,
where are you taking me?” she asked. 


“It’s
a surprise.” 


He
smiled at her, and she felt her knees go weak. 


As
she and David began to walk along the sidewalk, something in the reflection on
the store’s bay window caught her attention. She halted.


“What?”
said David. “Did you forget to clean a spot on the window?”


Kara
frowned and touched the glass. “No. That’s not it. I thought…I thought for a
moment…”


David
leaned closer, his arm touching hers. “You thought what?”


Kara
swallowed hard. Bracing herself, she said, “It’s going to sound really weird,
but for a moment I thought I saw wings.”


“Wings?”
laughed David playfully. 


“Golden
wings,” she said with a straight face. “Glorious wings. They were shining like
something out of a fairy tale. You think I’m crazy, don’t you? And now you’re
wondering what you’re doing with such a nut case.”


David
twirled a lock of her hair in his fingers. 


“Yes.
You’re nuts. But that’s what I love about you. You keep it interesting.”


Kara
was about to object, but he put his hands on her waist and pulled her closer to
him. He leaned in and kissed her. 


The
kiss was like coming home or being born again. They had kissed before, but
somehow this was different, more intense. His lips were hot and soft against
hers, and she trembled at his touch. She threw her arms around his neck, forgot
all about the mysterious golden wings, and embraced the love of her life.
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ALEXA KNEW SHE WAS DEAD
when she saw the bright light.


It
was just like those near-death experiences she’d read about: the tunnel, the
white light, the feeling of peace. She felt her physical body detach like the
shedding of skin. Floating in total serenity, secure and warm, she soared
towards the overwhelming light. She was drawn up into a beam of sunlight like a
speck of dust.


The
air was cool and thick, humid and salty, like a sea breeze. The pain of the
accident had melted away, and the light welcomed her. 


Deep
down, Alexa knew she should be afraid. She should be terrified. But for the
first time in her life she wasn’t afraid.


She
saw a pinpoint of dark shadow in the distance. As she drifted towards it, she
could see it was the entrance to a tunnel. No. Not a tunnel, but an elevator.
Suddenly she was riding in an elevator. 


She
did not speak to the ape-like creature that operated the elevator. She spread
her arms and looked down at her hands. She could see the floor through her
hands. She wasn’t solid. 


Still,
she wasn’t afraid.


The
elevator rocked, and the doors slid open. As she stepped out, the creature
muttered something that sounded a lot like, Orientation, level one. 


She
knew that animals couldn’t speak. She wouldn’t be surprised if she were
delusional. It would have been totally acceptable under the circumstances. She
was dead. 


Maybe
her brain didn’t function the same way anymore. Maybe nothing did.


The
elevator seemed to have disappeared, and Alexa stood in an infinitely long
white corridor. She could hear thousands of voices murmuring, and she began to
feel anxious.


Alexa
had never seen so many people all at once. It looked as if every ethnic group
from the human race was milling around busily in a maze of offices and
corridors. And for the first time since she’d died, she felt frightened again.


She
tried to hide the terror that shook her as she followed the crowds.


Within
a few minutes she arrived at an ancient building with a mammoth oak door. A
neon sign zapped and crackled above it. 


Oracle
Division # 998-4589. Orientation.


Orientation. It was the same word
she thought she’d heard on the elevator. Perhaps the creature had spoken. Where
was she? 


Alexa
wished she were back in the elevator with the light and that feeling of
protective warmth. She had felt safe there. Dread gripped her now.


She
braced herself, pulled open the door, and stepped inside. 


She
stood in a large library-like room with corridors and passageways that led to
smaller offices. Books and filing cabinets were stacked precariously all the
way to the ceiling. The air was thick with the same salty ocean fragrance she
had smelled earlier, and she could hear what sounded like pebbles rolling on a
smooth marble floor. 


A
door touched her behind as it opened, and she froze. 


Huge
glass spheres with tiny bare-foot old men balancing on top of them like circus
acrobats rolled into the library. The tiny men wore silver gowns, and their
long white beards flowed behind them as they maneuvered the balls between the
piles of books and files. It was the most incredible sight. 


She
was transfixed. 


They
were so preoccupied with their work that they didn’t appear to notice her at
all. If she wasn’t important to them, she knew wherever she was couldn’t be so
bad. It certainly wasn’t as bad as dying.


Alexa
could see what appeared to be another smaller office to her right. Cabinets
were stacked on top of each other in there as well, and what looked like a
five-foot round pool was mounted in the back corner. Another one of those tiny
men sat on a large crystal ball behind a semi-circular wooden desk. 


“Come
in, come in, Alexa Dawson,” he said in a strange, high-pitched voice, a voice
that sounded like he had inhaled helium from a balloon.


Alexa
tried to ignore the creepy fact that this stranger knew her name. But her
apprehension faded as soon as she saw the man’s cheerful face. Still, she
approached him carefully, and as she did she noticed a soft, silver light radiating
all around him.


Finally,
she found her voice. “Is this—” She cleared her throat and felt relieved that
her voice sounded the same. It was her voice. “Is this heaven?”


Back
in life, she had never given any real thought to heaven, or even the possibility
of an afterlife. She had just never imagined she’d be dead at seventeen.


The
man’s face lit up, and his blue eyes sparkled. “Horizon has many names. Heaven
is one, yes, just like Utopia, or Shangri-La, or Zion. Ultimately, it doesn’t
matter what name you choose. They all mean the same thing. It’s where
everything originated, and the place to which mortals return in the afterlife.”


“The
afterlife,” repeated Alexa, testing the words on her mouth. “I’m dead. Truly
dead.”


“Yes.”


“I
knew it, you know, that I was dead. It’s just strange to hear it. To say
it out loud.” Alexa reached up and touched her face, her neck, checking to make
sure she was there. Her face was just as solid as the rest of her. But there
was something missing. And when it came to her, she thought she must have been
stupid not to have noticed before.


The
rhythmic beating in her chest that had accompanied her throughout her life was
silent. She had no heart. 


When
she looked up, she found the man’s eyes showed his concern for her.


“You’ll
be fine,” he said. His gentle tone was strangely comforting. “Mind you, it
takes a bit of adjusting in the beginning. But sooner or later, every soul
adjusts, and you’ll be as right as rain in no time. I promise you.”


Alexa
focused on his smiling face and did her best to keep her fears from showing.
She would keep her cool. She would not freak out. Not yet.


The
tiny man clapped his hands together. “A mortal death is never the end…just the
beginning of something more exciting.” He spoke as if her mortal death was the
best news ever, a great revelation.


While
Alexa’s anxiety subsided a bit, her curiosity increased. She couldn’t help it.
It was her nature to want to know about things, especially when they concerned
the great mysteries of life.


“Are
you an angel?”


The
man chuckled at that. “Yes and no. I’ll keep it simple for you. I’m an oracle.
Archangels, guardian angels, oracles, and other ethereal beings dwell here in
Horizon. It is home and headquarters for the immortals who govern and protect
the mortal world from evil.”


While
this revelation should have energized her, Alexa mourned the loss of her mortal
life. All the what-ifs and dreams she’d hoped one day to accomplish had been
for nothing. She could see that the oracle sensed her discomfort. 


“Tell
me, Alexa,” he asked her gently, “what’s the last thing you remember?”


Images
flashed in her mind’s eye. “I was at school,” replied Alexa. Her mind began to
clear, and images began moving and coming together of their own volition,
forming solid, real memories. “I remember falling. That’s right. I remember
now. I was carrying my laptop with a stack of books and must have missed a
step… I fell down the stairs, and I heard something snap. Then nothing. And
then I woke up here.”


The
fall had killed her. She’d died at school during lunch. It had been the worst
possible time because everyone would have been out of class. Her entire high
school would have witnessed her death. 


She
felt a rush of humiliation pass through her. It was a cold, prickly sensation. What
must she have looked like! …on the floor, with the entire school looking at
her dead body, her neck bent at an unnatural angle. She was horrified. 


But
her embarrassment was nothing compared to the sadness she now felt.  


Her
best friend Emma Middletown had moved away last summer, and she had made no
other friends. No one would remember her. No one cared that she was dead. Not
her deadbeat father, who liked his new family better. Nor her mother, who would
probably have been too drunk to notice she was missing.


The
fact of the matter was, not a single soul would miss her…


“It’ll
be all right, Alicia,” said the oracle. His high-pitched voice was reassuring,
and his whole face beamed. 


Alexa
opened her mouth to correct his mistake about her name but then thought better
of it. She had the unnerving feeling that somehow the oracle had read her mind.



The
oracle leaned forward on his desk. “Every single thing that happened in your
life was to prepare you for what’s to come. Remember that.” He raised his
hands. “For this.”


Alexa
shrugged. “But I’m only seventeen. It’s not like I’ve had lots of life
experiences. Apart from having had a textbook case of a dysfunctional family,
which I have loads of experience with, by the way, and which would have
made me an excellent guidance counselor, I haven’t achieved anything. I’m not
even out of my teens, and sometimes I secretly wish I were twelve again. I
can’t even cook an omelet without burning the eggs.” She paused when she
realized that she was prattling on. “Prepare me for what exactly?”


The
oracle’s brilliant teeth shone like stars when he smiled. “Because today, young
lady, you’ll begin your training as a guardian angel.”
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THE TEMPLE VAULT
WAS completely dark.


I’d been crouched inside a cabinet with my
chin resting awkwardly on my knees for about six hours, and now the muscles in
my body screamed and burned. Acid
from hunger worked away in my empty stomach, and the air was hot
and stale. A cold sweat trickled down my back, but I kept my breathing low and
steady, held my position, and waited.


I
could hear muffled male voices and the shuffling of feet. 


Pricks. 


If
the temple guards discovered me now, they would slit my throat before I could
even begin to explain why I was here, hidden in a cupboard in the vault. The
truth is, there was only one reason why someone would sneak into the temple
vault at night—to steal the high priests’ treasures.


I
bit my lip. This was by far the stupidest and most dangerous stunt I’d ever
pulled. But hunger and desperation had brought me farther into Soul City
than I’d ever ventured before. And now I’d been foolish enough to seek my
quarry inside the vault. I knew the risks. 


We’d finished the last of the cabbage soup
two days ago, and Byron hadn’t any bread to spare this week. I’d sworn last
night that I wouldn’t spend another night with a hungry belly. 


A cramp bit into my leg, but I ignored it.
Hiding in cubbyholes for long hours wasn’t new to me. I was used to small
spaces. Thank the creator I wasn’t claustrophobic. My heart thumped loudly in
my ears as my hunger was replaced by my anger. 


The high priests were the reason we were
all starving. There were enough precious stones and jewels in the vault to feed
the families in the Pit for generations, and yet we were all starving to death.
It was clear that the priests wanted to keep us hungry. We were easier to control.



Bastards. 


I remember the stories I had heard when I
was a child. Three hundred years ago, after the Great War of the Realms, the
Temple of the Sun priests had arrived. No one had known for sure where they
came from, but the legends told that the kings and queens of the six kingdoms
of Arcania had stepped down, one by one, and relinquished their rule to the
high priests. Some legends spoke of a dark spell that had been cast on the
kings and queens since they had so willingly given their titles and their
kingdoms to the priests. But no one knew for sure. 


Not everyone was subject to the priests’
will, however, and a great rebellion against them had arisen two hundred years
ago. Unfortunately attempts to remove the high priests had been in vain. Most
of the men and women from the kingdom of Anglia who had joined the rebellion
had been slaughtered like cattle by the temple guards. 


But the priests did keep some of the
rebels alive. As punishment, and to remind those who might dare to oppose them
again that their efforts would be futile, the priests created the Pit. They
confined the rebels to the district of Anglia where the rebellion had started.
Now ten thousand prisoners were cramped into a muddy, filthy shantytown where
they were forced to live out their lives as trash. They would never forget that
their ancestors had tried to rebel. 


There was a saying amongst our kind, If
you’re born in the Pit, you die in the Pit.


But I wouldn’t die here. I was
going to get out.


I couldn’t let my anger cloud my mind. I
had a job to do, and I needed to focus. It was risky, but this was finally my
chance to get out of the Pit, and I had to take it. I wouldn’t mess it up. I
couldn’t.


After a few minutes of careful listening,
I heard the screeching of hinges and then the loud thump of a heavy door. I knew there were only
two guards patrolling the vault, and I couldn’t risk them discovering me.
Although I
could hold my own in a fight, even with two grown men, I had to go unnoticed if I wanted my plan to
work. That meant no fights. 


I
had been blessed with a talent for hand-to-hand combat although I had never
received any real training. My earliest memories were of throwing a set of
knives against the trunk of a tree and hitting the makeshift target every time.
I was adept with weapons, especially ones with a blade. I never knew where my
skill came from, or why I had it, it just was. Rose called it a gift—I
called it survival instinct.


My heart thundered as I strained for any
more sounds. Only the darkness of my cupboard whispered back. It was now or
never. 


I held my breath and pressed lightly on
the door. I peered through the small crack and blinked back the sudden
brightness. A series of flaming torches illuminated the vault in soft yellow
light. 


I was alone. I let out a shaky breath and
then slipped into the vault with the stealth of a cat.


My limbs ached and cracked as I stretched
and moaned quietly. I took a calming breath, grateful for the gulps of fresh
air, and looked around carefully. Bile burned my throat as I took in the
shelves that lined the walls. They were loaded with brilliant gems and precious
jewelry. 


Sick. All of it. The people from the Pit
were starving while this useless chamber sat stuffed with enough jewels to feed
a nation. It was probably just a fraction of the high priests’ wealth, and it
was a wealth that had once belonged to our kings.


One, two, three, I
counted in my head. I only had about five minutes before the next rotation of
the temple guards would check on the vault.


I clenched my fingers as I stared at a
large necklace speckled with rubies and sapphires. I could certainly fill my
pockets with necklaces like these—they were practically begging for me
to steal them. But that would be stupid. I couldn’t afford to be stupid. Not
now when I was so close…


Even if I did take my fill of precious
stones and pearl necklaces, I wouldn’t be able to sell them. Women in the Pit
didn’t own jewelry. Where would we wear it if we did? It would raise questions
if I tried to sell it. I’d get caught if I were greedy.


There was only one person in the Pit who would
and could buy such trinkets, and he’d already made a deal with me. I
wasn’t here for a mere necklace. I had bigger plans.


I crossed the chamber to the opposite wall
and stood before a tall metal cabinet. Two lions, the royal seal of Anglia,
were engraved into the metal. I couldn’t see any lock or device that secured
the doors. 


A trap? Why wasn’t it locked? 


It felt too easy. A treasure of incredible
valuable must have some kind of lock. Even if it were a trap, what choice did I
have? I had committed to this, and I would see it through—for my sake and for
Rose’s.


With my heart in my throat I pulled open
the doors and stifled a gasp as a veil of green fire enveloped me and licked
every inch of my exposed skin. 


I panicked and stepped back. 


The strange wall of green flames could
only be magic. What was magic fire doing in the high priests’ vault? Priests
saw magic as the devil’s work. It was forbidden in Arcania, so why was it here?
There was not supposed to be any magic on this side of the world. The legends
said that magic came from beyond the mystic mountains in the east, from
Wichdom. And yet it was right here, in front of me.


I don’t know how long I stood there,
watching the green flames dance along the edges of the cabinet, but in my
moment of panic I had forgotten to count.


Damn, Elena. I
cursed to myself. You can be such a fool sometimes. 


How many seconds had passed? Twenty?
Thirty? My cheeks burned at my own stupidity and how easily I had been distracted.


I took a deep breath and braced myself. 


“For a better life,” I whispered and
stepped into the veil of green fire. 


I cringed, not knowing what to expect. The
flames tickled my skin and warmth spread on my face as though the sun kissed my
cheeks. But it didn’t burn, and surprisingly my skin didn’t melt.


I couldn’t hear anything except the
pounding of my heart in my ears, but I could see my quarry through the swaying
green flame. It was a golden crown set with gems, and it featured two golden
lions facing a large red diamond. It was probably the high priests’ most valued
treasure, and they had gone to the trouble of conjuring magic fire to protect
it. It was the crown of the last king of Anglia, and it had been stolen three
hundred years ago by the priests of the Temple of the Sun Empire. They had
taken it just as they had taken everything else. 


Heat flushed my face as my hatred for the
priests mixed with the heat of the flames. Many babies had died of the fever
last winter, but no healers had been sent to our aid. With all this wealth they
could easily have sent healers. But they hadn’t. We didn’t matter. And it
wasn’t just the priests, even the nobles and the lords of Anglia pretended we
didn’t exist. 


Although diamonds and precious stone
necklaces, rings, bracelets and encrusted weapons hung on the walls of the
vault, I knew they were nothing compared to the value of this crown. This
crown was my ticket out of the Pit. This crown would give me a new life.


The crown sat on a plush red cushion,
daring me to take it. The thought of Mad Jack’s face when I handed him the
crown made me smile. I was almost giddy. I had told him I could do it, but he
had laughed in my face. And now freedom stared me in the face. It was
almost too easy.


And he said it was impossible.


Carefully, I picked up the crown, wrapped
it in a cloth, and dropped it into the pouch around my belt. I didn’t have time
to admire it. I knew my five minutes were nearly up. I had to leave now.


As I turned to leave, my vision blurred
for a second, and the green fire began to burn my lungs. Smoke coiled from my
black wool cloak like a mist, and the smell of burned hair filled my nose. I
fought against the dizzy spell that shook my knees. If I passed out now, I’d
either burn to ash, or the temple guards would feast on me. The thought was
enough to shake me out of my stupor. 


I pulled my hood over my head, spun
around, leaped out of the flames, and bolted. I was at the vault’s door in a
few great bounds. 


As I reached for the handle I looked back
at all those gleaming diamonds and pearls. It was the richest sight I’d ever
beheld. Part of me wanted to reach out and fill my pockets with treasure for
the others in the Pit, especially for the little ones, to fill their aching
bellies. But I knew it was too risky. I couldn’t chance anything going wrong
when I was so close.


The only thing left for me to do was to
run.
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