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Chapter 1
Lighting 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 covered the walls like wallpaper. They looked even more sinister in this 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 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 hadn’t woken to Kara’s screams. That comforted her. Her mother worked long hours, 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 tip toed to her dresser. The pine floor boards creaked. White paint pealed 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 she would 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 biddy 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 it couldn’t drive. For months now, she had moped around school, not wanting to do anything besides paint and read 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 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, 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 to 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 scrapping 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 had 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 for 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 shinning 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 lightening 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 eye lids. 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 she stood 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 the 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 has 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 now, 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,” declare 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 seating 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 lightening 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 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 disappeared 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 reflected 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 flash 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 in 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 finger tips.
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, too 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 in to 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 her hot stalker had indeed been hot David. She frowned. “And here 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 another 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, eat the souls of angels—higher demons.”
Kara remembered. A shiver passed along her back. She had nearly lost her soul to these demons. And 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 skill 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 that 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 around 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, unpredictable, and had recently only materialized 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 nerves 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. Filling 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 rippled 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 if 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 Harris. 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 Harris. 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 Harris
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 tinge 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 she had that same horrified expression 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 mid afternoon 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 like 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 smells hit 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 in 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 in 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 reached 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 further 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.
Hopping 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 turned 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 bare it anymore.
She was dying—yet again.
The demon twitched and moved towards her, 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 same voices who had given her the strength to vanquish Asmodeus, were only a memory now. What energy she had left she used it 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 puss.
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. 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 meet 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 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 lightening 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 shinning—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 for 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 our 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 today! It’s my fault his 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?
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 only added 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. Too soon David and Kara reached the great white tent.
The archangel Gabriel sat patiently behind the great table. Oracles rolled above their crystals 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 too! 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 mortals souls are killed every day. You’re lucky you mother’s is 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 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 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’ve 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.
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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 a thin slot bellow 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, and she thought of the military. 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 grabbed her card. She took a moment to examined 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 too?”
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 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 stare for long before looking away again.
She felt like 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 over 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 to 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 like 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 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 rang 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 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 her 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—black t-shirt, and stuffed her feet into a pair of shinning 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 jacked. 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 yield 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 like 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 stare, 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 walked 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, mater-of-factly.
Kara stepped to the side and watched as two other guardians, Peter and his ginormous 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 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 policemen 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 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 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 walked sideways 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 dabbing 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 into 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 finger tips. 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 in 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 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 when 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 a 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.
With 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 flashed 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 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 spread 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 look 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 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 in 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 defend 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 in 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 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 straight away.”
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, 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 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 sloped 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 she could save her mother’s soul, she wondered. 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 spasm 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 above glass dome. “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 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 had 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.”
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 speaking like 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 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 grew 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 scrapped 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 bird’s giant chest, 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 like 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 all together.
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 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, 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 eagle’s 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’s best if you sit and hope the council will be lenient. Pray 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 rumbled, 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—that this 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 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 one of the guards. She lifted herself up on her tip toes and turned her head towards the tiny window.
“Who’s there?” asked Kara. Part of her feared 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 completed 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—like 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 tinkling 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 again 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 sun light. 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, 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 and 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 in 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. And 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 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 weren’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 you, 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 her, 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 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 breeds gaping mouth. How could her mother’s soul survive its acidic black blood?
Jenny glanced sideways before speaking. “No. Like 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 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 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 something.”
“Or it’s a trap.” Kara felt uneasy. She glanced at the door behind them. It was still shut. No officers. No ginormous 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 quick! 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 shops 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, it laughed and watched you wither away.
How could the council have put her is 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 were 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 her 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 slanted 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 they 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 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 spread inside her. He was so close. She knew if she’d just reach 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 Kara and David’s 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, no one was left but them. 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 voices. 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 and 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.
“Geese, 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 thought 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 get 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 conscious. 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 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…BON SOIR,” SAID KARA remembering her mother’s French lessons. “Ca 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…sight seeing. That’s all.”
The policeman looked up and spoke as another police officer jogged towards them. “Je l’ai trouvé, 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.”
This 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 there 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 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 comprend 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 slowly 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 policemen tying 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 policemen 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 graced 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 man 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 policemen, 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 wait your trial, I’m sure of that.”
“Great.” Kara shrugged. “How the hell am I supposed to prove my innocence now?”
She paused 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. It 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 policemen’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 a 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, 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 you 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 inside her body. He looked her down.
“Would you mind telling how 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 policemen!”
He threw a newspaper in her face. It fell to the ground. The cover had Kara’s profile picture, and a gory photograph of the dead policemen 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 smaller 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 have never 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 an 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 for you to screw 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 then 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 your 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 pass above them as her head sunk 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 the 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 the sleeve from 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 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 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 sun light, 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 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-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 walk,” answered Peter. “The portal’s 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, likes 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 Asian, 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 scones 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 sprouted 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 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 would a portal melt my skin?”
“Because it’s a portal to the Netherworld.”
Kara heard something and turned to see a white 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 on down 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 this 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 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. 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 still popped the inside of 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 shinny 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 someone was in 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 jacket and a red bow. 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 a dark brass with two black buttons. One with the word UP and the other with the word DOWN. There we 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 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’d 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 to 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 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 shinny 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 chucks 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 ripped. 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 boney 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 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 crush 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 stared 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 round a large 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, like it was made of water, and Kara watched her mother’s face change. What she believed to be her mother was now a demon. 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 turned around, she felt two powerful hands grab 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 clear blues 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 circles.
“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 on 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 the platform and disappeared behind a door. A few moments later, they reappeared caring 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 worse 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 mortal’s 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 leather 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. A 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 crystal ball that held her mother’s soul.
“I am ready, my love.”
The elevator shook. The demons pounded on the door. The crystal ball 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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