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The Deception

 


 


 



The sky outside the
bookstore was blood-red. The hot air was thick with electricity,
the kind right before a thunderstorm, and yet there were no storm
clouds.

Kara moved from the window
and pushed off with one foot. The rolling library ladder sped
across the wood floors, which creaked and popped under her weight
like the rumbling of thunder. Using the ladder was her favorite
chore in the bookstore. She loved the way it made her feel like she
was almost flying. If only she had wings. She could fly up to the
highest bookshelf without a ladder and get her work done faster.
The sooner it was done, the sooner she could be with
David.

She missed him. She missed his voice,
his sense humor, and even his arrogance. Yes, he was insufferable
at times, but she could never stay angry with him for long. He
would always make her laugh in the end, no matter how much she
wanted to punch him in the face. It was in those moments in his
company that she came alive. When they were together, she could be
herself. It just felt right. They fit.

The ladder skidded gently to a stop
against a large bookshelf at the other end of the store.

“I’ll never understand why
he puts the cinematography books so high,” she said,
exasperated.

With the book
It’s only a movie: Alfred Hitchcock, A Personal
Biography between her teeth, she climbed
to the top. She leaned out from the side of the ladder, suspending
herself dangerously from one foot, stretched out as far as she
could, and squeezed the book between The
Making of Psycho and The Stanley Kubrick Archives.

“One of these days you’re
going to fall and break your neck,” warned Mr. Patterson as he
polished a crystal ball the size of a grapefruit.

Instead of his usual colorful Hawaiian
shirt and Bermuda shorts, he wore a brown plaid suit with a red
bowtie that looked like it had been in the back of his closet since
the 1970s. Kara could smell the mothball stench from the top of the
ladder. She wrinkled her nose and tried hard to keep a straight
face. His thin white hair was combed over awkwardly, as though he
had dressed in the dark. The only things that were not so out of
place were his bare feet. They poked from under his pants as usual.
Her boss never wore any shoes.

Kara bit her lip and tried hard not to
laugh. He had obviously made an effort to make himself somewhat
presentable. But why?

Maybe Mr. Patterson had a
date later? Could there be a potential Mrs. Patterson in their
midst? But that didn’t make any sense. During all the months she’d
been helping him out at the bookstore, he had never mentioned any
female friends. Then again, he had never mentioned
any friends. She always
thought of him as a loner, stuck in his old ways, like many older
folks. He kept to his shop.

“Don’t worry,” said Kara
after a moment, “No one’s going to die today.”

“You say it like you know
for sure, but you don’t.”

Mr. Patterson spit on his crystal and
rubbed it gently, eyeballing it like it was a large precious
diamond.

“Mortals cannot foresee
the future. They don’t have the acquired skill and gift that
is foresight.
Only oracles—”

He caught himself and peered over at
Kara through his bushy white eyebrows. He watched her as though he
had said too much, as though he had revealed some great
secret.

Kara watched him with
increased interest. It wasn’t the first time she had heard Mr.
Patterson refer to himself as an oracle, whatever that was. She had
gotten used to the way he sometimes spoke in the third person. It
was almost as though he had a secret identity and lived two
different lives, like a spy.

It was a ridiculous notion
of course. He was just old and a little confused. Most likely, his
identity crisis was the result of spending night and day reading
books about clairvoyants and the great beyond. He was obsessed with
anything supernatural. Maybe he perceived himself as a connoisseur of the
paranormal, a modern-day Ghostbuster.

Kara smiled. She cared deeply for the
man. He was like the grandfather she had never known, and he felt
like family to her.

But there was something different in
the way he had just looked at her, as if he had gone too far this
time and had said too much and wished he could take it
back.

Mr. Patterson frowned and avoided her
eyes. He mumbled angrily to himself as he buffed the crystal ball
so vigorously that he looked as if he were trying to light a
fire.

“Keep her safe,” Kara
heard the old man say. “That’s all I have to do. Well, easier said
than done. Thank you very much. If only they knew…”

Kara laughed uncomfortably. “Don’t
worry, nothing will happen to me. I know what I’m doing. It’s just
a ladder, no harm done.”

“You kids these days,”
said Mr. Patterson. Kara could see sweat on his forehead. “Always
living on the edge, always looking for new ways to hurt yourselves.
Tell me, why is that? Why are you all in such a hurry to kill
yourselves?”

“I don’t know,” answered
Kara as she slid down the ladder and landed with a thud. “Guess we
feel our lives are boring. Maybe we’re looking for some
adventure to spice things up a bit. Weren’t you ever young? Don’t
you remember what it was like?”

“You think your life
is boring?” Mr.
Patterson looked up from his crystal ball.

Kara shrugged. “I don’t
know…maybe.”

She looked into Mr. Patterson’s blue
eyes.

“Didn’t you ever get the
feeling that something was missing in your life? That strange empty
feeling, like you’re supposed to be doing something, but you just
don’t know what it is? Sometimes, well actually all the time, I get
this weird feeling that I was meant
for something greater—like I have a purpose in
life, but I just can’t figure out what it is. Not yet, I guess. You
know what I mean?”

Mr. Patterson stopped polishing his
crystal and watched Kara with his mouth slightly open. He looked
worried, like she had discovered some dark secret. He frowned and
watched her without blinking. Kara could see fear flicker in his
eyes, as if he knew that something bad was going to happen to
her.

Kara squirmed uncomfortably under his
stare.

“Uh…so…what are you all
dressed up for?” she looked away, hoping to change the subject
quickly before Mr. Patterson burned a hole in her forehead with his
laser-beam eyes.

“Do you have a date or
something?”

Mr. Patterson looked at Kara for a
while before he answered.

“Of course not. Don’t be
ridiculous.” He waddled over behind the counter and placed his
crystal carefully inside a glass case. “It’s the annual Festival of
Spoken Word at The Couch café. I’ve been invited to read my
poetry—”

“You write poetry?” Kara
smiled, glad not to be the center of attention anymore. “I never
knew that. That’s awesome. Something tells me that you’re a
fantastic writer. Can you read me some?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because.”

“Because why?”

“Because
I said
so, and don’t try to
change the subject.”

Mr. Patterson looked at Kara with such
intensity that it forced her to look away.

“What did you mean by
saying you feel that you have some sort of greater purpose in life?” he
pressed. “What exactly is this feeling? Can you tell me more about
it? Can you describe it?”

Kara shrugged. She wasn’t sure why her
boss would be so interested in that. Didn’t everyone feel like
their lives were empty at some point? She was sure she’d read that
somewhere.

“I don’t know how to
describe it. It’s just a feeling I get sometimes. It’s just like I
said.”

“Humor me.”

Kara exhaled heavily, a little annoyed
by Mr. Patterson’s strange questions and peculiar behavior. She
pursed her lips and contemplated how best to explain her feelings
so that he would be satisfied once and for all.

“It’s like,” began Kara,
“it feels like…like that feeling when you’ve forgotten something,
or someone’s name, and you just can’t remember what it is. It’s
kinda like that. Like I’m supposed to be doing something, and I
just can’t remember what - but I know it’s something
important. And it’s
always there with me, in the back of my mind, and I just can’t
figure out what it is.”

Kara looked directly at Mr.
Patterson.

“It feels like I’m about
to see a glimpse of my destiny, but then it fades away. To tell you
the truth, it’s getting to be really annoying. I just wish I knew
what I’m supposed to know or remember.”

Mr. Patterson looked
troubled.

“What? Why are you looking
at me like that? What did I say?”

Mr. Patterson pressed his
fingers on the counter. “And you get these feelings often, you say?”

He was questioning her as
if she were in an interrogation room at the police station, just
before she was about to get roughed up. She wished she’d never even
mentioned that stupid feeling she got, whatever it was.

Kara rubbed her fingerprints off the
glass on the counter with the sleeve of her gray cardigan. She
didn’t look at her boss.

“Why are you interrogating
me like I’m a criminal? Did I do something wrong? If not, then I
wish you’d stop. It’s as if I’m failing some kind of
test.”

Mr. Patterson leaned forward. His
voice was tense.

“You did nothing wrong.
But this is extremely important.”

Kara hesitated. “Why?”

“Because these feelings
might mean that you—”

BOOM!

The hairs on the back of her neck
stood on end, and Kara turned toward the sound. When she realized
she was holding her breath she let it go.

“It came from the window,”
breathed Kara shakily. She frowned. “I think those delinquents are
back again. I’m going to kill them for scaring me like
that.”

Before she could stop him, Mr.
Patterson pulled out the baseball bat he kept hidden behind the
counter.

“They’re going to answer
to me this time!” his voice rumbled with rage, and for a moment
Kara was glad he had temporarily forgotten about her strange
feelings. That interrogation had been awkward enough for an entire
month.

As Mr. Patterson moved from the
counter, his bat swinging above his head, Kara grabbed his elbow
and steered him away.

“Let me check first,” she
said.

She lowered his bat with her
hand.

“I think clobbering kids
to death with a bat is a capital offense. We don’t want you to
murder anyone just yet,” she laughed. “You have a poetry reading
tonight, remember? Let’s focus on that, shall we? This is just a
classic case of child boredom.”

She pointed a finger at him. “You wait
here.”

Kara made her way across the room,
bracing herself before telling off the ten-year-old boys who had
been vandalizing the stores along the street since the beginning of
the summer.

“We called the police!”
she cried as she stepped out of the front door. Her face had
reddened with the sudden rush of blood.

“The police are on their
way—”

But there was no one there.

People from across the street stopped
and stared at her like she was crazy. She blushed and looked
away.

She walked along the front of the
store inspecting it for broken glass or any signs of vandalism. But
there was nothing. No kids. No broken glass. Nothing.

“That was weird,” Kara
brushed her hair from her eyes.

And just as she started to walk away,
something small and black caught her eye. She turned around and
looked back.

Below the bay window was a large black
bat. Its neck was twisted awkwardly, and its black leathery wings
were limp. It wasn’t moving.

Kara rushed over to the bat and gently
scooped it up in both hands. With tears in her eyes she pressed on
its belly gently, but there was no movement. The bat lay limp in
her hands.

“This is bad,” came Mr.
Patterson’s voice behind her.

Kara whirled around.

“I know it’s bad. The poor
thing is dead. I think its neck is broken. But I don’t understand
why a bat would be out now in the middle of the day. Don’t you
think that’s weird?”

She paused.

“Okay, what’s the matter
now?”

Mr. Patterson was eyeing the bat like
it was a bomb about to go off.

“It is a bad omen to see a
bat in broad daylight, and worse to have one hit the window and
die. Day-bats are unnatural. It is a sign that the balance of
things has shifted. Something unnatural is near—something not from
this world has entered.”

“I’m so confused right now.”

“Bats, like birds, are
messengers. Something terrible is coming—something dark and evil
and not of this world.”

Kara had had about enough of Mr.
Patterson’s strange behavior.

“I think you’ve been
cooped up in this bookstore for too long. I don’t get why people
are so afraid of bats. I mean they’re so cute and smart. Think
about how clever they are to use their echolocation to help them
find their meals in the dark.”

Kara felt sorry for the little
creature as she rubbed its fur with her thumb.

“I think a night off
reading poetry might do you some good.”

She stared at the bat. Its black eyes
were half closed. “I’m going to take it to the park and find a
place where I can lay it down at peace. It just doesn’t feel right
to put it in the garbage. It should be with nature.”

But just as Kara turned, Mr. Patterson
yanked her back.

“No. Leave the bat. I’m
telling you—this is bad.”

He glanced up into the sky like he was
expecting something dark to come from the clouds and kill
them.

“Ooookkkayyy,” said Kara,
as she wiggled out of the old man’s iron grip. “It’s only a dead
bat, not the Ebola virus.”

She wondered if Mr. Patterson was
showing the first signs of dementia. His eyes shone bluer than
usual. Was that a sign? She wanted to bury the bat properly,
whether or not the old man objected.

Before Mr. Patterson could grab her
again, Kara bolted across the street.

“I’ll be right back, just
give me five minutes!” she called back and headed for Maple Park at
the end of the block.

Mr. Patterson’s cries echoed in her
ears, but she ignored him and ran harder. She needed some space,
and the park would give her that. She would find a nice place to
lay the bat. It was the least she could do. It did die because of
their window.

When she turned around, she caught a
glimpse of the old man hurrying after her. His mouth and eyes were
wide, but she was too far away to hear what he was saying. As she
ran faster she tried not to look at the bat. The more she looked at
it, the worse she felt.

She entered the park and slowed to a
walk. She searched the grounds for a spot and found a great
crabapple tree. Its deep burgundy leaves rustled in the breeze,
almost like it was summoning her.

“Perfect.”

Kara strolled across the lush green
grasses and knelt at the foot of the great tree. Carefully, she
nestled the bat between two large gnarled roots that peeked from
the earth. It looked like a cradle, and it seemed to be made for
the little furry creature.

“There.”

She leaned against the tree, satisfied
that she had done the right thing.

Kara sat by the tree. She stared at
the bat and stared out into space for a long time. The mosquitoes
started to bite, and the sky turned a dark blue. She knew she had
stayed too long.

Mr. Patterson would
probably be furious with her. She had expected him to show up at
the park, red-faced and sweating, but he never did. Weird. He
seemed so certain that something bad was about to happen. He seemed
to believe that whatever it was, it was going to happen to
her. So why wasn’t he
here?

She felt guilty. He was old. He
couldn’t keep up with her seventeen-year-old legs. What if he’d
fallen down and seriously hurt himself? She would never forgive
herself. She had to get back and check on him.

With a final farewell glance at the
bat, Kara pushed herself up. She turned around and almost bumped
into someone.

She jumped back in
surprise.

“David?” she
said.

She pressed her hand on her chest.
“You scared me half to death. What are you doing here? I didn’t
even hear you come. How did you know where I was?”

David watched her, but he said
nothing. He was sweating profusely, like he had just run a
marathon. His skin was a pale sickly green, and his bottom lip
trembled. He looked like he had a fever.

“What’s the matter?” said
Kara, breathing hard. “You don’t look well. Are you feeling okay?
David?”

There was something different in the
blue of his eyes and his face, like a shadow, but when she focused
on him again, it was gone.

David wiped his sweaty forehead with
his trembling hand, and Kara noticed a series of deep cuts on his
wrists.

“I need you to come with
me now.”

It was David’s voice, but somehow it
was also different, almost like a recording of his
voice.

Kara shifted uneasily. “Come with you
where? David, you don’t look well. Maybe we should go to the clinic
and see the doctor.”

He looked over his shoulder and then
surveyed the park before he spoke again.

“You need to come with
me,” he repeated, and then added gently. “Please, please come with
me. Now.”

“You’re not making any
sense,” she said gently. “Besides, I can’t, right now. Sorry. I
need to check on Mr. Patterson. Actually, I need to
apologize to him if I
want to keep my job—”

“Mr. Patterson?” sneered
David. His voice was coated with venom, and he watched her
intensely.

Kara felt a slow panic begin to stir
in her chest.

David turned away from her and kicked
the ground.

“Those creatures think
they are so very clever. Oracles!” He spat. “The great
clairvoyants. The crystal readers.” And then he added in a low
voice. “Oracles are meddlers.”

“Did you say
oracle?”

Kara didn’t remember Mr.
Patterson ever speaking about oracles when David was around. In
fact she was certain of it—as certain as Mr. Patterson had been that the bat was a
bad omen.

Kara stepped forward and put her hand
gently on David’s shoulder. “David, what’s the matter? You’re not
yourself.”

David glared at her. His voice rose
and his face twisted into an ugly grimace. “Did you forget about
our plans? We had made plans tonight. Come on, let’s go
now.”

Kara felt like she’d been punched in
the gut. She stared at David.

“I…I don’t remember, but
I’m sure we did. Why don’t we go back together? I just need to pop
by the bookstore first—”

“No!” David slapped her
hand from his shoulder and laughed nervously.

He wiped his face with his black
t-shirt and forced a smile.

“I mean, not yet. We can
go later. But first I want you to come with me to the forest,” he
said. “Come, let’s go to the forest.”

“David, it’s dark. And the
forest is even darker. Why do you want to go in there?”

“Don’t you trust
me?”

Kara felt the beginnings of tears but
forced them away. She swallowed hard, and when she spoke her voice
cracked.

“Of course, I trust
you.”

“Then do as I say.” He
turned to face her. His eyes were bloodshot and crazed. He leaned
toward Kara and shouted. “Let’s go. Now!”

Kara took a step back. David looked
evil. She hardly recognized him.

David noticed the fear on Kara’s face
and lowered his voice.

“I’m sorry,” he said,
smiling unnaturally, as though it pained him to do so. “I can see
that I’m scaring you. That’s not what I wanted.”

Kara cringed at the madness in David’s
eyes.

“What’s the matter with
you? You sound so different…you sound like someone
else.”

David smiled cruelly, looking like
someone else again.

“Fine. Then I’ll go by
myself. Don’t expect me to be there for you anymore. Without trust
you can’t have a relationship. There’s nothing. I gave you a
chance, and you let me down, Kara. It’s over.”

He turned on his heel and
left.

Kara stared back at him, and tears
rolled down her cheeks.

David had just broken up with her… But
why? Because she didn’t want to waltz into the spooky forest—it
didn’t make sense. She’d never seen him behave like
this.

It was
over, he had said.

It seemed that David had disappeared.
She didn’t know who this cruel person was. What had happened to
him?

Kara stood frozen in place, hoping
that he would change his mind and come back. But he
didn’t.

She watched David
disappear through a line of pine and hemlock trees, and then she
started to move toward the forest herself. She was going to give
him a piece of her mind. Whatever was wrong, they were going
to talk about
it—

But Kara’s blood went cold, and her
breath caught in her throat when she saw a dark shape appear where
David had stood just seconds before.

The shape was a head taller than
David. It moved gracefully between the trees and then disappeared
after him through the thick wall of shrubs. Was it a trick of the
light? Was the forest playing with her mind? This wasn’t just a
case of an overexcited imagination. She couldn’t explain it, but
she just knew it was evil.

It is a bad omen to see a
bat in broad daylight. Mr. Patterson’s
voice sounded in her head. …It is a sign
that the balance of things has shifted, that something unnatural is
near—something not from this world has entered.

Kara was frightened. Mr.
Patterson had been right—she wasn’t imagining demons again.
This was real
evil, and it was going to kill David.



 



 Chapter 2

The Needle

 


 


 


With her heart in her throat, Kara bolted toward the spot in
the forest where she had last seen David.

“David!” she bellowed.
With the hurtful things he had said forgotten, Kara hurtled across
the park like a wild cheetah. She had to save David.

Her intuition screamed
that something was very wrong, that David’s life was in danger. She
had sensed and sometimes seen
shadows of dark and menacing creatures all her
life. So far, they had always seemed to be following her, but
tonight they were chasing David.

The image of the dark
figure played in her mind over and over. She didn’t know what she
was going to do once she reached it. Even though she had only seen
it in the distance she could tell it was well over six feet tall.
The last time she checked, she wasn’t exactly a ninja or a
superhero—she would just have to wing
it.

Where was Mr. Patterson? She could
have used his help—and his bat. It was still strange that he had
never shown up, but right now, David needed her help. She would
have to deal with her boss later.

Leaves crashed under her shoes as she
made it through the first line of trees. The thick darkness hit her
like a wall of doom.

She tripped over a root and crashed to
the ground hard, scraping her knees. Cursing, she pushed herself
back up and strained to see through the ominous and impenetrable
darkness.

The air was hot, stale, and smelled as
though some large animal was rotting away deep in the forest. But
there was something else, like the smell of smoke, like the
smoldering of a small campfire.

Kara stood still, listening. She
waited a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. It was
no use to run in blindly. She’d be no use to David if she got lost
or impaled herself. The forest was treacherous, especially at
night. She needed to calm herself and be smart.

She could barely make out her hand in
front of her face. How was she ever going to find David?

A scream cut through the
silence.

“David!”

Kara crashed blindly through the
forest toward the sound of the scream. Branches as sharp as blades
cut through the skin on her face and hands. She cried out. She
could feel the blood trickling down her cheeks, but she kept on
going. She hoped she was running in the right direction.

Her lungs burned as she gasped for
breath. It was like running in a sauna. The air was too thin—too
hot—it wasn’t normal.

She tripped again,
steadied herself, and then she stopped and listened. Nothing but
the rustling of the leaves and her racing heartbeat. She had lost
him. She was lost.

“David! Where are you?”
she bellowed.

She listened intently again, but only
the forest whispered back. The branches cracked in the wind. The
smell of wet earth and decomposing leaves filled the air around,
smothering her like a heavy perfume.

“Kara! Help!” David’s
voice came from deep in the forest.

Kara held her breath.
There was no doubt in her mind—that
was David’s voice.

Frantically, she searched the dark
ground and found a thick branch that matched the feel and size of
Mr. Patterson’s bat. Then she charged into the forest.

It was close, really close. She could
hear the terror and pain in his voice. He was scared. Something was
scaring him.

With images of David’s body being
dismembered by some demonic creature running through her mind, she
tumbled through the dark forest, tripping and colliding with tree
trunks in the dark.

But although Kara kept running she
never seemed to get any closer to him. She met more trees and more
darkness, but there were no signs of David.

She halted. Her lungs screamed for
every breath. Maybe she had gone the wrong way? Had she run too
deep, too far in the wrong direction? Worse, she had no idea which
way was North or South, let alone how far she had
wandered.

She knew she was lost.

“David? I can’t find you.
Tell me where you are!”

She waited and listened
carefully.

But no answer came. She was alone,
deep in the woods, and very lost.

A cool wind brushed the hair from her
face and refreshed her. She looked up at the trickle of silver
light that spilled from an opening through the top of the trees.
Although angry gray clouds raced across the dark blue sky, the moon
was a bright white disk. Strange how fast night had come, but not
as strange as being in the middle of the forest of doom. The air
smelled unnaturally of sulfur, and she could feel the electricity
in the air, much more than before.

Breathing heavily, she walked slowly
forward and stumbled into a clearing in the forest. The ground was
soft, like walking on cotton balls. The air was cooler and soon she
could make out her surroundings.

Kara stood in a round clearing. She
coughed. The stench of rotten flesh was worse. It was almost as
though she were right next to a decomposing animal corpse and was
expecting to step in it at any moment. But when she searched the
ground, there was nothing.

Suddenly, Kara felt a presence behind
her. With her breath caught in her throat she turned
around.

A man stood in the
clearing.

Kara took a step back. “Who—who are
you? Where’s David?”

And when the man stepped into the
light of the moon, Kara stopped breathing.

He stared back at her with large
yellow eyes with slit-like irises, like the eyes of a cat. She
could see black veins that shone like tattoos under his thin,
paper-white skin. His evil smile revealed a mouth full of sharp
black teeth that looked as though they had been filed down into
pointy needles, and he wore a black leather tunic and pantsuit,
almost like a medieval costume. He was tall, and his long black
hair fell over his square shoulders. He looked like the evil
offspring of a vampire and a zombie.

“Hello again,
Kara.”

Kara stepped back and lowered her
weapon slightly.

“How—how,” she stammered
and fought to regain the strength in her voice. “How did you know
my name? Who are you?”

The thing’s smile widened. “I’m a
friend. No need to be frightened.”

Pale gray smoke seeped from his skin,
as though his burning body had just been doused with water. The
smoke dissipated.

Kara retched at his vile, rotten-flesh
smell. It was all pretty disgusting.

She stiffened. His cat-like eyes bore
into hers. She couldn’t look away. She was frozen on the spot. In
her fear she had forgotten why she was there in the first place. He
watched her eagerly, like she was about to become his next
meal.

Kara shook her head. Her monsters had
always been shadows, never anything so solid, so evil.

“This can’t be happening.
You can’t be real.”

The man laughed an inhuman, guttural
laugh.

“Classic human response,”
he said in a low animal-like voice.

It was as though he was reading her
mind.

“You must not let your
weak mind and emotions cloud your ability to see beyond the layers
of the planes, to see beyond the veil. You’re not imagining things,
mortal. See with
your eyes. See the beyond.”

She couldn’t speak.
It was real. This
thing, this man, this creature was real. She could see it. She
could smell it. It was so close to her she could smell its foul,
rotten breath. She felt as though she was stuck in one of her
nightmares. She was having a waking night terror.

The creature moved slowly toward
her.

“Don’t come any closer.”
Her voice cracked, just a little louder than a whisper.

“Stay back,” she said with
a little more conviction as she took another careful step back. It
frightened her, and although she wanted desperately to run, she
couldn’t look away. It seemed to have a pull on her, as though
there was an invisible force willing her to stay in
place.

It was all too extraordinary to
process. Monsters existed in the world. There was one in front of
her at this very moment, and he looked like he was about to eat her
like she was a filet mignon. It wanted something from her. Where
was David?

She took another step back and gripped
her stick firmly in her trembling hands, determined to go down
fighting.

The creature leered, pleased at her
fear.

It laughed at her again. “Yes, you are
right to be frightened. But right now, you and I have some business
to settle.”

The creature approached slowly, and
Kara noticed it made no sound as it floated over the leaves on the
forest floor. It was so close. She would feel its hot breath
against her cheeks.

“Don’t come any closer.
Stay back!”

Kara swung her wooden club menacingly.
She looked around frantically. Could she run for it? It would be a
miracle if she found her way out of the forest. And if by some
miracle she did escape the forest, would this thing follow her and
kill her? What did it want? It took every ounce of courage to look
at the beast. What business could she and this thing possible have?
Clearly, it was toying with her.

“Get away from me, demon!”
yelled Kara.

His mouth rippled in anger.

“I am no
demon,” he hissed. “You
insult me gravely, Kara. I thought you’d know better, seeing how
special you are in our world. Your memory leaves a lot to be desired—something that
time can fix, no doubt.”

The man-creature searched the clearing
behind him as though he were expecting someone to discover
them.

“I’m afraid we don’t have
time for pleasantries. Someone else has entered the forest. Someone
that I’d rather not deal with.” His face twisted in a smile that
made him look less like a man and more than ever like a beast. “We
should get started.”

Kara watched the creature—afraid to
speak, afraid to move.

“You see, Kara, we already
put things to rest. Now they have risen up again. Life is the most
fragile, unstable, unpredictable thing there is. In fact, there’s
only one thing about life we can be sure of, and that is
death.”

Kara didn’t trust herself to speak.
She spotted an escape through a gap in the trees to her left. If
only she could distract it somehow, but how?

She turned and faced the creature,
doing her best not to look into those horrid yellow
eyes.

“Where’s my friend? What
have you done to David?”

The creature sneered.

“David was never here.
It’s just you, me,” he raised his arms, “and the little critters
that dwell in this forest.”

“Liar!” spat Kara. “Where
is he?”

She swung the stick like a sword,
impressed and surprised at her own skill. She had the strangest
feeling that she had wielded a weapon like this before. But how
could that be?

She glared at the cat-eyed man. “If
you hurt him, I swear I’ll…I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” laughed the
man-creature. He pointed a finger at her. His nails were sharp
black claws. “You’ll hurt me with your little stick?”

He reached inside the folds of his
jacket and retrieved a syringe. He held it in the air and flicked
it with his finger. The black liquid inside looked like blood. His
eyes widened in pleasure, and he looked at Kara as though she was
some long-awaited prize he was about to win.

“What—what is that?”
Kara’s heart thumped in her throat.

She took another step back and kept
her eyes on the strange black liquid in the syringe.

“Are you going to infect
me with some virus? Is that what this is about? You’re sick. You’re
demented.”

She remembered the hundreds of zombie
movies she’d seen, and although she doubted she would become a
zombie, she knew instinctively that the black substance was
bad.

“You’re not touching me
with that thing.”

Kara swung her wooden weapon and
steadied herself. “I’m warning you, I’m a lot stronger than I look.
Don’t come any closer.”

She hoped she looked fiercer than she
felt, since she was about to fall apart with fear.

The man admired the contents of the
syringe and ignored her.

“This is the lifeblood of
my masters. They were once the most powerful creatures that ever
existed, and they will be again, very soon.”

He glanced at Kara. “They were cast
away from their own world because they were feared. But they will
rise again. I promise you.”

Kara frowned. She couldn’t
make any sense of what the man-creature was telling her. Clearly,
it was mad. It was mad, and it was going to hurt her. David had
always said that the mad ones were always much more dangerous
because they believed their delusions. She wished David were here…

The creature flicked the contents of
the syringe again.

“With this—you’ll be
stronger than ever. Your abilities will thrive. Your power will be
limitless. With this you will be invincible, angel.”

The word
angel rang in Kara’s
ears, resonating clear and then fading away. For a second she felt
that the word angel had some weight, some meaning. But that was crazy. He was
crazy. The entire situation was crazy. He was going to stab her
with that needle and then kill her. She had to get away before he
did.

“Too long have we ethereal
creatures been forced to live a life of secrecy, abandonment, and
rejection. We have been forced to live like wraiths. Promises were
made that never came to pass. The legion lied. They tricked us and
chose this world,
when it was promised to us. The legion chose to favor mankind over
their own kind.”

He sneered wickedly. “But not for
long.” His eerie yellow eyes burned with a mixture of madness and
hatred.

Kara’s heart thumped in her ears. The
beast was insane, delusional. None of it mattered. She took another
step back and swallowed hard.

The creature eyed her neck.

“They thought they could
hide you from us. They attempted to make you different—so that we couldn’t find
you—but they were wrong. You still have enough of
it to make you whole
again.”

He held up the syringe.

“This will make you
stronger than you were. You have so much potential, Kara. There is
so much power in you. Your uniqueness, your strength singled you
out. Your peers rejected you. They were jealous of you. You never
belonged with them—you belong with us.”

“You’re mad. You’re
insane,” said Kara.

The hot air and rotten smell were
making her dizzy. As she blinked the sweat out of her eyes, she
knew she’d have to escape before she fainted.

The man-creature grinned at her
discomfort.

“You showed incredible
potential and talent. You were powerful, but now you will be much,
much more. Your power will be unmatched. You will become a creature
of darkness.”

He bent slightly forward and watched
her, like a cat about to pounce on a mouse.

“Get that away from
me!”

Kara’s knees buckled, and she strained
to regain her strength. And when the creature’s gaze turned away
from her for a moment, she screamed, “Mr. Patterson!”

She looked over the creature’s
shoulder. For a split second he turned and looked behind
him.

It was all that she needed.

Kara dropped the wooden club and
bolted.

She ran with all her strength. She ran
knowing that her life depended on it. She knew that if she peeked
over her shoulder to see if he was after her—she was dead. Branches
scratched and tore her skin like a crazed cat, but she didn’t
stop.

With her heart hammering at her chest,
Kara tore through the dense forest, pushing her body as hard as she
could.

David. She had to see him
again…

Just when she thought she couldn’t run
anymore, she burst out of the forest and stumbled onto a baseball
field. She expected the cat-eyed man to burst out of the forest
behind her, but he didn’t appear.

The trees rustled in the wind. Kara
waited and listened. Nothing. Maybe he had given up. Not likely,
but perhaps she had lost him in the thick of the woods.

Light spilled from tall light posts
surrounding the baseball field. She could make out the nearest
street. She felt safer out of the forest. She massaged the cramp in
her side. It was time to go home. With a deep breath Kara started
forward—

Something pricked the skin at the back
of her neck like the sting of a wasp. It burned.

“Ah!” Kara brushed the
back of her neck with her hand. It was wet. In horror, she willed
herself to turn around.

“Our business was
inevitable,” said the creature with a black, toothy
grin.

“It was foolish for you to
think you could run away from me. You can’t hide from your destiny,
Kara. You were meant for this. Now you will become a
terrible, dreadful force, a storm more powerful
than the foundations of the earth. Soon
the darkness will consume you, and you will come to me. All will
fear you.”

He tossed the empty syringe to the
ground like it was garbage.

Kara held her neck with her hand. She
trembled.

“What—what did you inject
me with?” her voice cracked. “What did you do?”

Her throat was dry and felt like it
was swelling closed. She pulled her hand away from her neck. A
mixture of blood and black liquid marked her hand.

As she stared dumbfounded at her
stained hand, she started to tremble. She was cold, then hot. Fever
broke out all over her. Her throat swelled until she could hardly
breathe. And then her body was on fire, like she had swallowed
acid, and it was eating away at her from the inside. Her vision
blurred. She could hardly see. She collapsed to her knees and
gasped for breath, as the world around her spun like a
merry-go-round.

Kara knew she was going to
die. She was dying, and she couldn’t even cry out for help. She had
been poisoned by a madman, and now she was fading away. David. Her
mother. She would never see them again. Tears streaked down her
face. David…

A sudden burst of anger welled inside
her.

She wanted to kill the man—to knock
that evil smile from his face forever—but her arms fell limply at
her side. She gasped for air.

“A—Am I—going—to
die?”

The man’s yellow eyes glowed
unnaturally in the semi-darkness like two little suns. He surveyed
her attentively for a moment, like a scientist watching an
experiment unfold before his eyes for the very first
time.

“Not from the injection,”
he said finally, “but from this
you will.”

Before Kara could react, with one
quick movement the stranger stabbed her in the chest with a dark
maroon blade. Searing pain exploded around her chest. She cried out
and then keeled over. Wetness spilled down from her abdomen to her
legs and leaked across the ground. She felt her life essence
flowing away.

As the wound drained her energy, she
lay on her back and blinked at the bright stars. They were so
beautiful, and she thought it strange how she could think of such a
thing, right before she died. She felt the last of her strength
leaving her body. She could hardly keep her eyes open. She tried to
turn her head, to look upon her killer one last time, but she
couldn’t.

“Why?” was all she was
able to say.

The man tossed his raven hair behind
his back. He leaned over Kara and smiled.

“Because. I needed to
inject you…and then I needed for you to die. You need to die for
the transformation to work. Your metamorphosis would be incomplete
if you didn’t die. Things must die in order to be born again, as
you angels know all too well.”

He reached out and wiped a tear from
her eyes. She had not the strength to move away.

“Only in death can we rise
up stronger. Like the caterpillar becoming a butterfly, your
chrysalis is your death. You will
rise again, Kara, and when you do, you will
be magnificent.”

As she listened to the crazy man speak
about angels as if they were real, Kara’s last thoughts were of
David.

And then she succumbed to the darkness
and was no more.
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Back with a
Twist

 


 


 


A white world. A blurry haze. Silence.

Kara felt as though she
were floating. Her mind was empty, empty of feeling, empty of
everything. It was a strange dream. It was as though her
consciousness was all around her, and she was a big, floating
brain. It was as though she didn’t have a body. At first she
thought she was dreaming, but then in dreams you don’t
usually know you’re dreaming. You only know you’re dreaming once you wake
up. This was different.

She felt like she was millions of
different pieces at once, like she was in every particle of dust.
Her consciousness was stretched and everywhere at the same
time.

The world shifted. As her vision
cleared, she felt the weight of her body return, like the millions
of bits of her were gathered up and made whole again.

Then she was standing on solid ground.
Kara blinked the fogginess from her mind and looked
around.

She stood in an elevator, not an
ordinary elevator, but the special elevators that transported
guardian angels to Horizon. She recognized the elegant, handcrafted
cherry panels with golden-wing crests, and the familiar mothball
smell. She was back, back on her way to Horizon.

But how could that be? Her last memory
of Horizon was of the conversation she had had with the Chief. He
had told her that she had channeled every last bit of her elemental
power into the obelisk and had drained her elemental part away. She
specifically remembered him saying, “We won’t be requesting your
services for quite some time.”

So there it was. Quite
some time, that meant a long
time, and right now she knew it hadn’t been that
long. How could it be? When she was still a college student,
working in the same bookstore. She shouldn’t be here…and yet she
was.

Moreover, she was back and
a regular angel—no more special elemental abilities, no more rays of
golden power—she had exhausted her special powers. She was an
ordinary angel.

She wasn’t sure how to feel. She had
been unique, and even though she had been hated by most of her
peers, she had always secretly enjoyed being different from the
other guardian angels. It had been a big part of who she was—it was
what made her special.

Without knowing why, she reached up
behind her and felt the back of her neck, half expecting something
to be there. But what? She couldn’t remember. Why was she acting so
silly?

As Kara leaned against the back panel
of the elevator, she held her head in her hands. Her memories
flooded back. She recalled the memory projection, her last mission
as a mortal, the Fay Sisters, Olga, Gideon, and the Dark Warlock.
The memory of Lilith pained her. She hoped Lilith’s soul was safe
and had been reborn.

She regained her composure and took
stock of her surroundings more carefully.

A primate, a large
gray-black chimpanzee, was standing next to the operating panel.
Its single red bowtie made it look like a furry black present. It
wore a purple vest over its broad shoulders with the nametag
Chimp 6L75 stitched in
golden letters. Its large brown eyes were wide and looked almost
fearful. It eyed her strangely, like it was looking at a
ghost.

Initially, Kara didn’t
think anything of it. She was used to elevator operators with an
attitude. But there was something different about the way this one was
looking at her. It looked frightened.

“What?” said Kara
defiantly after she couldn’t take his staring any
longer.

“What now? I just got
here, you know. Can’t you give me a moment’s peace before you start
your monkeyshines? Don’t you know it’s impolite to
stare?”

She shook her head. “Never mind that,
just tell me why you’re looking at me like you’ve never seen a
guardian angel?”

Chimp 6L75 looked away quickly and
began whistling nervously. It was as though he pretended not to
have heard her, which was very unusual. She knew that the elevator
operators in Horizon always enjoyed tormenting their passengers.
But this operator was behaving very peculiarly.

Kara frowned and leaned forward. “Did
I miss something while I was away? Excuse me, Chimp 6L75? Did you
hear me? Hello?”

The primate continued to whistle,
ignoring her completely.

“Have the operators turned
deaf while I was gone?”

She leaned her head against the panel.
She wasn’t going to let an uncommunicative elevator operator ruin
her first day back. She hoped David was back, too. It just wouldn’t
be the same without him.

She was about to reprimand the primate
for being rude when she noticed that the third button on the
elevator control panel was illuminated.

She stepped forward for a closer look.
The brass button with the number 3 was indeed illuminated and
operational. They were ascending to level three, the Miracles
Division.

“Excuse me, why are we
going to level three? Shouldn’t you be dropping me off to level
five—”

Kara stopped. Since she didn’t have
her elemental powers, maybe she wasn’t in the Counter Demon
Division any longer. It stung a little, not to be part of the elite
group. Perhaps she should go to level two, Operations. It was the
only other option.

“I think you pressed the
wrong button,” began Kara. She was doing her best to be polite
since this creature seemed to be frightened of her, but she still
couldn’t fathom why.

“If not five, then I’m
pretty sure I should to be going to level two. Yup. Level two it
is. Go on now, please press level two.”

The operator ignored her.

Kara’s temper flared. “Fine. Keep
pretending that I don’t exist.”

She leaned forward. “I’ll do it
myself—”

The operator flung itself at the panel
and covered it with its body. It turned its head slightly, but it
wasn’t angry. It looked frightened.

For a moment Kara was lost
for words. It was behaving so strangely, so out of character for an
operator. It didn’t make any sense. What was wrong? Was it sick?
Could they even get sick? The way the chimpanzee avoided her eyes and stole a
look when it thought she wasn’t looking made it clear that it was
afraid of her.

She cleared her throat and tried to
control the panic in her voice.

“What is it you’re not
telling me? I can see it in your eyes. You’re hiding something.
Come on…spit it out.”

Wide-eyed and shaking its head, Chimp
6L75 raised a single, long finger and pointed at her. “Look.
Something’s wrong with you. You’re not a normal angel.”

“What?” Kara almost
laughed. She was used to being called not
normal. But when she looked down at
herself, her knees buckled, and she fell against the back
panel.

She was semi-transparent, like a
ghost.

Her clothes were see-through, like
tissue paper. They looked as if they would tear and break with a
touch. Her angel essence shone through her thin, brittle skin so
that she radiated light. But it was as though half of her essence
hadn’t appeared with the rest of her in the elevator. Part of her
being was lost, and she had become a specter. When she tried to
remember the moments before she died, her memories were lost in a
fog.

The panic in the primate’s eyes only
made her own fears multiply. It all made sense now. The operator
was taking her to level three because she was definitely in need of
a miracle. If anyone could figure out what was wrong with her and
fix her, it was the archangel, Raphael.

The elevator stopped, and
with a ding the
doors slid open.

On shaky legs, Kara willed herself to
move and stepped off the elevator onto level three.

The sky above her was a mix of scarlet
and orange, twisting and swirling like giant candy canes. She could
see a thick line of forest, and at the base of a great mountain she
could see the archangel’s chamber.

And so, with fear weighing her down,
Kara began her journey toward the forest. On her way, she passed
the giant warehouse-like building of the Healing-Xpress, the
one-stop fixer-upper for the angel in need of repair. She knew that
her own curious affliction was something the grand machine couldn’t
fix. She needed Raphael’s help.

The tall green trees rippled in a
light breeze as she made her way through the forest and came face
to face with the colossal mountain. It rose high above the forest
and was lost in a sea of red clouds.

She could see the city that was carved
from the mountain’s core. She had met no one yet, and was glad of
it. With every step, her panic increased. She hurried passed the
two giant manlike rock sculptures that stood on either side of the
entrance like sentries and sneaked through the opening into the
city—

“What in the souls?” said
a voice.

Kara froze.

The oracles and guardian angels in the
street stood with expressions of shock and disbelief on their
faces. Others hurried over to see what the commotion was about
until Kara was surrounded.

She wanted to disappear.

An oracle with long wisps of white
hair down his back dropped his dossiers. “How—how is this possible?
What anomaly is this? Who are you?”

Kara looked down. She
could see the cobblestones through her shoes. She
was an
anomaly.

“What’s wrong with
her?”

Kara looked up to see a woman guardian
angel with short, curly red hair pointing at her.

“She looks like a ghost. I
can see Jamie’s head right through her.”

“Demon!” shouted a man
with dark skin.

“She’s a
demon!”

“Get away from
her!”

“Throw her in
Tartarus!”

As the crowd of oracles and GAs
increased, so did the whispers and accusations. Kara couldn’t hear
all that was being said, but she heard enough. It was clear from
their faces what they were thinking. Freak. Monster. Mutant.
Demon.

There was nothing worse than being
singled out in a crowd as a freak. It was the worst feeling, and it
was a feeling she knew all too well. She could see them judging
her, condemning her, but most of all she could sense their
fear.

The streets were so still she could
hear the trees rustle in the wind in the forest behind her. All at
once the painful memories of being marked by a demon overlord
overwhelmed her like a giant wave.

But this situation was worse. Her
demon mark had been carefully hidden. But now, every single
creature in Horizon could see that she was transparent. She
couldn’t hide it.

With her head down, fighting the urge
to cry out, Kara brushed past the crowds of onlookers and ran down
the winding and turning walkways that wound between the buildings.
She needed to find Raphael soon, before the mob did something
stupid and threw her in Tartarus.

Kara ran as fast as she could. And
when she thought for sure she was lost, she recognized a familiar
stone structure and made for it. She passed two angels who jumped
out of her way and flattened themselves against the walls. Finally,
she pushed open a wooden door and bounded into a large
chamber.

“Kara? What’s happened to
you?”

A beautiful Asian-looking woman,
draped in white linen, looked up from a long wood table. Red
highlights reflected off the jet-black hair that spilled down her
back. The golden shield that was crisscrossed with two silver
swords on her forehead marked her as an archangel. She pushed back
her chair and stood up. Her eyes were wide with concern.

Kara stumbled into the room awkwardly.
Her feet seemed to be made of lead.

“I don’t know,” she said
nervously.

“I was like this in the
elevator. I just got here. I can’t believe I’m back so soon. I
don’t know why exactly. I scared the operator half to death—well, I
guess technically they’re dead, right? I mean, aren’t they? Aren’t
they like a different type of guardian or entity? I guess that
really doesn’t matter now. You should have seen the way he was
staring at me, like I was a ghost—”

“You look like a ghost,”
said Raphael.

She was still for a moment, as she
studied Kara. Then she stepped out from her table and moved quickly
toward the door to her chamber. She secured the door and made her
way toward Kara.

She frowned. “Try to calm yourself and
let me have a look at you.”

Although the archangel tried to hide
the look of alarm on her face, Kara could see the distress in the
archangel’s eyes. Gently, Raphael lifted Kara’s arms and inspected
them. She poked, and prodded, and brushed her fingertips over
Kara’s skin and clothes, until she had inspected every last inch of
her. Finally, she looked up. Her face was grim.

“I’ve never seen anything
like this before,” she said.

“I can see your essence
flowing around in your body, which we sometimes see in cases of
defective or battered M-Suits, where the skin gets paper-thin. But
this is different; both your body and your essence are translucent.
It’s astonishing and very mysterious.”

For a second, Kara thought she heard
shouting coming from down the corridor.

“I am half here?” she
asked. “I mean, is the rest of me on some other plane or something?
I was thinking maybe something happened before I made the
transition here, like the veil was broken, and part of me is in the
waiting room back on the 8TH Plane? Or maybe the room
was packed, and now I’m waiting in limbo?”

Raphael’s face was
serious. “No. When there’s a fracture in the planes, you’d either
be lost in oblivion until the end of time or your legs would be
waiting for you on the 8Th Plane.”

The archangel frowned
again as she inspected Kara. “This is something else entirely. This
looks almost like a vega malfunction, as though the metamorphosis
process that builds and sheds temporary bodies hasn’t quite
finished yet. It’s almost as though you’re still transforming, like
your angel essence is still processing—but what it’s processing, I’m not sure.
This is very strange. But that’s just a theory. I’ll have to do
some tests to find out for sure.”

She saw the look of fear on Kara’s
face and squeezed her shoulder gently. “Don’t worry, Kara. We’ll
find out what this is, I promise.”

Kara looked into the archangel’s
almond-shaped brown eyes and forced a little smile. “I hope so. I
thought there was nothing worse than being marked.”

She raised her hands in front of her
eyes and stared at Raphael’s stunning face through them. “But
this…” she paused, “this is a million times worse.”

“How do you feel? Are you
in pain of any kind?”

Kara wanted to say she was suffering a
different kind of pain, a mental one, but she decided against
it.

“No. I feel pretty normal,
I feel just like all the other times I came back to Horizon.” She
shrugged. “I know I look
different, but I don’t feel any
different.”

Raphael put her hands on her waist,
puzzled. “What’s the last thing you remember before your transition
here?”

Disjointed, Kara floundered, doing her
best to recall the moments before her surprise return to Horizon.
She was a little calmer now and felt safe with Raphael.

She closed her eyes. “I remember
working at the bookstore. I remember a bat dying after it crashed
in the window. Yes. I remember that. Then I went to the park to lay
it to rest…”

Kara drew a blank. Her memory faded.
It was obstructed by something, and she couldn’t reach it. It was
like a black wall shielded her memories. She strained, but she
couldn’t see past it.

“Hmm. This is
weird.”

“What’s weird?”

Kara opened her eyes.
“It’s like something’s blocking my memory. I’m trying to remember.
I know I should remember, but I can’t. I don’t remember anything
else. How come I can’t remember how I died? I’ve always remembered,
every single time.”

Raphael leaned over Kara and inspected
her more closely.

“Try harder Kara. It’s
imperative that you remember the events before you got here. You
have to try and remember how you died. Who was with you? Was there
anyone with you?”

Kara reached back unconsciously and
brushed the nape of her neck as though she expected something to be
there. But still she couldn’t remember what it was she was looking
for.

“What is it? Do you feel
something there?” Raphael lifted Kara’s hair out of the way and
inspected the back of her neck. “I don’t see anything, there’s no
mark of any kind.”

She let Kara’s hair fall back. “Was
this important to you somehow? Were you hit at the back of the head
maybe?”

Kara shrugged and rubbed her temples.
“I—I don’t know. I can’t remember.” She let out a loud sigh. “This
is so frustrating! Why can’t I remember? I’ve always been able to
remember—”

“Until now.” The
archangel’s soft, delicate face was drawn with distress.

Kara watched Raphael. “That means
something to you…doesn’t it? What? Please tell me. I’m dying
here—so to speak.”

“I don’t know, maybe,”
said the archangel after a moment’s hesitation. “Clearly, it has
something to do with what’s happened to you. Maybe what’s happened
to your body is also affecting your memories, making them ambiguous
and inaccessible, but I’m just not sure yet. And I don’t want to
say anything to make you more anxious. I can tell you’re already in
a mess.”

Raphael made her way toward the back
of her chamber. She rummaged through a metal box that contained a
variety of medical tools and instruments. Finally, she drew out
what looked like a large needle.

“Come and sit over here,”
said Raphael as she pulled an empty chair next to her. “Let’s take
a sample of your essence and see what we’ve got.”

She tapped the seat.
“Come.”

Kara didn’t move. Her eyes were glued
to the large needle in the archangel’s hands. A panic erupted in
her, and she couldn’t explain it or control it. She didn’t
move.

“It won’t hurt, I promise.
You’re in your guardian angel body, not your mortal one. Remember,
physical pain is expressed differently here. Your body, your shell,
is much stronger. You won’t feel a thing.”

Still, Kara wouldn’t move. It was as
though giant invisible hands held her on the spot. There was
something oddly familiar and terrifying about that
needle.

Raphael set her needle
down.

“Kara, if you want to know
what’s happened to you, I need
to run some tests. Whatever this is…it could be very serious. I
don’t want to take any chances. What’s the matter with
you?”

Suddenly, the door burst open and two
large silverback gorillas hurtled into the room.
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A dark-skinned guardian angel with a squished face like a
bulldog came rushing through behind the gorillas. He pointed
directly at Kara, “That’s the creature!”

“Get her! Secure her at
once!” said another younger officer importantly.

He reminded Kara of a foolish young
cop on his first day on the job, trying a little too hard to please
his senior officer.

The five-hundred-pound gorillas flexed
their massive muscles and snarled. Their teeth looked like
miniature swords. The smell of wet dog filled Raphael’s impeccable
chamber so that it smelled like a kennel.

Kara shifted uneasily under the wild
stares of the gorillas. She hardly took notice of the officers—they
didn’t have pointy teeth. The gorillas were positioned
strategically in front of the only door. There was no way she could
fight off two gorillas.

Kara forgot her strange ghost-like
appearance and felt anger in the pit of her angel body. It lit her
like a flame and grew hotter and hotter, until it consumed
her.

She glowered at the officers. She
hadn’t done anything wrong. She was being judged and convicted
before all the facts were known. What else could go
wrong?

“Now wait just a minute!”
exclaimed Raphael.

She moved in front of Kara
defensively, like a mother protecting her child.

“What is the meaning of
this? You can’t just barge in here without proper authorization.
This is my private healing chamber. Under whose authority have you come
here?”

The senior officer stepped forward.
His face was hard but the fear in his eyes betrayed him.

“I apologize, archangel
Raphael, but we have strict instructions to bring in—” He gestured
to Kara. “—her, at once.”

“From whom? Bring
her where exactly?” Raphael’s tone was threatening. She seemed to
expand in height, and suddenly she looked fiercer than the two
gorillas combined. The two officers leaned back.

The senior officer hesitated before
answering. “It was the archangel Metatron. He wishes us to bring
the intruder to him at once.”

“I’m not an
intruder,” said Kara
before she could control herself. “I’m a guardian angel just like
you. So what if I’m—if I’m a little discolored. I’m still a guardian.
Besides, as far as I know, and I know the rules—believe me—I haven’t
done anything wrong. I haven’t broken any rules, have I? So you can
just go tell your Metatron that I’m staying right here with
Raphael.”

The officer seemed taken aback that
Kara had had the nerve to speak to him at all. He glowered at her,
which only made her anger deepen.

“Metatron,” he said and
raised his chin, “is a highly respectable archangel,
intruder.”

“I’m not an intruder!”
Kara’s anger skyrocketed. If the gorillas hadn’t been there, she
would have slapped the scowl off his face.

She glanced at the gorillas. They were
eyeballing her like she was a curious toy, and they were waiting
for their commanders to give them the word to grab her and squeeze
the soul out of her.

“Metatron, you say?” said
Raphael.

The look in Raphael’s eye didn’t
comfort Kara. She suspected that Metatron and Raphael didn’t get
along. Raphael was the most gentle, most passive of all the
archangels she had ever met, and so her attitude toward Metatron
was disturbing.

Kara had never heard of the name
Metatron before. He must have been appointed to the council of
archangels while she had been absent. She had a feeling she would
be meeting him very soon.

Raphael stood defiantly with her hands
on her hips and stared down at the two officers.

“Kara is under
my care, and right now
she isn’t going anywhere with you. So you can turn around right now
and take your companions
with you. Get out of my chamber.”

The officers squirmed uncomfortably,
but the senior officer seemed determined to do his job. He cleared
his throat. “I’m sorry, archangel Raphael, but we have strict
orders to bring her in. If you don’t let us take her
then—”

“You’ll what?” growled
Raphael, and even Kara felt a little frightened.

Raphael was as gentle as a lamb until
you messed with her. Now she was as fierce as a lioness protecting
her cub.

“I don’t care what
Metatron wants,” continued the archangel. “He has no authority over
me. She stays with me, and that’s final.”

“But, archangel Raphael,”
began the senior officer, “we were told to bring her in no matter
what. We were told to use force if need be.”

At that the two gorillas growled and
hit their chests with their powerful fists. The floor shook as they
pounded the ground with their feet.

Raphael’s beautiful face darkened. “Is
that so?”

An ominous smile played on her lips,
and light emanated from her. It grew steadily stronger until her
body glowed like a brilliant white star. She made her way toward
the gorillas—

“Okay, okay, show’s over,
people,” came a familiar voice. Even before she saw him, Kara’s
skin tingled in excitement.

David came strutting through the front
door with a confident smile. He pushed his way between the two
officers, and although they grimaced back in protest, they didn’t
stop him.

He wore black cargo pants tucked into
a pair of shiny black boots and a short-sleeved black shirt that
emphasized his athletic build. His eyes met Kara’s, and for a
second she could see a mixture of surprise and fear. But then his
smile widened, and he winked at her. David was on her
side.

At first she had feared his reaction
to seeing her like this. She remembered how badly he had reacted
when he had seen her mark. But now it was different. She could tell
that David trusted her this time.

David waved his hand to the officers,
dismissing them.

“I’m here now, you can go
back to whatever lame, boring job you were doing before. Nothing to
see here. Movin’ on. Movin’ on. Let’s go.”

He clapped his hands together. “Chop
chop.”

“Excuse me,
David McGowan,” said the
younger officer, “but we have strict instructions from Metatron
to secure the
intruder and bring her to him immediately—”

“Well, that’s just it,”
said David as he circled the officers, inspecting them closely. He
reached out and picked a piece of lint off the younger officer’s
uniform. “Metatron sent me.”

He flicked the lint from his
fingers.

“Yes, that’s right, you
heard me. Me-ta-tron, that big, bad, archangel who looks like a gangster.
Exactly. Well, he told me—”
he poked himself in the chest and then reached
out and poked the senior officer on the front of his jacket, “to
tell you that you
are to dismiss that order and hand the intruder—” his eyes went to Kara for
a second, “to moi.”

He beamed.

“Isn’t that a fish?”
questioned the younger officer.

“It’s French,” said
David.

“The fish is
French?”

David lost his smile and
slapped his forehead. “It means me, genius. Metatron orders you to
release the intruder to me.”

The officers shared a sidelong glance
and then the senior officer spoke.

“Metatron gave you that
order? You’d better not be lying to us, David McGowan. We know your
reputation for being a ruthless rule breaker.”

David made a face and pressed his hand
on his chest.

“What? I’m shocked. I’m such a good little soldier. I always
follow the rules. I have no idea what you mean.”

He watched the officers’
unconvinced expressions and his face hardened.

“Look, are you questioning
Metatron’s orders? Do you know what will happen if he finds out
that you—” he poked the officer again, “disobeyed his
orders?”

The officers were silent.

“They don’t call
him Metatron the Fierce
for nothing.”

David caught Kara’s eye again, and she
felt a spark of electricity rise in her. She couldn’t help but
smile. David always knew how to make her smile in a tight
situation.

Both officers were quiet. Kara could
see the indecision on their faces. And when she looked over to
Raphael, the archangel’s sudden great luminescence had diminished.
She still looked angry, but she wasn’t nearly so scary. The
officers didn’t pose a threat to her any longer.

David threw up his hands
dramatically.

“Fine. Have it your way.”
And then he pointed a finger at them.

“But let me tell you this.
He’ll throw you in Tartarus, that’s what he’ll do.” David observed
the men squirm for a moment. “You wouldn’t want that, trust
me.”

He looked over to Kara, and she
remembered the time when he came to rescue her in his polka dot
boxer shorts. “Once you step into Tartarus—that’s it—you never get
out.”

The officers shared a panicked
glance.

“You’ll stay there until
the end of time.” And then he added, “Your body and mind will rot
away with the rest of the decrepit souls. You’ll never get
out. Never.”

David rubbed his hands together.
“Might as well say your goodbyes now, unless…” He raised his brows.
“Unless you obey the order from Metatron and release the intruder
to me, as he requested. What will it be, boys?”

The senior officer cleared his throat,
but he still had a panicked look about him. “We release the
intruder to you, as per Metatron’s instructions.”

“Ha!” David’s sudden
outburst caused the officers to scowl at him
skeptically.

David realized his slipup and quickly
recovered. “I mean, yes, good, very good.” His tone grew more
serious. “Metatron will thank you for it. You’d better go now.
We’ll take it from here.”

Just when Kara was
starting to wonder which we
David meant, the senior officer spoke.

“Right then,” he looked at
Raphael. “We apologize for this unfortunate
misunderstanding—”

“Yeah right,” muttered
Kara under her breath.

“—We’ll be going
now.”

With a final look in Kara’s direction,
the two officers bowed, and then made for the doorway with their
giant gorilla escorts. They looked as though they feared the wrath
of the mysterious Metatron. They clearly didn’t want to get on his
bad side.

Kara had the sudden urge
to run over to David and jump into his arms to kiss him. Horizon
had strict rules about romance, but she couldn’t control her
feelings. Even in the body of an angel, or half an angel, she could
still feel. It
took every effort to restrain herself and stay put.

David watched her. He misunderstood
her reluctance to speak or move as fear. He hurried over to Kara
and squeezed her hand.

“It feels…it feels the
same as before, but what in Horizon’s name happened to you? Why do
you look like a ghost? Are you okay? How do you feel? Does it
hurt?”

Kara squeezed David’s hand back. She
wanted nothing more than to tell him how good it felt, to have him
with her now that her world felt upside-down.

But instead she said, “I don’t know
why I’m like this.”

She looked down at herself
and shrugged. “This is how I arrived in the elevator, all
transparent. But don’t
worry, I feel fine. Actually, like I was telling Raphael, I don’t
feel any different from before. I don’t feel weak or sick or
anything like that at all. I just look different.”

“You might be transparent,
but you’re still the prettiest girl in all of Horizon…”

“Thank you, David,” said
Raphael, with the tiniest of smiles. Kara couldn’t hide her own
smile either.

Raphael’s face turned suddenly sour
when she spoke next. “David, why did Metatron send you here
exactly? What did he say to you?”

David smiled sheepishly and let go of
Kara’s hand.

“Raphael, did I tell you
how ravishing you look today? Is that a new robe? Did you do
something different to your hair? It looks awesome.”

Raphael raised an eyebrow. “Tell
me.”

“Well, you see…that’s
not exactly what
happened.”

David crossed the room to one of the
wooden tables. He grabbed a glass vial and shook it. He examined
the blue liquid inside. “That part might have been a little white
lie.”

“Which part?” The
archangel moved toward him with her hands on her hips.

David placed the vial back down. “All
of it.”

Raphael’s face fell, but Kara could
see that she wasn’t sure whether to congratulate him or to scold
him.

“This Metatron never sent
you, did he?” asked Kara, feeling a little uneasy.

She knew David never cared for rules,
but she had the sense that undermining Metatron was a very bad
thing. “David, what did you do?”

“Nothing that
friends wouldn’t do to
help each other,” he answered.

His blue eyes glistened as he held
Kara’s gaze. Her skin tickled and she looked away,
embarrassed.

“Besides,” he continued.
“Ariel wants to see you back at level five immediately.”

He caught Raphael eyeing
him and added, “Of course, only once the lovely Raphael has
completed her tests, and you’re clear for duty—that’s what Ariel
said. Only if Raphael clears you for duty, which I’m sure she will.
After that, we need to go. We’ve got a situation.”

“What kind of
situation?”

“One that requires your
special assistance.”

The fact that Ariel wanted Kara back
on her team gave Kara new confidence. Things couldn’t be that bad
if she had another archangel on her side.

Kara pondered for a moment.

“David, Ariel does know
that I’m not—that I don’t have—that I’m not a normal guardian now, right? I don’t
have my elemental abilities anymore. She might not want me back
once she finds out.”

She felt a little uneasiness in her
chest. It was a strange thing to be back in Horizon as a normal
guardian. She wasn’t sure she liked it. Being different, having
powerful abilities, being stronger than the other guardians had
always pleased her. But being semi-transparent didn’t. It scared
her. She didn’t know why, but somehow she knew it wasn’t good. She
hid her fears as best she could.

“Don’t worry,” said David.
“She does. And she knows about your…your sheer appearance. In fact,
she said that the entire High Council knows. Ariel told me that she
was with the council when they found out. It was a surprise, but
she asked to have you on the team. They discussed it, and they
agreed. They didn’t see any reason why you couldn’t get your old
job back once Raphael says you’re okay. So, you see, there’s
nothing to worry about. Ariel wants you back on the
team.”

Kara looked through her
semi-transparent fingers.

“No doubt they’ll probably
have me followed or something. I’m sure they think I’ve done this
to myself on purpose. After the whole marked thing, I’m pretty sure
they’ll keep an eye on me. I’ll never be cleared, not really.”

“Probably,” said David.
“But who cares? They won’t find anything. And whatever it is that
you have, whatever happened to you…I’m sure it will go away on its
own.” And then he laughed. “It’s not contagious is it?”

Kara pushed David away playfully. “You
can be such a moron sometimes.”

“David has a point,” said
the archangel.

She gave Kara a warm smile. “Maybe
you’ll be back to normal before you know it. But even so, you need
to be very careful using vega. I’m not sure what another leap might
do to your angel body or to your mind, for that matter.”

Kara looked up into Raphael’s eyes.
“You think I’ll vaporize.”

In all the confusion, she hadn’t
thought about what the effects of vega might be.

“I’m not sure,” answered
the archangel sincerely. “We won’t know much until we start the
tests.”

Kara moved toward the table and fell
into an empty chair. “All right then, let’s get these tests over
with.”

And so, after an hour of poking,
scraping, pulling out some hair, and a series of strange x-rays in
which a bright orange jelly-like cream was spread all over Kara’s
body and clothes, Raphael finally released Kara into David’s
care.

She was clear for duty. But the
archangel insisted that she report back for a follow-up at the end
of their mission.

In the elevator, as they ascended to
level five, Kara and David were silent. Kara was worried about what
had happened to her, and why she couldn’t remember.

Even though David had managed to fool
everyone with his composed demeanor and appeared unconcerned by her
sudden transparency, Kara still had doubts. He kept glancing at her
nervously when he thought she wasn’t looking. She thought about
asking him how he’d known where she was, to break the silence, but
she couldn’t seem to utter any words.

The elevator jerked.

Kara stumbled backwards and hit the
back panel. As she steadied herself, she felt like she was floating
and realized that the elevator was ascending faster than normal
speed.

She pressed her hands on the sides to
steady herself and watched the panel curiously. The level four
button blinked on, and soon after, the button for level five, but
the elevator kept going.

“Um…David,” she said.
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think we just passed our
stop.”

David turned to the small tanned
primate with a hairless wrinkled face who was operating the
elevator.

“Dude, what did you do?
We’re supposed to be going to level five, and we just passed it.
Don’t make me hurt you, buddy, but I will if you don’t make this
elevator go back right now!”

The operator shrugged. He looked
terrified and pressed the number five button again and again with a
shaking, bony finger.

“I don’t know,” he said,
his voice high and quivering.

He hit the panel again
with his fist, but the elevator kept climbing. “See? I didn’t do
anything! I pressed level five, but it didn’t stop. It just kept
going by itself. I swear. I didn’t
do anything.”

He held his hands over his head and
cowered. “Please don’t hurt me. It’s my first day.”

“Well, can’t you stop it
or something?” said David as he loomed over the tiny primate.
“You’re the operator. Control it!”

The primate raised his arm and then
hit a small red button with the word EMERGENCY written in gold. It
was the first time Kara had even noticed an emergency button in the
elevators. He pressed it repeatedly, and still nothing happened.
The elevator continued to climb.

“It’s like something from
the outside is controlling it,” said the primate helplessly.
“There’s nothing I can do. I’m sorry.”

“Do you know where it’s
going?” asked David, but the little operator shook his
head.

Kara’s panic increased as the elevator
rose. The walls of the elevator felt like they were closing in on
her. She was having a panic attack. Where were they going? Level
seven was out of the question, and the only other level the
elevator could reach was level six—Tartarus. She was going to
Tartarus.

The high council had never wanted her
back. It had all been a ruse, a trick, and she had fallen for it.
She didn’t blame Raphael. She knew the archangel had tried to help
her. She even believed that the archangel Ariel would probably be
on her side. But the high council had the final word, and now they
were going to cast her off to a gloomy dungeon.

She shivered at the thought of the
cold, eerie, black walls, and the feelings of numbness and
abandonment that she had felt in Tartarus before. She remembered
the distant moans from the other prisoners whose hallucinations
were all they had left; these were what they clung to before they
plummeted into madness.

She didn’t want to lose her mind to
the shadows of Tartarus. She didn’t want to lose David…

Kara pulled herself together. She
wasn’t in prison yet. She was stronger than this. She wasn’t about
to let them take her without a fight.

As she prepared herself mentally for
whatever was coming next, she watched the number six on the panel
illuminate, but the elevator didn’t stop.

What was going on? Where were they
going? Who was controlling their elevator and why? If they weren’t
going to level six, then where was the elevator taking
them?

“What happens after we
pass level six?” she asked. She couldn’t help but wonder if they
were going to level seven, to see the Chief.

David swore and kicked the elevator
doors. “No idea.”

Kara started to relax. That was it. It
had to be. They were going to see the Chief. Maybe he wanted to see
her ghost-like appearance for himself. Maybe he had the
answers.

And just when Kara started to smile,
the elevator bounced to a stop. Her eyes moved to the panel. Button
number seven was not illuminated. The doors swung open and Kara’s
smile disappeared.

A man stood before them. Behind him
was a long hallway that branched out into separate corridors that
became lost in shadows.

It was not the Chief. It was a man
Kara had never seen before. She knew right away by his size that he
was an archangel. But he was very different from the rest of them.
While the other archangels were all beautiful, his face was
ordinary.

He was a little pudgy around the
middle, and yet his strong, square shoulders were a reminder that
he had once been fit and strong. He wore a charcoal-gray suit and
shiny black shoes. His thin, straw-colored hair was drawn back from
his receding hairline. He looked like a typical middle-aged man. He
could be anyone’s neighbor, nothing special. Nothing about him made
him stand out, except that he wore sunglasses and was smoking a
thick cigar.

He took a long drag of his cigar and
blew out a cloud of smoke in the shape of a star. He tapped the
ashes loose from his cigar.

“Well, well, well, if it
isn’t the infamous David McGowan and his beloved Kara
Nightingale—the one with the mark.”

He frowned.

“They weren’t kidding when
they said that you looked like a ghost. Not sure I like the look,
though. It might have been in fashion back in the late seventeen
hundreds, but you should really get with the program. Maybe next
time you should try to stay solid—nobody likes a girl who looks
dead, angel or not.”

His face turned to David and laughed
like it was a private joke they shared. “If you know what I
mean?”

“Who are you?” asked Kara,
as her dislike for the archangel rose. She moved
forward.

The man’s smile widened. “Ah-hah,
right to the point! I like that.”

Suddenly a group of twelve very
beautiful guardian angel women appeared behind the archangel like a
private entourage. They were dressed in identical skin-tight, black
dresses, red high heels, sunglasses, and bright red lipstick. If it
weren’t for the soul blades in their hands, they would have looked
like they were about to perform in a music video.

The man cleared his throat. “Let me
introduce myself. I’m Metatron, and I’m here to kill
you.”
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Kara was trapped. The tips of her fingers tingled with nervous
energy.

The group of women ushered them into a
dark hall. Kara could only see high ceilings and a stairway with
banisters that led to a passageway above. As her eyes grew
accustomed to the light she distinguished at least five burning
fireplaces and lavish tapestries.

The walls were hung with paintings of
Metatron: Metatron lounging on a chaise longue, being fed grapes by
a woman; Metatron sitting in a golden throne, being fed more grapes
by another woman; Metatron in a plié ballet stance wearing
baby-blue tights, being fed grapes by a woman; and most
disturbingly one particular painting of Metatron standing proudly,
drinking a cup of wine, and wearing only a leaf.

She felt ill, and she could see that
David was frowning. It was the look he had when he was scheming
something. She knew he was trying to figure out a plan of escape.
Under different circumstances, he would have been the first to try
to make her jealous by flirting with the gorgeous and voluptuous
women, but he didn’t even look at them, not really.

Metatron had said he was
going to kill them, but she knew he only meant her. He was going to kill her. But
what did that mean? Was he planning to deliver her an angel’s true
death? Or was he planning to erase her from both worlds? Would she
die forever and never come back as a mortal or an angel?

The thought of never seeing her mother
again made her shudder. She clamped her trembling fingers into
fists and kept moving forward. She didn’t want David to see her
fear.

Metatron strolled ahead of them, his
chin in the air, as though he owned the world. He stopped suddenly
and squished the remains of his used-up cigar with his polished
shoe. He pulled another cigar from the folds of his jacket, bit off
the tip, and spat it on the floor. Then he snapped his fingers. The
nearest angel, a woman with milky-white skin and gray eyes, flicked
a lighter to his cigar. Metatron puffed on his cigar until it was
lit and then kept walking.

Kara did not like the way he ordered
the angels around, or the way he looked at her. Something in his
gaze made her shiver. He was very different from the other
archangels. He didn’t belong with them.

As they walked, Kara leaned over and
whispered to David. “Who is this guy? Do you know anything about
him?”

“He’s the
new legion commander,” he whispered
back.

Kara eyed the bald spot on
the top of Metatron’s head. She watched him as he wrapped his right
arm around a beautiful East Indian woman and pulled her close,
whispering in her ear, just a little too close, and just a little
too long.

He threw back his head and
laughed. Then he reached out with his left arm and wrapped it
around a slim brunette with legs that would put any model to
shame.

He was a spectacle to
watch, there was no denying it, and Kara wanted to puke.

“Can’t
be,” she whispered, shaking her head. She wondered why these women,
these angel women, would let such a repulsive creature get so close to
them.

“This has to be a mistake.
He’s so repulsive. He’s arrogant, and there’s something very oily
about him, too. How can he be an archangel? And how come I’ve never
heard of him?”

“All I know is that he was sort of cast aside for a while, and
now he’s back.”

“Why?”

“His methods were
unsound,” said David. “He didn’t do things by the book. He had his
own set of rules, and he did whatever he wanted, no matter the
consequences and no matter who got hurt. He was a real
menace.”

Kara felt like saying that they didn’t
listen to all the rules either, and that they were both a menace to
the legion, but she remained quiet.

“Too bad he wants to kill
us. I could have learned a lot from him, you know,” said
David.

Kara could see a look of admiration on
his face, as though he thought Metatron was cool in some sick
way.

“You could?”

David measured Metatron.

“Well, he got things done,
maybe a bit too violently, but in the end it worked. I think every
legion or squad needs someone like him. A guy who puts himself
forward and does things others wouldn’t dare, who pushes the
envelope. Yeah, maybe his methods were a little unorthodox, but
they worked, and he got things done.”

Kara scowled as Metatron added a
sudden hop to his step like he was about to break out into a
dance.

“Like what? What did he
do?”

“I know he likes to blow
things up.”

“You mean, like,
bombs?”

David nodded his head. “Yeah,
apparently it’s his specialty. I know he invented something like an
atom bomb for demons. But I don’t think that’s why he was demoted.
I think it’s because of the torturing.”

“The
torturing?”

“I’ve heard that he’s
tortured other angels to get information. I’m not sure what he did
exactly, but whatever it was, it was enough to strip him of his
duties as an archangel.”

“So he’s a hustler? An
archangel hustler?” Kara couldn’t believe what she was hearing, but
just one look at Metatron confirmed that every word David had said
was true.

“I never thought
archangels could be gangsters—”

“Shh! Stop talking.” One
of the women shoved Kara.

Kara turned and gave her
an angry look. When she turned back around she saw the little smile
on David’s face. At least he was enjoying himself. Kara scowled at
him too.

Finally, they arrived at a
pair of large double doors. Kara could hear muffled voices from
behind the doors, as though hundreds of people were waiting on the
inside. Metatron let go of his female escorts and pushed the doors
open.

Kara and David followed him
in.

Gray marble polished
floors gleamed in this large long room. Kara moved cautiously, half
expecting to see contraptions of torture and explosives, but she
was surprised at how empty the room was. The walls were white, and
strangely enough there were no portraits of Metatron
anywhere.

The room was deserted, but
every inch of wall was covered with flat screen televisions. They
were lined up in a grid pattern, and each wall looked as though it
was one great screen. Kara had never seen so many televisions at
once, not even in the department stores where they sold them. It
looked like a media room, or a television station where they
broadcasted the news. The noise of the on-screen conversations and
the mix of music and sports blared from the hundreds of
screens.

A couple of desks with
monitors were placed at the far end of the room. In the middle was
a raised platform with a black leather sofa, chairs, and a coffee
table littered with hundreds of remotes. Below the raised platform
was an open compartment. It looked like a cage where the accused
would await their sentence at a courthouse. It was positioned
strategically below the platform, so that those on the platform
could look down on those inside.

“Where
are we?” whispered Kara to David. “What is this place?”

“Level six-and-a-half,”
answered Metatron. His smile told Kara that he had probably heard
every conversation she and David had had.

Kara shot a curious glance
at David.

He shrugged. He had never
heard of level six-and-a-half before either.

The archangel beamed, puffing on his
cigar. He raised his brows and smiled proudly.

“I call
it, A Room with a
View. You like it?”

His smile faded at Kara’s
silent response. The noise from the multitude of TVs was giving her
a headache.

Metatron snapped his
fingers and then pointed to the iron cage. “In.”

Reluctantly, Kara and
David made their way toward the iron box and closed the gate behind
them.

“Whatever happens, Kara,”
whispered David, “don’t make a deal with him. Do you
understand?”

“Why would I want to make
a deal with a sociopath?”

“Just promise that you
won’t.”

Kara watched David. He was
furious, but he also looked frightened.

“Okay, but why?” Kara’s
voice was low.

“You can’t trust him. He’s
going to want to make a deal with us, but you can’t agree to
anything. You can’t. Do you understand? No matter what.”

As she nodded, Kara didn’t
realize she was shaking until David laced his fingers between hers
and squeezed her hand tenderly.

“Whatever happens,” he
said, “we’re in this together.”

Kara’s lips quivered.
David was her strength when she needed it most, and she needed him
now.

She wondered what kind of
deal the archangel would try to make with them.

Metatron stepped up the
platform and reclined on his black couch. With his cigar in his
mouth and his fat fleshy stomach protruding beneath his shirt, he
propped his feet up on the coffee table and leaned back
lazily.

Six of the guardian angel
women, three on each side, lowered themselves next to him. They
kicked out their legs in unison and then crossed them. They made
Kara think of the Rockettes.

The other six women
continued to hold their soul blades unsheathed and stood guarding
Kara and David’s metal cage. Kara hated the fact that she couldn’t
see their eyes. Their sunglasses made them look colder and more
calculating, like demons.

Then something on one of
the screens caught her eye.

“Is that…?”

But even before she could
finish her question, she already knew the answer.

On the middle screen to
her left Kara could see the archangel Raphael examining the
contents of a glass vial. Her long black hair spilled over her
shoulders like a shawl. A large syringe lay on the table in front
of her. It was from Kara’s essence.

Kara looked
away.

She felt embarrassed to
intrude on the archangel’s privacy. To be eavesdropping and spying,
watching something private, seemed wrong.

She glanced away. On
another screen she recognized red dunes and white tents. On the
screen, Gabriel stared intently at a screen monitor, and for a
moment he looked up and their eyes met. She cringed, but then she
realized that his eyes were not directly focused on her.

Now she felt both ashamed
and angry. On one screen, a group of oracles at Orientation busied
themselves with groups of the newly deceased. On another screen,
rays of yellow light spilled through the
enormous glass dome and illuminated a group of seven
archangels—the high council. The image was
so close that she could see Jeremiel, the
minister of ministration and peace, perfectly well. He was right
beside her, and she could hear his comments, even the shuffling of
his papers.

Kara was afraid to speak, in case the
high council could hear her. But then she realized this was a
one-way spying scheme. She could see and hear them, but they could
not see her.

Kara stared at Metatron,
incredulous.

“Are you spying on the
archangels? The high council?”

She heard David curse as
he saw and heard the truth for himself.

“And what if I was?”
answered Metatron lazily.

“But…why? Have you no
shame?”

“I don’t.” Metatron took a
drag of his cigar.

“Listen kid, I like to
have eyes and ears everywhere. It’s how I do business. It’s how I
know what’s going on before anyone else does. I want to know who’s
coming and going. I want to know how many demons we’ve killed this
month. I want to know how many new rookies we have, and how many
we’ve lost. I want to know everything that goes on in
Horizon.”

“Do they know you’re
spying on them?” asked Kara.

She had forgotten her own
fears as her curiosity had taken over.

She watched the
archangel’s stone-like face. His eyes were always hidden by his
glasses, and she couldn’t read what he was thinking.

“I’m going to guess that
they don’t. What are you, Metatron? The spy master?”

Metatron laughed hard. He
turned to the women beside him and said, “Metatron the Spy Master!
Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think, Claire?”

The woman named Claire
smiled from behind her sunglasses, and he continued, “I like her.
Do you hear the hatred she has for me in her voice? It’s so pure.
There’s so much energy and emotion in it. She hates truly and
fiercely.”

Kara’s anger rose. “What
do you want from us?”

He blew a sword-like shape of
smoke.

“I’m the man in charge now, and I like knowing what’s going on
in my domain. I don’t like operations sneaking behind my
back.”

“Who said anything about
sneaking?” David raised his voice above the cacophony of television
speakers. “Listen, Metatron. I’m telling you that we weren’t
sneaking. Ariel requested us. We were just following orders, like
good little soldiers. And that’s exactly what we were
doing.”

Metatron smiled as he
observed David, like he was thrilled to be having a conversation
with him. He leaned forward and laughed softly.

“I like you
Davy—”

“It’s David.”

“You remind me of me in my
younger days with the legion, but I was much more handsome,” said
Metatron.

The women next to him
giggled.

His face toughened, and he
tapped his cigar. “You think I don’t know…you think I can’t
see what you’re up
to?”

David laughed casually.
“Dude, we’re not up to anything. It’s like I said. We were just
following orders.”

Metatron chewed on his
cigar and clapped as though David had just given a superb
theatrical performance. All the women on the couch followed his
example and clapped. He stopped clapping, and so did
they.

He leaned forward, shaking
his head disapprovingly, a sly smile on his face.

“I applaud your efforts,
Davy, but the fact remains—you can’t con a con, kid.”

Kara shot David a nervous
look, but his attention was fixed on the big man on the
couch.

“Both of you went against my orders,”
said Metatron, his face clear of any smiles. “You were trying to escape from me. You managed to con those
two simpletons I sent to apprehend you, I give you that, but your
little scam won’t work on me. See, I’m charged with protecting the
legion, protecting Horizon, by any means I choose.”

He leaned back and blew
cigar smoke in the shape of a skull.

“I’ll do
anything to protect us. Anything. If I say you’re traitors,
then you’re traitors.”

“We’re not traitors,” said
Kara defiantly.

She tried to gauge the
anger in the bend of his neck and the hardness of his shoulders.
Would he really kill them? She had a feeling that he might— to
prove a point—just to show off in front of his lady
friends.

Kara felt trapped. She
feared this archangel more than any she had ever encountered. He
was ruthless, dangerous, and he had an obvious lust for power. He
seemed to get pleasure from seeing them squirm under his authority.
How could the high council appoint such a heartless archangel to be
the overall legion commander? It made no sense.

Metatron was silent for a
moment.

“It is in my power to
decide your fate and your future with the legion. I can kill you—”
he snapped his fingers, “just as easy as that. And I’ll feel no
remorse, no guilt, in killing you both. I’ve killed many guardian
angels over the past millenniums, and I’ve never regretted my
decisions. I do what’s best for the legion—no matter the
stakes.”

The guardian, Claire,
leaned over and whispered in Metatron’s ear. Her red lips brushed
against his earlobe playfully, and to Kara’s surprise she handed
him a pair of gold-colored gloves. Metatron took the gloves and
then kissed her cheek affectionately.

“Thank you, darling,” he
said. “I do believe it’s time. And now, here comes my favorite
part,” he said as he looked at Kara.

After a big drag on his
cigar, he pulled on his golden gloves and rubbed his hands
excitedly together like a psychopath anticipating his next
kill.

He stood up and moved to
the right side of the couch to a great wooden chest with stars
carved on the sides. He raised the lid and drew a thick, black
metal chain from the contents of the chest.

“Let the tortures
begin!”

He jumped down from the
platform in a single bound, and the ladies on the couch applauded
and crossed their opposite legs in unison.

David squeezed Kara’s hand
hard. She could feel him trembling.

As Metatron neared their
cage, the mass of television screens reflected off his glasses and
made him look like he had two enormous bug eyes. It made him all
the more creepy, and it made the situation seem more like a bad
dream.

He held up his black
chain, wiggling it in front of their eyes. Toxic black vapors
coiled up from the knotted metal.

Kara had the feeling that
she had seen this chain before, but she was terrified and couldn’t
think straight.

“This,” he said, and he
pulled the chain taut, “this chain has provided me with many, many
answers. It is a remarkable tool for the truth…and the truth I will
have.”

It was Kara’s turn to
squeeze David’s hand.

“This, here, is made from
the same metal the demons use for their death blades. I can see
from the fear in your eyes that you’ve seen it before. You have
reason to be fearful. It is the same metal that can cut through the
skin of an angel like butter and poison their essence with a
terrible burning darkness.”

He paused theatrically and
then raised the chain above his head.

“Forged in the Black Wastes in the Netherworld—I give
you, Truth Chain.”

Metatron’s entourage clapped,
including the six women who guarded Kara and David’s cage. They
were like his groupies, clinging to his every word like he was some
god. It was pathetic.

“You’re mad,” hissed Kara.
“You can’t do this. The legion would never allow
torture.”

“Wouldn’t they?” laughed
Metatron. “And how would you know, little bird?”

There was something
strange about the way he said that, like somehow the legion
did permit him to
torture angels, like he was given a free pass to torture whomever
he pleased. Kara shuddered.

No one knew she and David
were here. And no one was coming to rescue them. They were on their
own.

“You’re sick,” she hissed.
“I don’t care what you say, but the legion was wrong. They should
never have made you the overall commander. They must have been
mad.”

Metatron smiled as if she
had just paid him a giant compliment.

“Kara Nightingale, are you
a traitor?”

He raised the chain higher, taunting
her with it.

Kara set jaw. “No, of
course not. I’m not a traitor. Never was…never will be.”

“How do
you explain your ghost-like appearance? Who do you
really work
for?”

At first Kara was stunned
by the comment, but she recovered quickly and said, “I work for the
legion. What are you implying, exactly?”

She eyed the black chain
in his big hands apprehensively like a poisonous snake that was
about to strike her.

Metatron measured her for
a moment. “Not good enough, I’m afraid.”

“But
I’m not a
traitor—”

In an instant he wrapped
the black chain around David’s neck.

David cried out in agony
and fell to his knees. Black mist curled around his head as the
chain burned deep into his neck and chest. He tried desperately to
pull it off, but the chain melted the skin from his fingers. They
fell apart like a pair of old rubber gloves. He shivered and cried
out again and again as the black chain burned his body. The black
poison made its way through him like a virus. Kara knew that it
would eat away at his soul until it consumed him
entirely.

White-hot fury blazed
inside Kara as she fell to her knees next to David.

His face was pale, his
skin translucent and paper-thin. He trembled as the poison from the
chain paralyzed him. He was suffering needlessly. He was suffering
because of her. She wanted to kill Metatron.

“Now
that I have your attention, and cooperation,” Metatron pressed,
“again, tell me, why are you transparent? And don’t even try to
lie, because I can always tell when angels lie. As a
master liar myself, I
can always tell when an angel is lying to me. It is one of my
special gifts.”

Kara’s lips trembled. “I—I
don’t know. I don’t know,” she said.

Her anger surged and she
screamed in a rage. “I don’t remember, and that’s the honest truth!
I don’t remember what happened to me. Raphael tried to get me to
remember, but I just can’t! I’m telling you the truth. I’m not a
traitor. I don’t know what’s happening to me! Please, I’m telling
you the truth!”

Metatron raised his brows
and leaned forward more closely, his big, ugly grinning face inches
from Kara’s.

“I believe you are telling
me the truth,” said Metatron after a moment. His breath was
surprisingly sweet, like peppermint, and not sour as Kara would
have thought.

“Thank God! So will you
let David go?” Kara felt a surge of relief and hope.

Metatron shrugged. “I
haven’t decided yet.”

Kara wanted to scream at
the top of her lungs. She wanted to grab a soul blade from one of
the women and gouge out the hateful eyes that hid behind those
stupid sunglasses. The only person in all the worlds that she loved
more than herself was withering away before her eyes. And Metatron
was deciding.

Kara stood up. And in a
moment of desperation, she jumped up and waved frantically at
Raphael on the screen, in an attempt to get her attention. But she
realized foolishly that she couldn’t see her. No one
could.

“I could let Davy here
wither away into nothingness,” began Metatron, and he took a long
drag from his cigar “Or, you and I can make a deal.”

The word
deal rang in Kara’s
head. David had specifically said not to make a deal with him, but
right now what other choice did she have? She could feel her
resolve weaken.

Her voice faltered as she
said, “Just, please stop. I’ll do anything you ask. Just don’t kill
him.”

Kara felt a sudden tug on
her pants. David stared up at her, his face drawn as the poison
moved though his body.

“No…” he breathed,
“Kara…don’t…”

“I have to.” She answered
in a whisper.

She didn’t care about
herself. She only wanted to save him.

Kara glared at Metatron.
“What will it be then? What do you want from me?”

For a moment Metatron
considered Kara with great interest.

Then he said, “A deal is a
deal. Once you agree—the deal is sealed with your word, and it can
never be broken.”

His voice was eager, like
a threatening whisper.

Kara could feel him
ensnaring her.

“I understand,” she
replied.

“No—Kara—don’t,” said
David, his voice cracked like he was suffering from a
cold.

But it was too late. She
had already agreed, even before knowing what she had traded. “What
is it then?”

To her horror, Metatron
reached forward and grasped a handful of her hair. He twisted it in
his gloved hand, moved closer to her, leaned forward, and whispered
in her ear.

Kara flinched, but she willed herself
not to step back.

He had spoken the terms.

Metatron leaned back. “Do
you agree to these terms?”

The words rang in her
ears. She dreaded them. They were like the poison from the death
blades, eating slowly away at her soul, but she still
nodded.

“Yes.”

“Done.” Metatron
laughed.

He reached inside the cage
and removed the chain from David’s neck. “Nothing personal,
Davy.”

Immediately, David
collapsed to the ground. His face was sunken, and the flesh around
his neck was raw. Kara could see his angel essence spilling out and
over his chest. He moaned in agony.

“Kara!” David muttered,
his voice hoarse. “What did you do? What did you do?”

The conditions of the deal
rang loud in Kara’s mind, but she could not speak the words to
David.

Metatron turned and made
his way back up onto the platform.

He turned to Kara with a
superior smile and said, “Give my best to
the ravishing Ariel.”

And then he added, “I’ll see you soon,
little bird.”
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Leap of Faith

 


 


 


After a quick stop back to level three, so that David could
heal his wounds in the Healing-Xpress, they made their way to level
five. Kara’s ears still rang with Metatron’s deal. It was an
irritating tune that played over and over, and wouldn’t go
away.

“Kara, tell me what the
deal was! What was the agreement?” David questioned her again and
again. But she pressed her lips firmly together and shook her head,
infuriating David all the more.

David continued to watch her
nervously, but she still couldn’t bring herself to tell him what
she had traded their lives for…not yet.

Finally, the elevator stopped. David
retrieved his golden key card from the large, molasses-colored
primate with a tail like a cat who had kept his eyes on the control
panel the entire journey. The two of them stepped into level five,
the Department of Defense.

The Counter Demon Division looked just
as she remembered. It was a giant circular room the size of a
baseball field, with second and third-floor offices separated by
glass walls. Hundreds of guardian angels walked up and down the
stairs or sat at desks and busied their fingers with
keyboards.

At first the room was loud with the
sound of voices, but within a few seconds of their arrival, the
room went still. Kara did her best not to make eye contact with
anyone as they moved past holographic screens that looked like
moving wallpaper. She angled her body strategically so she could
hide behind David. But it was no use. Everyone was watching
her.

Instead of moving toward the large
round desk in the middle of the chamber, where the guardians
usually held their meetings, David led her toward four cubicles of
green-colored water. The vega tanks shimmered like giant emeralds
from the light from the ceiling.

A group of angels stood nervously
around the tanks, as though they were preparing themselves for the
jump. Kara could see Ashley and her cronies, Sasha, Raymond, and
Ling. Ashley’s hazel eyes shot daggers at her. She was a few years
older than Kara and wore her long blonde hair pulled back into a
braid. It was a style that caused her sharp, plain features to
stand out. Sasha was a mousy, skinny girl with shoulder-length
straw-colored hair and big dull eyes. Raymond stood on the other
side of Ashley. He was a red-haired brute with a face like a
bloodsucker. And Ling hid in the shadows behind Ashley. Ling always
made Kara uneasy. He reminded her of a leech with his thin face,
black greasy hair, and empty black eyes.

Their hostility was like a sudden
frost around the vega tanks, and Kara suppressed a
shiver.

A petite teenage girl around the same
age as Kara, with a pixie cut of purple hair, squealed at the sight
of Kara and rushed over to her.

“Wow, you look like a
hologram,” said Jenny.

A giant smile spread across her sharp,
pointed features. She looked like a typical teenager, except for
her polished purple combat boots and purple bomber-like jacket. She
wore a silver quiver with a bow and a multitude of silver arrows
strapped to her back.

“This is
so totally weird to look
at you like this. I can see right through you, like I’m staring
through a fog or a cloud. Does it hurt?”

She moved her fingers delicately
through Kara’s long ponytail. Her large, green eyes stood out
against the black kohl and purple of her eye shadow.

“No,” said Kara. “I don’t
feel any different either. I just look different.”

Jenny jumped into Kara’s arms and
hugged her tightly. “Who cares? I missed ya.”

Kara relaxed a little and smiled.
“Missed you too, you crazy girl.”

As Jenny released Kara from her bear
hug, a scrawny teenage boy with glasses, a mousy face, and wearing
a combat uniform two sizes too big extended his hand.

“Glad you’re back, Kara,”
smiled Peter. “We could really use your help with this.”

Kara shook Peter’s hand. Her eyes went
to David. “Yeah, David said something about a situation. What
situation? What have I missed?”

“Something the legion
hoped we would never have to face,” said a voice.

Kara looked over Peter’s
shoulder. A stunning tall woman made her way toward them. Her
mocha-colored skin blended beautifully with her black CDD uniform.
She studied every inch of Kara’s mysterious semi-transparent body,
and Kara felt even more self-conscious. Kara could tell that the
archangel Ariel had never seen a ghost-like guardian before. She
hadn’t expected Kara to look quite like that.

No one knew what was wrong with her,
and it made her feel worse.

“It’s nice to see you
again, Kara,” said archangel Ariel. Kara thought that Ariel looked
tired.

“Are you up for a mission?
I could really use your help and skill with our present
situation.”

There was a sense of urgency to her
voice. “We don’t have enough trained field agents at the moment.
Those who are in training, well, they’re not quite ready just yet,
not for a perilous mission like this one.”

She hesitated, measuring Kara’s body
again.

“Can you work like this?
Do you think you can make another vega leap? I do need you on the
team, but I wouldn’t want to add more…more harm to your affliction, whatever it
is.”

Despite the strangeness of the
situation, Kara was excited. She smiled.

“Raphael seems to think
that I can. But she advised me not to overdo it, just in case. I
feel fine though.”

It was unusual to be back
so soon. And even more so with another tainted form, but there was
nothing in the world that Kara wanted more than to be a guardian
again. At that moment, she realized that this, being a guardian angel, was
what she was meant to be in this
ethereal life. It explained the empty feeling she
had experienced as a mortal. It was what she had tried very
inarticulately to explain to Mr. Patterson. She was meant to be a
guardian angel. She was meant to save lives.

Kara raised her chin, and
then she added more confidently. “I can do this. I’m ready.”

“Good,” said Ariel. “You
don’t have time to change, so those clothes will have to do for now. Not
sure how effective they will be on your mission though. I’m sure you’ll make
them work.”

Kara looked down at herself. She’d
never imagined her blue jeans, white cami, and gray cardigan would
be effective for anything. They were just comfortable. Although
they weren’t demon-fighting clothes, she could still maneuver
easily in them.

“Kara,” said Ariel,
“you’ll be on Jenny’s team with Peter and David. Ashley already has
her team ready—”

“She shouldn’t be on any team,” said
Ashley suddenly.

Her tone was cold and
filled with hatred. “I mean, look
at her. All she’ll do is attract attention to us.
She’ll put us all in danger.”

All eyes were on Kara once again, but
she stood her ground defiantly.

“Shut up, Ashley,” David
growled.

“Yeah, Ashley,” agreed
Jenny. “Nobody asked for your
opinion.”

“My opinion matters just as much as
yours does, Jenny. I’m a team leader.”

Ashley continued in a superior tone
and drew herself higher. “She hasn’t told us why she looks the way
she looks, has she? Do we really know what her motives are? It’s
not like we read minds. How do we know what side she truly is on?
We can’t tell, can we? All we know for sure is that she was once
marked by demons, and now it looks to me like she’s been marked all
over again—”

David made a move toward Ashley, but
Kara grabbed him back, shaking her head. The last thing she wanted
was for David to get suspended because of her.

“I swear to God I’m going
to shut you up if you don’t stop.” David turned away
angrily.

Ashley studied the faces of her
cronies, and then she smiled confidently.

“You know I’m right. Every
one of you knows that I’m speaking the truth. You just don’t have
the guts to say it, but I do.”

She looked at Kara and
sneered.

Kara felt deflated. She searched her
friends’ faces and wondered if Ashley’s words had any real truth to
them. Were they really afraid she might get them hurt?

“Speak for yourself,”
Peter frowned. “I want Kara on my team. She’s an excellent
guardian, and I couldn’t ask for a better teammate.”

Kara relaxed her shoulders and felt a
little better. At least Peter didn’t believe the words that spilled
from Ashley’s insufferable mouth.

Ashley turned on Peter but pointed at
Kara.

“She looks foul. She is
foul, and I don’t trust her. For all we know she could be leading us into a
trap, an ambush. Until we know for sure, she should stay back with
archangel Raphael so that she can keep an eye on her.” She shook
her head. “She shouldn’t be with us. She poses a threat to our
mission. We’ll never be safe with her around.”

She glared at Kara, her face twisted
as though she wanted to slap her.

“You know,” said Jenny,
wandering forward. “All kinds of accidents can happen on the
job.”

She smiled wickedly at her. “I might
mistake you for a demon—”

“Enough,” said Ariel. “We
don’t have time for this.”

Kara didn’t hear the archangel. She
could fight her own battles.

Before she knew what she was doing,
she stepped in front of Ashley and thrust her face into
Ashley’s.

“I’m right here. You’ve
got something to say to me? Then say it to my face.”

Ashley drew herself up and met Kara’s
challenging glare. “I don’t trust you. You’re tainted. We both know
you don’t belong here. It’s just a matter of time before the rest
of the legion realizes their mistake.”

“I have a right to be here
just as much as you do,” spat Kara.

Ashley laughed a spiteful laugh. “But
you don’t. You just don’t know it yet.”

Kara made fists with her hands.
“You’re going to wish you never said that.”

“What?” mocked Ashley,
“That you’re fouled?”

Her cronies laughed.

Kara raised her fists. “You’re the one
who’s going to be fouled when I’m finished with you.”

“Is that a threat?” laughed Ashley again.

She narrowed her eyes. “I doubt you can even throw a decent
punch, the way you look. Look at you: pathetic, weak. You’re not
even real. You’re a ghost, a figment of what you used to be. You’re
nothing. They should have locked you up in Tartarus.”

Kara pulled herself together and stood stone-faced. Ashley
would never
know how much her words hurt.

“Well, they probably will throw me in Tartarus, after I’m
done with you.” Kara leaned forward. “And I think I’ll start with
your face, seeing as it’s the closest thing to me—”

“Stop this at
once!”

Ariel pushed the girls
apart, scowling. “Have you all gone mad? Have you forgotten the
camaraderie that is the first rule of the legion—we are an extended
family, a fellowship. How can you treat your family like this? It’s
ridiculous. You are all
on the same
team—each and every one of you—the same team. You
are equals.”

Ariel searched every face,
challenging them to defy her. “I
trust everyone here, and that should be good
enough for all of you. Do you understand?”

“Sure, I understand,”
answered Ashley as she brushed her blonde hair from her face. “It’s
fine by me, really. I didn’t want to get infected by her anyway.”

She turned around laughing, and her
followers erupted in laughter with her.

“I mean it, Ashley,”
warned Ariel. “One more word out of you…and you’ll be sitting this
one out. Got that?”

Ashley crossed her arms. “Yes,
archangel Ariel. I get it.” She looked at Kara with cold,
calculating eyes, like she was challenging her silently to a fight
where Ariel couldn’t stop them. It was clear to both girls that
this wasn’t over.

Ariel watched Ashley for a moment
longer then addressed the rest of the group.

“Now listen up, everyone.
I don’t want or have the time to repeat myself. You’ve wasted too
much time as it is with your bickering.” She raised her voice.
“Kara is here because we need an experienced guardian. Kara is a
skilled guardian and a valuable asset to the legion. I need her.
You need her. She is one of us, the same as you. We are a family.
And what do families do? They stick together. Is that
clear?”

Everyone nodded a silent consensus.
Ashley knew better than to start another fight in front of the
archangel. Their battle would continue at another time and
place.

“Good.” Ariel turned back
to Kara. “If you don’t feel up to it, if you feel a little off,
there’s no shame in saying so, Kara. I just want you to know
that.”

“I’m fine, really, I am,”
said Kara. “I would tell you if I didn’t feel up to it.”

She heard Ashley snort, but she paid
no attention to it. She was more aware of the anxiousness and
urgency in Ariel’s voice.

“But, Archangel Ariel,”
Kara continued, feeling that she had to ask. “What’s going on? What
are you not telling me?”

She wondered if the archangel was
worried Kara’s body wouldn’t survive the vega jump. Or was it
something else?

Ariel’s mouth opened halfway, but she
said nothing for a moment.

“Jenny will fill you in
with the details.”

“Here.” She handed Kara a
silver-blue blade, the length of her forearm. It was lighter than
it looked, and cool to the touch. Small markings were etched into
the blade in a language Kara couldn’t decipher. Tiny stars were
engraved around the hilt like fingerprints. It was stunning. Kara
knew it was one of Ariel’s personal blades.

“Don’t get too close to
them,” said the archangel as she stepped away from the green
tanks.

“Don’t get too close to
what exactly?” Kara looked over to David for an explanation of whom
or what was them,
but he narrowed his eyes and mouthed the word later.

“Quickly now.” Ariel
looked worse than Kara felt, as though she had the weight of the
mortal world on her shoulders. “May the souls protect
you.”

Before Kara could wrap her head around
this new threat, Ashley and her team stepped into the vega tanks.
Their bodies disintegrated into sparkling specks of sand, and then
they disappeared as though they had never been there.

“Come on, Kara, our turn,”
said Jenny. She pulled Kara with her toward the tanks. “I’ll go
first.”

Kara narrowed her eyes. “But where are
we going?”

“Las Vegas, Nevada.” Jenny
stepped into the green waters and was gone.

Kara had never been to Las Vegas as a
mortal or on the job as a guardian. She’d always wanted to go,
especially to see the shows, but this wasn’t the time to play the
tourist. By the looks everyone had on their faces, this wasn’t
going to be a fun trip. She began to dread what they weren’t
telling her.

“Let’s do this.” David
stepped forward and was followed quickly by Peter. They vanished in
a blink of an eye.

Kara was the only one left. She looked
over at Ariel, whose face showed the same fear and urgency. She
gave a nod of her head to Kara.

Kara realized how nervous she was.
Would her strange, semi-transparent body survive the jump? Would
she come apart in millions of pieces and disappear forever? There
was only one way to find out.

With her blade clasped tightly in her
trembling hand, Kara willed herself to move. She fell forward into
the wall of emerald waters and was gone.


 Chapter 7

Lord Beelzebub

 


 


 


Beyond the planes of the living in a world of shadow and
death, a man sat on a great black marble throne. Black veins pulsed
under his gray-colored skin, and a long black braid of his hair
hung down the side of his large, bare, muscular torso. Golden loops
hung from his ears, and the many rings he wore around his fingers
glimmered with the torchlight. He sat in the semi-darkness that he
liked the best, in a vast dark dungeon. Torchlights sparkled off
the black stone walls that looked like sheets of black
diamonds.

An orange translucent wall of energy
divided the chamber and disappeared into the darkness of the
chambered ceiling. It hummed and shivered as an ominous warning to
intruders.

The man on the throne liked things
that sparkled. He admired the globe that represented the mortal
world, and he clutched it firmly in his right hand.

He heard soft footsteps
approach.

A man dressed in simple black leather
clothes strode into the throne room. His long black hair and cape
billowed behind him like fluttering wings. He was tall and thin,
but he walked confidently and in a manner that showed off his
athleticism. His face was fierce but handsome, and in his ears were
golden loops. The sound of his tall boots echoed from the dark,
slippery chamber walls, and his yellow cat-like eyes glimmered in
the torchlight.

A servant-creature, a
bow-legged dwarf with long, ape-like arms, a flat nose, and a face
that was twisted repulsively, followed behind the man. Its dark
gray skin was thick as leather. It looked like a cross between an
ape and a pig. Its glowing red eyes shone
in the dim light as it scurried along like a frightened pet dog at
its master’s heels.

“Did you find the girl?”
asked the man on the throne.

His deep, commanding voice had the
authority of a king who had spent many years in battles. His yellow
cat-like eyes stayed fixed upon the globe in his hand.

The man stopped just in front of the
moving energy wall and clasped his hands behind his back. The
servant-creature bowed low and stayed in the shadow of the other
man.

“Yes, my lord,” said the
man, his voice contented.

“And were you
successful?”

“Yes, Lord Beelzebub,” the
man’s black pointy teeth glistened. “I was very successful. The legion thought
they could hide her in the body of a mortal, but her energy flows
with such potency that I found her very easily. The angels haven’t
changed their ways; they are still fools.”

He hesitated for a moment and then
added with a smile, “She is a feisty little creature. She fought
hard against it, but I got her in the end. I imagine she should be
showing signs of her transformation very soon.”

Lord Beelzebub looked up from the
globe and tilted his head toward the two figures.

“I am pleased. That is
very good news, Betaazu.” His gaze returned to the globe. “And the
legion knows nothing of her…transformation? They don’t suspect
anything?”

Betaazu shook his head. “No, my lord.
They will not notice any changes in her, not until the final stages
of the transmutation. After that, it’ll be too late for them.
She’ll be in our control. The darkness will have taken over. They
don’t stand a chance. They will not know how to control
her.”

Lord Beelzebub was silent for a
moment. He seemed to be thinking. His fingers fiddled with the
globe in his hand. His eyes slid to Betaazu and
lingered.

“When my
confinement is lifted,”
he pointed to the energy field, “and my brothers and sisters are
free, we will take back what is ours. Horizon will burn for keeping
us prisoners in this forsaken place. We will crush the light and
let in the darkness—the true and only power.”

Lord Beelzebub’s voice boomed. “Get
the armies ready. We strike in two moons.

“Yes, my lord,” said
Betaazu.

He shifted his weight, and his face
and lips contorted as though he was struggling to say something.
Finally he cleared his throat.

“My lord, if you’ll
forgive me for being impertinent…but there is something I’ve been
curious about, something I’ve been meaning to ask you…”

“Yes?” said Beelzebub
lazily. “Say it. What is it?”

“Why her?” asked
Betaazu.

The servant-creature cowered behind
him as though he had gone too far.

“Why this girl…this angel? Rumors of Asmodeus’
downfall have reached deep into the Netherworld. I’m sure you were
aware that the demon tried to recruit this particular girl-angel. But she
didn’t turn. She’s loyal to the legion.”

“Not for long.” Lord
Beelzebub’s face twitched with annoyance and anger.

“Asmodeus was a fool, and
he deserved what he got. Demons have always been too arrogant, too
self-absorbed to see the real value of things—a fault from their
angel days, I’m sure.”

He leaned back into his
chair.

“She is unique. Not just amongst her own kind, but in
all the worlds. It is
that uniqueness that makes her a creature of unparalleled
power.”

Betaazu raised his brows. “But why,
your lordship? What’s so special about her? I sensed her energy. It
was strong, yes, very strong, but I didn’t sense anything else that
would strike me as exceptional. She is no fiend.”

The Lord Beelzebub smiled.

“No, she is not like
us…not yet. Asmodeus thought he knew what he had; he thought he
knew what he was doing, but he was a fool. Yes, she had the
exact amount of
elemental essence mixed with the exact amount of angel and demon
lifeblood to make her the most powerful angel that ever existed…but
in his eagerness to seek power for himself, he failed to learn
the real truth,
the real secret
about where she comes from. About her bloodline.”

He paused for a moment, pleased at the
intrigued expression on his officer’s face.

“Her bloodline has been
traced back to the beginning of all things, to the very first
archfiends, before we were cast down to this prison and replaced by archangels.
Before my brothers and sisters were destroyed. I’ve traced her
bloodline back to those times.”

“Once the transformation
has taken place, she will become an unstoppable bringer of death.
The darkness will feed on her energy. It has a life of its own—it
wants to live. With her alongside us, the Order of the archfiends
will be stronger than it was when we warred with the archangels. We
will destroy the archangels, the angels, and all the living things
that are so dear to them in their precious mortal world. No trees,
no water, no humans—only darkness and fire will remain. And then,
my dear Betaazu, we will rejoice in the darkness and live
forever.”

Betaazu smiled. “Yes, my lord. I
believe we will.”

“Imp!” cried Lord
Beelzebub.

The shadow creature stepped forward,
keeping its eyes on the ground, trembling.

“Yes, your eminence,” it
said. Its voice was high-pitched and wailed like the sound of a
dying animal. “I am your humble servant. Your wish is my command.
Anything you ask, my lord. Anything at all. I await your
instruction.”

“Yes, yes, yes. What of
the reapers?” said Lord Beelzebub impatiently. “What do you have to
report, imp?”

“Yes, of course, your
eminence,” said the imp, bowing again with due reverence and nearly
scraping the ground with its head. The creature raised its red eyes
for half a second then lowered them again.

“The reapers are
assembling, my lord. Cities around the mortal world have been
affected by the reapers’ scythes. Many souls have been
taken.”

The imp began to laugh, a sick, wet
laugh, pleased with what it was telling its master. “One hundred
thousand denomites have already found hosts.”

“And can you control the
denomites?”

Kyton lifted his gaze to his master
for a moment, fumbling his fingers nervously.

“Yes, my lord. The reapers
control them. Reapers…reapers are magnificent
creatures—”

The rest of the imp’s words died under
Beelzebub’s threatening glare. The creature had said too much. It
cowered low and flattened its long, gangly fingers on the
ground.

“Thank you, Kyton,” said
Betaazu, and he kicked the imp in the stomach with his
boot.

Kyton went sprawling to the ground and
howled in pain. He shifted back into a low bow, almost in prayer
and flattened himself as low as he could.

“I must apologize for my
overzealous nature, my lord, we imps are too—”

Betaazu kicked him again.

“Shut up, Kyton. Lord
Beelzebub doesn’t want to hear your useless ramblings,
imp.”

Kyton coughed and said to the ground,
“I only live to serve his lordship.”

The archfiend grasped the edges of his
chair to keep his temper in check.

“And what of the
key?”

Kyton cleared his throat. “The key, my
lord? Oh, yes, yes, of course. The key. How foolish of me. Right.
We’ve isolated the key to a specific location. It’s only a matter
of time until the key is found and secured, your
lordship.”

The archfiend narrowed his
eyes. “I hope, for your
sake, that this time you are correct, and not
sending the imps on another one of your fool’s errands.”

“No—I mean—yes—I mean—”
Kyton paused. His voice shook. “It’s not a fool’s errand. I mean,
yes. I am a fool,
but not this time. I’m sure about this location, your
lordship.”

The imp shifted his gaze to his
master.

Lord Beelzebub looked at the imp
creature for a moment longer.

“We’ll see. We’ve been
waiting millenniums for a chance like this. Prophecies mean
nothing. Prophecies can be changed and broken. This is
inevitability, and it will come to pass. She will be strong enough to kill
every last angel in the legion. The darkness in her will break the
walls between life and death in the mortal world.”

Betaazu smiled evilly. “This is our
opportunity. We have a chance to succeed where everyone else has
failed. We’ve seen where demons like Valkmeer, Moluk, and Asmodeus
have gone wrong. They were too hasty, and now we have learned from
their mistakes.”

“We will rise again,”
bellowed Beelzebub. “The Dark Gods will rise again.”

He rose from his throne, and his great
black leathery wings spread wide above his back. He was a
magnificent and terrifying god of darkness.

“And what about the
non-believers, my lord?” inquired Betaazu.

Beelzebub crushed the globe in his
hands in an explosion of dust.

“The demons will be dealt
with,” said the archfiend. “If they don’t wish to join us, then we
will destroy them.”
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Crimson
Massacre

 


 


 


When Kara regained consciousness, she was relieved that the
vega had not killed her. She had not disintegrated, and her mind
was still intact. She looked around. She had expected to find Vegas
alive with tourists, skyscrapers, fluorescent lights, taxis, buses,
and the clinking of slot machines.

She hadn’t expected to
find herself in a dead city.

Instead of a city bursting
with bright lights and people—it was dark, quiet, and ominous. It
looked as though the entire city had suffered from a major power
outage. But where were all the people? Papers and dust blew through
the streets, and fires burned in the dumpsters and buildings.
Billowing black smoke clouded the skies. The only source of light came from the setting sun, which
spilled rays of orange light from behind the mountains that
surrounded the city. The hot dry air smelled of smoke and decay. A
green street sign read, Las Vegas
Boulevard.

Las Vegas was a ghost town.

Kara looked down at herself. She, too,
was a ghost, just like this town. Things had not changed or
improved. She had hoped the M-5 mortal suit would have provided her
with a real, solid, mortal body. But it hadn’t. She was still a
specter.

Kara had also hoped the use of vega
might have recharged her memories. But she still couldn’t remember
the moments before she had died. And the more she dwelled on it,
the more it bothered her. How did she die? Why couldn’t she
remember?

A sudden pain seared her back between
her shoulder blades, like the sting of a large wasp. But when she
reached over, expecting to grab a giant bug, there was nothing
there. Her fingers were empty, and the pain vanished.

“Kara? Are you all right?”
David had re-integrated right next to her.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she
answered, and thought nothing more of it. “Just an itch. It’s gone
now.”

“No, I mean,” said David,
and he lowered his voice, “with the other thing.”

Kara didn’t like the look of pity she
saw in David’s face. If she still had her elemental abilities, he
wouldn’t be treating her like a weak little girl. It angered her.
She wasn’t weak, and she would prove it.

“I’m fine,” she
lied.

She rolled her weapon in her hand. “As
you can see, I’m still a ghost; nothing’s changed. But you can stop
staring at me like you think I’m going to break down, ’cause I’m
not. I’m fine.”

David studied her. “I thought maybe
with an M-5, that maybe it would have worked—”

“Yeah. Well, it
didn’t.”

Kara shook her head impatiently. She
was angry at the world all of a sudden. It was an anger that she
couldn’t control.

“Just stop mothering me,
okay. I’m fine.”

David glanced at her sideways, but
said nothing. She could see he was confused by her behavior, but
she didn’t care. She didn’t want Jenny or Peter to start treating
her differently either, like she was the weakest link.

“What happened here?”
asked Peter, breaking the awkward silence.

He moved down the street carefully,
taking it all in.

“It looks like a bomb went
off, or a giant riot of some kind. Where are all the
people—?”

As if in answer, the city
shook violently as a nearby explosion tore more stone and steel
apart. The buildings shuddered as the city trembled from another
impact. Then it was calm again.

Jenny lifted her bow from her back and
carefully nocked an arrow. “I don’t know what happened here, but my
gut feeling is demons or something else supernatural.”

“I’ve never heard of
demons burning entire cities on their own,” Peter shrugged. “I
don’t know, but it’s not their style. I could be wrong, but I don’t
think demons did this.”

Jenny aimed her bow at the empty
street. “Well, style or no style, something bad happened here. And
it smells worse.”

“It did indeed,” said
Peter.

“I guess Sin City ran out
of sinners, eh?” David pulled out a silver soul blade from the
folds of his jacket. “Too bad. And I was feeling especially lucky
this evening. I thought I might have taken a break from work, once
we’d neutralized the situation, and tried my luck at one of the
casinos. I’m an awesome poker player.”

“You are?” said
Kara.

“That’s right,” David
smiled. “What can I say? I’m a natural at poker, and some women
like that.”

Kara looked at him, irritated. “What
women? Women with very low expectations.”

“More like dead,” muttered
Jenny. She and Kara smiled.

Peter walked away from the group. He
halted and held up a globe in the palm of his hand. The globe shone
bright yellow, like a little sun.

“I’m getting really strong
energy readings. Something really big, big enough to cause a huge
gap in the electromagnetic field.”

He looked up from his contraption.
“It’s off the charts. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Kara looked behind her. She had a
sudden sense that something was missing. “Guys? Where are Ashley
and her team? I thought they were coming with us?”

“They’re in Chicago,”
answered Jenny, scanning the street. “There was another threat
there as well, so Ariel sent them there to check it out. What? Did
you want her to tag along with us?” she added with a
laugh.

“I’d rather swallow my own
tongue,” said Kara sarcastically, thankful not to have to deal with
sour looks and spiteful remarks from Ashley.

But something else now was bothering
her. She felt uneasy, restless. A darkness was engulfing the city.
It was as if all the life were being snuffed out in a wave that
spread out and just kept on spreading.

She measured the lifeless
street one last time and said, “Will someone tell me what this
new threat is,
before I explode? I could tell Ariel was unnerved by it. She said
it was something the legion never hoped to confront… What did I
miss here?”

Jenny lowered her bow, her green eyes
darkened in the fading sunlight. “Reapers.”

Kara narrowed her eyes.
“Reapers? You mean like The
Grim Reaper? The angel
of death? That mythical creature that wears a black hooded cloak?
The one that uses a scythe and—”

She broke off. She had the strangest
feeling she’d seen one. Was it in a forest? But that was
impossible. She’d only just got back. What was wrong with her? Was
she was beginning to feel the repercussions of being a wraith
herself? Her mind was failing.

“Yup, that’s the one,”
said David, watching Kara carefully. “They exist. Yes,
they, we know of seven,
maybe more. And they’re no angels. Reapers are death demons from
the lower planes of the Netherworld. They use the
Scythe of Death to sever the ties between the
soul and the body. They kill the mortals and take their
souls.”

“Take?” repeated
Kara.

“Exactly, they steal them.
And it’s always been a bit of a mystery what really happens to the
souls.”

“Why’s that?”

“We think the souls are dead,” added
Jenny. “But it’s not proven, so we can’t be sure. But we do know
that the reapers take the mortals’ souls just before they die and
leave their bodies behind.”

The hairs on the back of Kara’s neck
stood up. A soul’s true death was the worst thing that could
happen. It could never be born again. It was a horrible prospect.
She gripped her weapon firmly.

“Why do they do
this?”

David shook his head. “We don’t know.
Maybe they feed on the souls, like other demons, but there’s really
not much the legion knows about reapers. They’re like super rare. I
think that’s why the legion’s making so much noise about them.
They’re not sure how to handle them.”

“Have you ever seen one?”
asked Kara. “A reaper?”

“No,” Peter answered.
“None of us have. In fact, I doubt any guardian at the legion has
either. Reapers are demons from the first age, before the creation
of man. They’re mysterious creatures. The legion really doesn’t
know much about them—”

“Except that they’re
killers,” interrupted David, “soul-sucking killers, like giant
bloodsucking leeches.”

Kara quivered at the image. “And you
think reapers did this?”

She inspected the deserted city and
wondered why soul-suckers would take the time to destroy the city
and set fire to buildings. If it was the souls they wanted, why the
mayhem?

“If reapers are only
interested in the souls…then where are the bodies?”

“I was just wondering the
same thing,” said David. “Should we be seeing piles of dead bodies
by now?”

“Let’s get moving,” said
Jenny. She raised her bow. “I don’t have a good feeling about this
place.”

Their footsteps echoed as they passed
the burning casinos, hotels, and restaurants. The smoke obscured
the last of the sunlight, making it really hard to see more than a
few hundred feet ahead. Ashes and debris fell from the sky like
heavy rain. Kara could feel panic and uncertainty wash over her
friends like a heavy paint. It was not like them to be so
nervous.

To make matters worse, Kara had the
eerie feeling that something or someone was watching
them.

From the corner of her eye, she could
see that David was watching her as often as he was scouting the
streets. He was worried about her, like he expected her to collapse
at any moment. While it frustrated her that David seemed unduly
concerned about her, she still couldn’t shake off the feeling that
they were being watched. It was there, like a bad
headache.

The smoke and darkness muffled the
last of the light, and she knew they would be covered in
darkness.

She thought she heard a scream, but
she realized it was just the wind blowing through the
buildings.

Five blocks further down the strip
they passed dark street corners that stank of gasoline, and cars
ablaze in tall yellow and orange flames.

And still, they found no
one.

Kara forgot about her
curious disintegration and focused on this new threat. Although she
didn’t have her elemental abilities anymore, she didn’t feel like
anything was missing either. The more she pondered, the more she thought it
strange. Shouldn’t she feel
different? Maybe she wasn’t meant to feel
disconnected. Maybe she wasn’t part elemental anymore. Maybe she
was just a regular angel, like everyone else.

Just like everyone
else, she thought as she stared at her
hand and remembered the golden electricity that had once danced
along her fingertips. But now it was just a plain hand.

The sharp pain erupted on her back
again. She flinched and stumbled forward.

David was at her side before she had a
chance to blink.

“If you say it’s only an
itch again, I might have to tie you up and check you myself.” And
then he added, “Not that I would mind, actually.”

Kara smiled, but she felt uneasy.
“Well, whatever it was, it’s gone now. I don’t feel anything
anymore.”

“But there
is something
wrong.”

“I’m not sure I’d call
it wrong, but I
did feel something like a sting on my back.” She looked up into
David’s face. “It’s probably nothing serious, so stop
worrying.”

David watched her. “But it
could be really serious.”

“If it was serious, I’d be
in a lot more pain, which I’m not. I’m perfectly fine.

“Yes, you are
fine.”

Kara rolled her eyes, but her smile
widened. “Let’s keep moving, lover boy, before the others think
there’s something really wrong with me.”

As they made their way forward, the
smoke cleared for a moment. A mass of people, men, women, and even
children, hundreds of them, stood like statues in the street and
blocked their way.

Their faces were lifeless, and when
Kara looked at their eyes, she held back a scream. Their eyes were
black, not the pitch-black eyes of demons, but of empty, hollow,
bottomless pits. Their souls had been taken. Their bodies were
empty shells. Their faces and skin were covered with black veins
that looked like tattoos and their nails had become gleaming red
claws, like the claws of beasts.

They lived, but they were not human
anymore.

“At least now we know
where all the people went.” David waved his soul blade.

“Do you think they want to
hurt us?” asked Peter. He pocketed his globe and took out his soul
blade awkwardly, as though he had never held a sword in his angel
life.

“Well, I don’t think they
want to dance,” said David.

Jenny pulled another arrow from her
quiver.

The men and women stood in some sort
of catatonic state. It was almost as though they were waiting for
something. Their empty black eyes were unfocused, as if they were
sleeping. Kara could hear quiet guttural moans and hisses rising
from them, like caged, restless animals. Maybe that’s what they
were now; someone’s animals, someone’s beasts.

And just when she was beginning to
think that maybe they weren’t going to move, their eyes suddenly
glowed yellow with light shining from the inside, like their
batteries were fully charged.

They attacked.

The mad wave of screaming men, women,
and children spat and hissed like rabid animals. With their fingers
extended like claws, they thrashed toward her. Their faces were
distorted, as though a creature on the inside was trying to tear
itself free. Some invisible switch had been turned on, commanding
them to attack.

Kara was frozen in place.

She heard David yelling over the
shrieks of the creatures, but she couldn’t make out what he was
saying.

A black-veined little girl
with yellow eyes advanced toward her. Kara wondered what she had
been doing here before the reapers got to her, before they took her
soul and left her like this. She stared at the charging abomination
that used to be a little girl. She knew that her soul was lost
forever, and she knew that she had
to kill her.

The girl lunged, aiming
her little claw-like fingers toward Kara’s neck. Instinctively,
Kara raised her arm as a shield. The
creature clawed at her arm and ripped out fragments of her cardigan
and M-5 suit. The girl grunted like an animal, and then screamed in
a language Kara couldn’t recognize. The creature raked at Kara’s
arm again and again. Its breath was rancid and smelled of sulfur.
Its yellow, animated eyes were wide in wild fury. It tore at her
viciously, trying to get to Kara’s face.

Kara was barely aware of
the weight of her silver-blue dagger, but in a swift and calculated
swing she drove the dagger into the side of the girl’s neck. The
girl let out such a loud guttural howl of agony that it caused even
Kara to flinch. Blood spilled from the corners of the girl’s mouth,
and she dropped to the ground.

Kara stared at the girl’s
dead body. Even though she knew this was no longer a girl, but a
newly created creature of the Netherworld, she couldn’t shake off
the feeling that she’d just murdered an innocent.

David battled three large
man-creatures. He lunged toward one of the advancing beasts, his
sword crashing into its skull and sticking fast. Howling in agony,
the creature thrashed and writhed as David hammered his
gauntlet-clad fist into what he presumed was its face.

But even as one fell,
others came at him.

Jenny stood her ground,
shooting arrows like an automatic weapon. But even as dozens of the
newly animated creatures fell, more scampered over the fallen and
came toward her.

Kara searched for Peter in
the midst of the chaos and found him slicing and dicing the horde
that came at him with surprising agility and strength.

“Kara,
watch out!” shouted David. 

Something heavy plowed
into Kara, and she tumbled to her knees. Claws scratched at her
face and arms, and something bit her on the back of her neck. Kara
cried out, rolled over, and kicked a man-creature in the face.
There was a sickening crack, and he keeled over.

Two more creatures, a
female and a male, turned on her. Blood stained their clothes, and
Kara realized in horror that it was other people’s blood and not
their own. Their spit flew in her face, and she retched at the
sickening, rotten smell. The creatures snarled and thrashed,
wild-eyed and crazed. They pinned Kara to the ground, biting and
scratching her sword arm, and tearing at her mortal
suit.

More weight came crashing
down on her, and Kara could hear the different grunts and shrieks
from the creatures that were trying to get at her. She could hardly
move, and she knew that she was lucky that she still held on to her
blade. Even with the M-5, she could feel her strength leaving her.
They were going to tear her apart.

Kara felt a warm flicker
like her elemental power somewhere deep inside her, and then it was
gone. It was wishful thinking. There was nothing there.

She was able to use the
memory of her powers as renewed strength, however, and willed
herself to move. She used her short sword and met the teeth and
talons with the clang of steel, hacking through the creatures’ soft
bodies like a knife through butter. Blood spattered and sprayed
Kara in the face, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t
stop.

The creatures reared back
at Kara’s sudden fury. She stared at the pile of dead bodies around
her, but there were still more. They hissed and growled, and then
started speaking to each other in that strange language again. They
were planning something.

They roared in fury and
launched another attack. But this time Kara was ready.

Again and again the
creatures struck. Each blow rang loudly against Kara’s dagger, and
she could hear the sound of tearing cloth as her mortal suit
ripped. Soon she was covered in large wounds that dripped with her
brilliant angel essence.

The creatures stared at
the brilliance of her essence, admiring it, pleased at the damage
that they were doing to her. Yet, she still fought them off. She
plunged her dagger blade into another creature’s throat. The beast
gave a blood-curdling squeal of agony and crumpled to the floor
with a howl that faded into silence. With all of the strength and
fury that these creatures elicited from her, she was relentless in
her slaughter of the innocents. She struck over and over until all
the creatures had screeched in agony and lay dead at her
feet.

Kara heard a cry and turned around.
Jenny was backed into a corner, yelling, screaming unintelligibly,
and firing arrow after arrow into the creatures’ heads. Kara ran
into the tangle of creatures, and Jenny continued
shooting.

The first came at her with wild eyes
and screeching mouth. It swung its arms so erratically that it was
no trouble for Kara to dodge. She kicked another rushing creature
in the head, and then stabbed them both in the necks. With
unmatched speed, she gripped her sword and came out swinging again.
She knocked another creature down and ran her dagger through its
stomach. She turned on two man-creatures who came from behind and
killed them both with her dagger, while she fought off a third with
her other arm.

Finally, only one man was left. His
breath was ragged, and his eyes were wide with madness. In a flash,
Kara threw her dagger. It hit its mark. The creature cried out,
fell to the ground, and lay still.

Kara wiped the blood from her blade.
The blood of the murdered men and women was wet on her jeans. She
felt terrible. She pitied them. They couldn’t have helped
themselves. It was as though they were in a trance. Their minds
were not their own, and they had acted on direction from another
power, like puppets on a string. They had lost their minds all
together.

“All my souls,” said
Jenny, overcome with sorrow.

She stared at the mass of crumpled
dead bodies. “This is a massacre, a bloody massacre. Look at all
their faces. Some of them were kids! We killed kids! How could we
have done this?”

They were dead. All of them. Kara felt
overwhelmed by a pain in her chest. She tried not to look at their
empty, lifeless faces. If this was the reapers’ doing, then she
knew that reapers stole the souls of mortals and transformed them
into fighting zombies.

“We did this because they
left us no other choice.” David’s voice sounded
suddenly.

Kara looked up to see David and Peter.
They were still intact, but their clothes and M-suits were ripped
and torn, and Kara could see glimpses of their angel essence
through their many wounds.

“Don’t question yourself,
Jenny.” David sheathed his soul blade. “You did what you had to,
what we all had to. There was no other way.”

“But maybe there was?”
said Jenny; her lips quivered, and she looked like she was about to
weep.

“There wasn’t.” David
shook his head. “They weren’t human anymore. None of them were.
They were monsters, creatures, killing machines. Didn’t you see the
blood on their hands? Their clothes? Who knows how many innocent
people they killed before we—”

“Killed them,” finished
Kara. Her voice felt strange, like it wasn’t her own. She knew what
was rattling inside her. It was plain cold fear.

David moved toward her and took her
hand. “They weren’t alive, Kara. Didn’t you see their blackened
eyes? Their souls were already taken. These things weren’t human
anymore.”

“He’s right,” said Peter,
and he wiped the blood from the creatures off his face. “I’m pretty
sure these were denomites.”

Kara let go of David’s hand. “What are
denomites?”

“Think of them like
parasites from the Netherworld. They need a host body to stay in
this world. They’d die without one.”

Peter bent down and inspected one of
the dead bodies. “They came into these bodies and used them as
shells, hosts.”

“So the reapers control
these denomites?” David kicked over one of the dead, as if looking
for something attached to it.

Peter shook his head. “I don’t know.
Could be. But it could also be demons or any other force from the
Netherworld, something powerful, really powerful. It takes a great
deal of power just to break through the veil, let alone infect so
many people at once. I’ve never heard of an attack of this
magnitude. This could be the beginning of something far
worse.”

“We’d better get back and
report this to Ariel,” urged Jenny. “She’ll want to hear. Plus,
she’ll need to send another team to clean up this mess before
mortals from the neighboring cities come looking for their loved
ones. Somehow, we have to make this right.”

Although they had eliminated this
threat, Kara felt defeated. “I just wished we could have saved at
least one, just one soul. We couldn’t even do that! What’s the
point of being guardian angels if we can’t even save one miserable
soul?”

David reached out to her again. “Kara,
don’t torture yourself; this is not your fault. It’s nobody’s
fault.”

Kara brushed him off.
“Don’t—”

A scream echoed down the
street.

Startled, the group froze and waited,
listening, watching each other and waiting to hear the sound again.
Had they imagined it? But the scream came again, a terrified girl’s
pleading scream.

Before Kara knew what she was doing,
she ran toward the sound.

“Kara, wait!” cried
David.

But Kara was focused only on the sound
of a girl’s scream. She had to save her. She needed to save at
least one mortal to relieve the guilt and shame she felt for
killing all those innocent people. She had to do this, no matter
what. Save the soul…

The gray, billowing smoke
crowded around her, and Kara could only see darkness and the soft
light that spilled from the many fires that marked the strip like a
runway. She tore down the street, praying she was heading in the
right direction. Don’t
die, she pleaded. Please don’t die.

Another series of the strange sharp
pains she had felt earlier erupted between her shoulder blades, but
she ignored them. Her only thought was to save the girl.

Her M-5 suit had taken a real beating,
and she was beginning to tire. She had to find the girl
soon.

She didn’t know when the view had
changed. She just kept running. The gray smoke snuffed out the
buildings. She didn’t know if she’d gone too far. The endless
buildings that rose all around her all looked the same.

She realized that she was shivering,
not from the cold, but from a panic that consumed her with a
desperate need to make amends for the shame of the
massacre.

I have to save
one.

She halted in the middle of the street
and listened for any sign of the girl. And just when she thought
she had failed, she heard a faint whimper.

Kara bolted in the direction of the
whimper. Her M-5 suit still enabled her to run at supernatural
speed. She turned right at the next block and headed down what
appeared to be an alleyway. A giant wall of smoke materialized in
front of her, and she tore through it. She couldn’t see more than
ten feet in front of her. The rest was lost in shadow.

“Hello? Are you here? I’m
here to help you,” Kara’s voice cracked, and she didn’t care to
mask her desperation.

“Just—just say something,
so I can find you. I can get you to safety, if you’ll only tell me
where you are—”

Something collided with Kara from the
back and flew into the air. She went sprawling on the ground and
rolled over. Her blade fell from her grip. The blow would have
broken her back, if it weren’t for her M-5 suit.

She was disorientated. She felt
something brush the side of her leg. A girl lay beside her. She was
still and cold. Her eyes were black and lifeless.

Kara felt a presence
nearby.

She looked up at a black-robed figure
who loomed over her.
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Kara stared, transfixed both in awe and in fear. The creature
stood seven feet tall and wore a flowing black robe that rippled
like tendrils of black smoke. Underneath she could see fragments of
a body that was corrupted by shadow and darkness. Its face was
hidden behind a heavy hood that was as dark as night except for two
glowing red eyes. It exuded an aura of fear.

It held a great scythe in the rotten
flesh of its exposed hand. Kara screamed when she looked at the
blade.

The gleaming red blade was covered
with the faces of thousands of souls. Horrified, Kara could hear
their faint cries and could feel their pain and suffering. It was
as though they were begging her to set them free. Panic gripped
her. She couldn’t breathe, and she couldn’t look away from the
screaming souls.

Although it didn’t speak to her
directly, she could hear the reaper’s voice in her mind. It was a
voice like blackness, the voice of death itself.

Come to
me, said the voice. Come to me.

Then the darkness and
death came at her. Kara felt her essence breaking as
coldness washed over her like a thick fog. She
could feel her mind clouding as the blackness came nearer. The
creature had some sort of hold on her, and she was transfixed and
couldn’t move.

The Reaper leaned closer. Its robe
enveloped her in swirls of black smoke that felt like gangly
fingers gripping at her. It was so close to her now that she could
see a haggard face beneath the hood. Its exposed rotten flesh was
coated with the faces of pleading souls.

Kara tried to scream, but her voice
wouldn’t come. She couldn’t look away.

Its wet, gaping hole of a
mouth contorted into a grin. The reaper lowered its scythe, aiming
it toward her chest, slowly angling it, as it decided where to cut
her. Red and black mist coiled from the scythe and reached out to
Kara. She could feel it burning her M-5 suit. Tendrils of mist
insinuated their way into her body. She thrashed and kicked, but it
was no use. Her strength was failing, and her eyes began to blur.
Her angel essence was being drawn out of her body into the reaper’s
scythe. Soon she would join the other captive souls. The reaper’s
hideous dark hide seemed to ripple with excitement as it prepared
to strike.

And as the reaper raised
its scythe above its head, ready to strike her down, ready to
finish her completely—it hesitated.

It lowered its scythe and
pulled back. It cocked its head to one
side, as though it was contemplating whether or not to kill her.
Something about Kara had stopped it.

The hesitation was all she
needed.

With the connection lost, Kara’s
energy returned. She rolled away and jumped to her feet. With a
quick move of her hand she threw her blade directly toward the
reaper’s face. But the beast was unimaginably fast and easily
caught her blade, inches before it hit its face. He tossed it
aside, and in one giant step it was on her again.

“Kara! Duck!”

Kara fell to her knees.

Two silver arrows and a soul blade
perforated the reaper’s chest. Kara spun around, hurdled over the
dead girl’s body and landed near her fallen weapon. She grabbed her
silver-blue blade and turned to see David, Jenny and Peter running
toward her.

The reaper seemed mildly surprised at
the three weapons sticking out of it. It barely glanced at them.
Wrapping its rotten, emaciated fingers around the two arrows and
the blade, it pulled them out easily, as though they were nothing
more than a nuisance, and tossed them to the ground. Black liquid
oozed from the three small wounds and spilled out over its hideous
rotten body. It turned and faced its new foes.

David hurled a red orb through the
dark sky, and it crashed against the reaper’s body in an explosion
of red light. The creature disappeared in the explosion of light.
But when the light dissipated, the reaper stood
unscathed.

Incredulous, David swore loudly and
hurled a glowing white orb.

The orb hit its mark and exploded at
the reaper’s feet, showering it in brilliant white light. For a few
seconds the reaper disappeared into the giant ball of white light,
but when the light dispersed, the reaper stood unharmed yet
again.

“Our weapons didn’t make a
mark on it! What in the souls is this thing?” cried David, his eyes
wide.

He pulled out a second soul blade from
his jacket and brandished it in his hand skillfully. They
waited.

Even though Kara couldn’t see the
reaper’s face, she knew it was smiling, mocking them. It stood
still and waited for another challenge. Its robe billowed in the
wind, as if it, too, were calling them to try again, teasing
them.

Even from a distance, Kara could feel
it radiating death. She could still hear the cries of souls, like
the howling of wind before a great storm. The reaper grasped its
scythe with both its rotten bone-thin hands and waited.

Jenny opened and closed her mouth at
the sight of the reaper’s scythe. She tried to speak, “Are those…?”
she began, but she choked on her own words.

She tried to speak again, “Oh my god,
are those…?”

“They’re souls.” Kara’s
voice didn’t seem her own.

Her heart ached at the trapped,
anguished faces who pushed and slipped like blisters along the
gleaming red blade. It was a horrible sight, and she wanted nothing
more than to kill this creature before it captured any more
souls.

She could see that the souls in the
blade were still alive. She realized that the reaper didn’t kill
the souls it captured. It trapped them and kept them close, like a
serial killer who kept trophies from his victims. Reapers kept
their souls.

“This is
so wrong.” Peter’s face
paled when he saw the faces in the creature’s scythe. If he weren’t
a supernatural entity himself, Kara was sure he would have thrown
up. They all would have.

The reaper cocked its head to the
side, measuring them one by one, as if deciding whom to kill first.
Kara was sure that it took pleasure in their terror and fed on
their fears.

The reaper turned back toward her. Its
red eyes were barely visible under its heavy hood, but she could
feel it watching her.

“What’s it waiting for?”
Jenny nocked another arrow in her bow and aimed it at the
reaper.

“Maybe it’s full,”
suggested David.

As if in response to Jenny’s question,
the reaper struck the ground with its scythe. A piercing cry rose
from the demon as if all the souls trapped in its body and scythe
cried out together. Its robe billowed around it like coils of smoke
in the wind until it was completely hidden in a tornado of
black.

And then it vanished.

Kara squinted as her eyes adjusted to
the dust and debris and waited for the winds to die
down.

She blinked. The reaper was gone. Only
the cold, lingering feeling of death remained.

“You think we scared it
off?” asked Peter as he wiped his glasses on his shirt.

“I doubt that.” Kara moved
toward the spot where the reaper had been last. The only sign that
anything had actually been there was droplets of black blood.
Strangely, she felt that it hadn’t been afraid of them, but that it was
curious.

David looked disgusted. “Well, I’m
glad it’s gone. It smelled like death.”

“You all right, Kara?” he
said as he noticed the dead girl near Kara’s feet.

“I’ve been
better.”

Kara smeared the black liquid on the
ground with her shoe. It began to bubble and sizzle. Then it smoked
like burnt toast, and with a last pop it evaporated.

David moved carefully toward the spot
where the blood had been. “Never seen that before. Usually when
demons bleed, their bloods stays here. But this just—”

“Evaporated,” said Peter
as he leaned over to search for any last remains of the creature’s
blood.

“This is no mere demon.
These reapers…these creatures are something else entirely. It’s
like their essence can’t stay for very long in this world. Not even
a single drop can stay.”

He stood up. “Maybe they
can’t either. We might not know much about them, but at least now
we know that they’re like other Netherworld creatures. I mean, they
can’t stay in the mortal world for too long. My guess is that the
reaper left suddenly because it had
to. Like it had already stayed too long and was
beginning to weaken.”

“So it took off,” said
Jenny hopefully. “If that’s true, then we can use it against them.
We need to trick them into staying longer so that we can finish
them off once and for all.”

Kara watched the optimistic looks on
her friends’ faces. But deep down, she knew these creatures were
different and more complicated than any demons they’d faced before.
They were powerful, much more powerful. But she didn’t know how to
word it properly.

David stood next to Kara. “I saw what
it did. I saw what it was doing to you, but then it stopped. How
did you make it stop?”

Kara had been wondering the same
thing. She had felt the creature’s indecision, as though it had
sensed something within her that it didn’t want to kill. What? Why
did it spare her?

“I don’t know,” said Kara
quietly after a few moments, and then she added under her breath,
“I have no idea, but I’m going to find out.”

She was beginning to fear that her
return as a guardian was in some way connected with the way that
the creature had pulled away from her. How could she be connected
to that soul-eating demon?

“Let’s find a source of
water and get out of this godforsaken town,” said Jenny suddenly.
“It’s giving me the creeps.”

“Same here,” agreed Peter.
“Ubercreeps.”

“Let’s check the nearest
hotel for an indoor swimming pool,” said Kara.

The four of them began their trek back
up the street. Kara knew that David was still watching her
carefully, but she ignored him and kept quiet. The pain in her back
acted up again, but she forced herself to stay calm and pretended
that it didn’t burn. She pretended that she didn’t feel the panic
that was slowly overwhelming her. What was going on? What was
happening to her?

The smell in the air suddenly changed,
and Kara recognized the cloying warm scent of death. She sensed the
wailing screams of thousands of captive souls again. She
halted.

And then she saw them.

Four reapers stood in the
street.
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The reapers materialized at the head of the street as if they
had sprouted up from the ground. Identical in size and choice of
weapon, they were a black impenetrable wall of evil and
death.

“You’ve got to be kidding
me,” David rubbed his hands on top of his head.

“Four reapers! What do we do now? Our weapons have zero effect on
these soul-suckers.” He looked nervously at Kara and then back at
the reapers.

“Any great ideas, people?
How do we kill these things?”

“They bleed gross black
stuff,” suggested Peter. “If they bleed, then maybe we can kill
them?” he added hopefully.

“Not with anything we have
on us,” said Jenny, pointing her arrows at them anyway. “Didn’t you
say that we might have a chance if
they lingered in the mortal world too
long?”

She looked at Peter but he didn’t
answer.

“Although it looks to me
like these guys just got here.”

“If we get back—and I’m
really, really hoping that we do—I’m asking Ariel for a raise.”
David laughed nervously.

“Well, at least now we’re
even. Gotta love these odds.”

“I wouldn’t call this
even.” Kara didn’t like the odds. These creatures were practically
unknown to the legion. She shifted her weapon nervously in her
hand, but she was sure it wouldn’t do much damage.

“I say that they can’t
hurt or kill us as easily as they did the mortals,” said David. He
sounded determined.

“Think about it, they
steal mortal souls, not angel souls. We can beat them.”

Kara hoped silently that David was
right.

The reapers moved apart with a ghostly
shudder. They screeched as they went, tearing and ripping the hot,
smoky air. Their long black robes curled like mist.

Kara felt a sting in her chest. If
only she still had her elemental abilities, perhaps she could be
more useful. She felt powerless, and useless.

The reapers began to circle around
them. But soon they were moving so fast that they became a black
blur. They became a circle of black smoke that kept rising and
rising until it formed a moving, circular wall.

They were trapped.

Piercing shrieks reverberated around
them, and Kara felt the screaming from inside her own head, as
though the voices from the lost souls were calling out to her. Like
a giant migraine, the screams were relentless and horrible. She
felt their sadness and agony again, and it pained her. Her knees
began to buckle, but she struggled to stand. She knew that if she
fell and let herself be taken, she would die. The reapers would
take her soul as well. They were the bringers of death.

The wind smelled of rotten flesh, and
the shrill, echoing cries of the trapped souls rose all around like
a thunderstorm.

“Make it stop! I can’t
take this anymore,” cried Peter. He covered his ears.

Kara shuddered at the fear in his
voice. She felt it too.

“You have to stay
together!” cried David over the loud screeching.

“Back to back! Get ready.
We can do this.”

They all obediently pressed their
backs against one another, until they formed a tight circle of
their own, weapons drawn.

Suddenly, a reaper broke from the ring
and materialized like a puff of smoke right in front of Jenny. In a
flash, it hacked its great scythe at her.

Jenny dodged and rolled just as the
tip of the blade sliced through her M-5 suit and into her flesh.
She came up behind the creature, and faster than a blink of an eye
she shot an arrow at the back of the reaper’s head.

But just as the arrow was about to
hit, the creature spun and deflected the arrow away with its
scythe. It had anticipated Jenny’s shot as though it had eyes in
the back of its head.

Then as quickly as it had appeared, it
disappeared in a puff of black smoke.

Jenny cursed as she armed her bow with
two more arrows.

“It saw me!” she said
through gritted teeth. “How could it see me?”

Peter pulled Jenny back next to him in
their protective circle.

Kara could see that David also had the
uneasy feeling that the reaper had some sort of sixth sense that
anticipated danger.

While the black, ghostly circle
continued to spin around them, individual reapers prodded their
scythes at them with quick jabs, teasing them. Their bodies twisted
and writhed. They screeched in delight.

Kara knew that if by some
miracle they were to survive this, they needed to get out of the
reaper’s circle and run.

Suddenly the reapers stopped. The
black smoke circle evaporated into the air. Their hooded heads all
turned and looked behind Kara.

David frowned. “What? What are they
looking at?”

“Die, demons!” cried a
voice from behind them.

Kara recognized the voice and tried to
call out to stop her. But it was too late.

Mousy little Sasha came hurtling
toward the reapers heroically. She threw a moonstone at the foot of
one of the reapers and smiled triumphantly at her perfect aim. The
moonstone exploded, and Sasha’s forward momentum carried her closer
to the reaper. In one fluid movement, the reaper swung its scythe
at the guardian angel, cutting her as easily as if she had been a
leaf.

Her severed body fell to the ground.
Millions of glowing particles rose in the air like tiny fireflies
and migrated to the reaper’s scythe. In a moment Sasha’s angel soul
was completely sucked into the weapon. The red blade shone as
though it were welcoming its new soul.

Her M-5 suit withered and blackened,
until there was nothing left but a pile of gray ashes.

Kara watched, transfixed and horrified
at how easily a guardian could die with the sweep of a reaper’s
scythe. Reapers could kill angels and ensnare their souls, too. Her
friend’s screams became disconnected and muffled, like in a dream.
And then she heard more shouting.

Raymond and Ling tore toward the
reapers with soul blades wielded in each of their hands. They were
oblivious to the gray ashes on the ground, oblivious to what
remained of their teammate. They hadn’t seen what had happened to
Sasha.

“STOP! WAIT!” Kara
yelled.

They kept running.

“No!” Kara moved forward,
but David pulled her back, his face tight.

“It’s too late for
them.”

Kara watched in horror as two reapers
moved toward Raymond and Ling. The reapers moved as one and swung
their scythes with such force and speed that Raymond and Ling
didn’t even flinch or stop.

Kara head a gurgle, a gag, and then
they were split in half from head to toe. Their M-5 suits peeled
away and fell over to their sides like banana peels. And then, just
as had happened with Sasha, their angel souls floated into the air
and drifted into the reapers’ scythes. Their M-5 suits became ashes
blowing in the wind.

While Kara had never cared for these
three guardians, she knew they didn’t deserve to die like this.
Were their souls truly dead, or somehow still alive and imprisoned
within the reapers’ scythes?

“This is our chance,” said
David. “They seem to have temporarily forgotten about us, like
they’re still enjoying their recent kills. It’s time for us to say
bye bye.”

“He’s right,” agreed Jenny
bravely. But Kara could see her angel essence was spilling out of
her side, and her skin was pale.

“Let’s get out of here
before they get greedy and put angel
soul back on their menu.”

As they turned and raced back up the
street, Kara looked over her shoulder. The reapers still hadn’t
moved. And then something struck her as odd. Where was Ashley? It
wasn’t like Ashley to leave her team behind. She was the team
leader; where could she be?

“We need to find water!”
yelled Peter.

“We’re in a giant desert!”
cried David. “There is no water!”

“Shut up you two,” howled
Jenny. “There are like a million hotels here.”

David turned to her, “Sorry to rain on
your parade, Jen, but it’s not like we have time to play the
tourist.”

“Not that, you idiot,”
argued Jenny.

“She means we’ll find
water in the hotel pools,” interrupted Kara as she ran.

“Thank Horizon! We’re
saved!” David made his way toward the nearest hotel, a giant, pink
building with two huge palm trees on either side of the front
entrance, and a sign that read PINK DUNES
HOTEL, SPA AND POOL.

Suddenly Ashley came tearing down the
street back toward the reapers. She was weeping
furiously.

“No!” she cried between
sobs. “I’ll kill you all! Demons!”

With her soul blade in her hand,
Ashley ran toward the four reapers, ready to die to avenge her
friends.

Kara knew it was crazy. She hated the
girl, and the girl hated her back. But somehow she spun around, and
in two great strides, she grabbed hold of Ashley’s
jacket.

“Ashley, they’re gone!”
Kara pulled the girl around to face her. “There’s nothing we can do
to help them. You’re going to get killed.”

“Let go of me—you freak!”
Ashley kicked and punched at Kara desperately.

Her voice cracked. “My—my team—my
friends. I have to help them. There’s still a chance!”

Kara slapped Ashley in the face hard,
harder than she had intended. It worked. Ashley stopped fighting
her.

“Ashley, listen to me,”
said Kara urgently. “They’re gone, they’re all gone. And we’ll be
joining them soon if you don’t come with me right now. Ashley? Are
you listening to me?”

Ashley staggered, dazed. She looked
like a lost, frightened puppy, not at all like the headstrong young
guardian Kara remembered.

“I…I told them to wait…I
told them to wait for me…” mumbled Ashley. Her lips trembled, and
her eyes were unfocused.

Kara looked over Ashley’s
shoulder.

The four reapers were coming up the
street toward them.

“Come on!” Kara grabbed
Ashley’s hand and pulled her into a run. She could see David,
Jenny, and Peter waiting for her at the hotel’s door.

Jenny moved forward and drew four
arrows, one for each reaper.

As the arrows whipped past Kara, she
stole a look behind her.

The reapers were so close now that she
could smell the rotten warmth of death again.

The reapers screeched in frustration,
angered that their next meals had run away from them. They had
tasted angel souls, and now they would stop at nothing to get
more.

A black tendril flashed past Kara and
was gone. Something tangled around her legs, and she and Ashley
both fell. Kara whirled around and shot her weapon straight into
the face of the first reaper. It shrieked and danced away, but
there were still three others, coming in fast.

Kara pulled Ashley to her
feet.

“Come on! We’re almost
there!”

The two girls ran in desperation. If
they fell now, they would join Sasha and the others.

Jenny continued to fire at the
reapers, and while it didn’t slow them down, it did distract them,
which was better than nothing.

And just when Kara thought her M-5
suit was going to explode, she and Ashley reached the hotel doors
and rushed inside. David pushed them out of the way and bolted the
doors shut.

“You think that’ll hold
them?”

David shook his head. “Not for long,
it won’t.”

“Hurry, this way!” called
Peter from somewhere inside the hotel lobby.

Under different circumstances, Kara
would have taken the time to explore the grandeur of the great
hotel and to marvel at its marble floors, grand crystal
chandeliers, giant staircases, and majestic rugs. But this time,
she only concentrated on pulling the distraught Ashley along with
her and putting as much distance as she could between herself and
the reapers.

Even before she saw it, the smell of
chlorine filled her nostrils.

They arrived at an Olympic-sized
indoor pool. Its pure blue waters were calm, and the soft murmur of
a pump sounded from below the water like the beating of a heart. No
one said much. They just wanted to leave the horrific place and get
back to Horizon a.s.a.p.

A blast thundered outside the pool
chamber, and the waters rippled.

“That was the front door,”
said David. “Everyone in! Now!”

He stood by the edge of the pool and
watched the door.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Peter
hurtled himself in the pool, shouting, “See you guys later!” And
with a brilliant splash, he was gone. Jenny jumped in after
him.

“Do you think they’ll spot
us here?” Ashley sounded as though all her happiest feelings had
been stolen. It was as though she had already lost her
soul.

Kara watched her but said nothing.
Although she still clung to her hand, Kara didn’t know what to say
to comfort her.

“You’ll know they’ve
spotted us when they screech,” David told her.

The reapers screeched.

“Told you.”

Kara saw them, black against the
white-colored hotel walls. The reapers raised their arms and turned
into coils of black smoke and shadow. She could sense them leering
under the shadow of their hoods.

Kara dragged Ashley to the edge of the
pool. She readied herself and gripped Ashley’s hand hard. She bent
her knees—

“Uh…Kara?”

Kara turned to David. “What? What is
it?”

The reapers reached the doorway of the
pool.

“Your…your
M-suit…”

“What about
it?”

“You’re not transparent
anymore.”

Kara’s mouth fell open.
“What?”

Before she had time to react, David
grabbed Kara’s free hand and pulled her and Ashley into the pool
with him.


 Chapter 11

An Old Enemy

 


 


 


Kara sat in the archangel Raphael’s healing chamber and tugged
at her skin. It had the same elasticity as before, the same smooth
texture. The only difference now was that the skin wasn’t
see-through. Her usual olive-colored skin color was back, just as
it was when she was a mortal and a guardian.

She was back to normal.

While she should have been relieved,
she wasn’t completely happy. There was still something that nagged
her. When she’d realized that David was right and that her skin was
back, she’d thought her memories would come flooding back, too. But
they didn’t. That part hadn’t changed. She stared absently at the
walls of Raphael’s chamber, trying to remember. It was like the
memories of before she died had been locked away in some room, and
she couldn’t find the key to unlock them.

Picking at her fingernails now, Kara
had to admit to herself that she was also a little bummed out that
she’d been dumped in the Miracles Division, and had not gone with
the others to the Department of Defense to debrief. She didn’t feel
any different, but she knew the legion was still nervous about what
had happened to her and where her true loyalties lay.

Although she was back at her duties,
and not in Tartarus, it was only because Metatron had believed she
was loyal to the legion. She knew that she and David had been
released only because she had made a deal.

And now, the archangel Ariel had
ordered her to remain at level three indefinitely because they
needed to know more about her sudden return to normal.

The only other guardian in the entire
legion who felt worse than Kara was Ashley, and she sat on the
opposite side of the room with her head in her hands.

Ashley hadn’t uttered a single word to
anyone since she’d arrived back to Horizon. The scars of what had
happened to her team were still clearly visible on her face. Ashley
sat slumped and silent with a dazed expression, like she was in a
dream and didn’t want to wake to face reality. Kara could see
plainly that Ashley blamed herself for the loss of her
friends.

Kara felt wrong to stare at Ashley’s
personal torment, as though she was eavesdropping on a private
conversation.

She heard the archangel in the
medicine storeroom down the hall, rustling through the chests and
drawers, unearthing the potions and creams that she would no doubt
be smearing over Kara at any minute.

“Kara, how do you feel?”
Raphael called out.

“Fine,” Kara called
back.

There was some muttering in response,
and then a moment later the archangel came into the chamber with
containers, vials, tubes, three potted aloe plants, and a bag of
what looked like salt.

Kara raised her brows. “Are you going
to prep me up for surgery? You really shouldn’t be wasting your
time on me. I said that I was fine. Truly, I feel great. Never
better. I swear.” Her face broke into a smile.

“Sure you are,” said
Raphael, unconvinced. She dumped the medicines on the table. “And
you shouldn’t swear.”

Kara kicked her legs under her chair
impatiently.

“What I
should be doing is
helping David and the others with this reaper business, not being a
lab rat. No offense,” she added with an apologetic grin.

“Look at me…I’m fine. I’m
better than fine. I look normal again. See?”

The archangel ignored her.

“David said that you were
experiencing some discomfort around your back. Stand up and lift up
your shirt please.”

Kara sighed loudly but did as she was
told. She lifted her shirt and waited uncomfortably while Raphael
inspected her closely.

“Hmm,” she heard the
archangel say. “I don’t see anything.”

“That’s because there is
nothing to see except a perfectly fine angel body.”

“Don’t be smart with me,
young lady,” said the archangel shortly. “It doesn’t suit you. Now,
stay put.”

Kara hung her head. She
was tempted to run out the door to join the others, but decided
against it. Raphael would be livid, and she knew that even though
she was back to normal, most of the archangels and angels in the legion still
weren’t too thrilled with her. They never were. She didn’t want to
give them more reasons to hate her.

She flinched as Raphael rubbed a cool
ointment on her back. She smelled raw onion and cabbage. It
reminded her of her mother’s beef stew.

She wondered how her mother was. She
missed her dearly. Had she said goodbye to her that morning before
she went off to work in the bookstore, before she died? Yes, she
had. That she remembered. But when she tried to recollect those
precious moments before her death—nothing. Her mind was an empty
box. The contents were missing.

“Are you almost finished?”
asked Kara as patiently as she could. She was frustrated more with
herself because she couldn’t remember how she died, than she was
with the archangel’s overly conscientious concern for
her.

“There. Now I’m finished,”
said Raphael finally. She pulled Kara’s shirt back down and turned
her around to face her.

Kara’s skin felt cool, as if the
archangel had rubbed Vicks VapoRub on her. And then she felt
nothing. “What did you put on me?”

“Ethereal E-3 non-stick,
Healing balm,” said the archangel as she
tightened the lid of a small container with green-colored cream
inside. “Not sure it’ll work, but it’s supposed to minimize the
effects of burns and cuts and help your angel body to heal faster.
It protects it with an extra layer.”

“Like an
M-Suit.”

Raphael smiled. “In a way…yes.” And
then her face was serious again.

“Any other pains or
bruises I should know about?”

“Nothing,” said Kara. “And
that’s the truth. Honestly, I feel as right as rain.”

“If you say so,” said
Raphael, smiling, but she still looked troubled.

Kara smiled. “Then I’m good to go,
right? I have to get back to the others. I’ve been dying to know
more about these reapers and how to stop them.”

The smile faded from the archangel’s
face at the mention of the reapers. “You know something about them,
don’t you? The reapers? What do you know, Raphael? Tell
me.”

Raphael set down the healing cream and
absentmindedly ran her fingers along the table’s smooth
surface.

“I know what I saw. It was
a very long time ago…over two millenniums ago…” She was silent for
a moment “maybe
even longer than that. Before the first age, before the creation of
man, before things changed.”

“Which is?”

The archangel pressed her hands down
on the table, almost as though she needed to steady herself.
“Reapers have always been servants.”

“Servants? Like the hired
help.” Kara’s eyes widened. “Okay, so they serve some demon
overlord from the Netherworld. Is that what you’re trying to tell
me?”

“Not entirely.”

Raphael looked down at the table.
“Reapers don’t suddenly appear like most demons. They have a
singular purpose. They follow rules—they are controlled—they obey
orders. They are faithful servants to their creators.”

Kara watched Raphael’s
face.

“Higher Demons control
them, right? I knew it. They created the reapers to kill us, to
kill angels.”

“No,” said Raphael, and
she frowned. “No. Demons didn’t create the reapers, something far
worse did. Something we archangels thought we had banished long
ago. But now I know that we were not successful. If the reapers
have reappeared, it means they’ll be joining them soon.”

Kara could hardly control her
curiosity. Her voice rose. “What will? What’s controlling the
reapers? I can’t think of anything worse than higher
demons.”

“Archfiends.” Raphael
closed her eyes. “Archfiends are the epitome of evil.”

“Archfiends?” repeated Kara stupidly.
She’d never heard of an archfiend.

Raphael’s eyes looked dark.

“Reapers were created by
the archfiends in a time when we were at war with them. Reapers
collected the souls of angels with their Scythes of Death, and
truly killed them in the process. Now these monstrosities have been
unleashed onto the mortal world. It should never have been allowed
to happen. We’ve been careless, and now we’re going to pay dearly
for our folly.”

“Archfiend…archangel,”
Kara began.

Raphael’s eyes flashed to
hers.

“Is there a connection?
The two sound oddly similar, like cousins. Is there a connection?”
she repeated.

Raphael fell into a chair, her
beautiful face tangled in a mixture of desperation and disbelief.
She dragged her long black hair into her hands and began to braid
it.

“Archfiends were a mighty
race of ethereal creatures that originated long before the
archangels, and long before the time of man. They were created with
a strong, and reckless lust for power and loved only themselves.
They were banished from Horizon soon after the archangels were
created.

The Archfiends believed they were gods
and wanted the creatures of the worlds to worship them. They were
jealous of the archangels.”

“So what happened?” Kara
bubbled with interest.

“There was a great war
that lasted five hundred years, mortal years if you will. I lost
many great friends in that war…”

Raphael’s gaze changed and her face
fell, like she was remembering some awful trauma.

“We were losing. The
archfiends were too powerful. We couldn’t match them in battle. We
decided to concentrate our efforts on banishing them instead. After many,
many years we contrived a way to keep the archfiends locked away
for all eternity. We were able to trick them, so that they were
transported to an exile beyond the planes of the Netherworld. Never
to rise again—”

“Until now.” Kara could
see that Ashley had been listening to the entire
conversation.

“Until now,” echoed
Raphael. She looked distant and was obviously still traumatized by
an event that took place eons ago.

Now Kara understood that the reapers
weren’t a new threat at all, but the return of a malignant old
enemy. And from what she could gather from Raphael’s reaction,
these archfiends might even be more powerful than the archangels
themselves.

“What’s the legion’s
plan?” Kara said.

She saw the look of defeat return to
the archangel’s face, so she continued,

“If the legion beat them
once, surely we can beat them again. And they haven’t broken out of
their prison yet, right? We’ve only seen the reapers, not the
archfiends, which means they’re still in there.”

The archangel held Kara’s eyes and
didn’t answer.

“Right,” said Kara,
puzzled. “Well, if they haven’t, then it means we still have
the upper hand. We just have to stop them from breaking out. We
need to figure out if they’ve got a get-out-of-jail-free-card, and
destroy it before they have a chance to use it. Whatever it is. I
know we can do this.”

Raphael forced a smile.

“I admire your courage,
Kara. I always have. You are a remarkable guardian.”

But then she rose from her seat as
though the conversation were over.

“I’ve been called to a
meeting with the High Council,” she said rather coldly.

“In fact, I really must be
going.”

Raphael came over and inspected Kara
curiously.

“Well,” she said, and put
her hands on her hips. “You truly are a mystery, but I just can’t
see anything wrong with you.”

“Then, can I go? I’m dying
to see the others.” Mostly, Kara wanted to see David, but she kept
that to herself.

“You may go,” said Raphael
with a smile.

With her angel body back to normal,
Kara felt she was invincible. And when she came to think of it,
since their arrival back, she had felt stronger. It was as though
she’d been given a dose of angel-steroids. She couldn’t explain it,
but she didn’t care. She was sure the archfiends’ situation would
reveal itself in more detail to her later.

Kara waved goodbye to
Raphael.

Ashley sat with her head down, looking
morbid and gloomier than before. Kara couldn’t believe what she was
about to say to the girl who hated her.

“Ashley,” said Kara, as
she moved toward the other guardian. “I’m sorry about your team,
your friends,” she began awkwardly. “I know you’re blaming
yourself, but it’s not your fault. It’s nobody’s fault. There was
nothing you could have done.”

Ashley gripped the sides of her chair
but said nothing.

“I know you were listening
before, you heard what Raphael said. We could really use someone
like you on the team. Are you up for it? You could come with me
right now.”

“Why don’t you just shut
up and leave me alone?” spat Ashley.

Kara pressed her lips into a fine
line. Just as she was about to tell Ashley off, to bellow out all
the new curse words that she’d learnt this summer from David, she
bit her tongue. The sadness that flashed on Ashley’s face caused
Kara to see and feel her pain. She thought of Lilith then, and her
own insides twisted with pain.

“I’ll leave you alone if
that’s what you want,” said Kara gently.

“That’s what I
want.”

Ashley turned away from Kara and
stared at her boots. Even though she acted tough, Kara could see
she was in torment.

The door swung open, and a giant
crystal ball rolled into the chamber. The tiny man with curly white
hair that looked like he was wearing a cloud maneuvered his crystal
ball effortlessly with his bare feet and stopped inches from Kara’s
face. A bright smile spread across his wrinkled face.

“Hello, hello! I’m oracle
# 779-MIND, from the Mental Health Unit, but everyone calls me
Doctor What, because what-ever it is, I’m going to find
it!”

He jumped in the air. “How lucky you
are! It’s not every day that a young guardian such as yourself gets
a visit from Doctor What.”

He puffed out his chest
proudly.

“I’m here for your psych
evaluation, Stacey,” said the oracle cheerfully, like Kara had just
won the lottery.

He pulled out a large magnifying glass
from the folds of his silver robe and began to inspect her
head.

“I see that you have a
very large frontal lobe, which could very well be the source of the
problem—”

Kara slapped the magnifying glass away
and jumped back in alarm.

“I’m not Stacey, my name
is Kara. And I think you mean Ashley.”

His eyes moved to Ashley, who
stiffened in her chair and stared murderously at the
oracle.

Kara bit her tongue to stop from
laughing.

The oracle winced.

“Oh, goodness me. My
apologies,” he said to Kara, “But are you really sure you
don’t need one? I
perform a whole battery of tests that measure an angel’s
intelligence, academic achievement, weaknesses, and recent and old
traumas. I have recommended specific strategies that have proven to
be helpful with dealing with the loss of team members, and in
evaluating angel disorders. My tests are especially beneficial for
younger angels who are not used to
such—”

“Uh—no thanks, Doctor
What. I’ve already had my psych eval this month,” Kara lied and
smiled kindly, hoping to run away before the oracle insisted she
stay.

The oracle scratched his head
aggressively.

“Suit yourself, Clara. But
remember, I am here to help!”

He rolled his crystal ball
toward Ashley, and she looked up at him with daggers in her eyes.
“Hello dear. I’m oracle # 779-MIND, from the Mental Health Unit,
but everyone calls me Doctor What, because what-ever is it, I’m—”

Ashley kicked the crystal ball with
her foot, and Doctor What went sprawling on the ground.

Raphael rushed over to the oracle and
helped him up. And as she came thundering toward Ashley, who looked
somewhat pleased with what she had done, Kara took that as her cue
to leave.

She bolted for the door and didn’t
look back. As she ran out of the chamber and down the corridor, she
could hear Raphael’s voice booming like a murderous thunderstorm
and reverberating off the stone walls. Ashley would be getting more
than just a psych evaluation now. Although Kara felt sorry for
Ashley, the girl was still a fool.

Kara reached the building’s front
doors, burst them open, and rushed out into the street where she
crashed into David.

She staggered and nearly fell, but
David scooped her up in his arms.

“I knew you couldn’t
resist me for very long,” said David with a sheepish smile on his
face. He drew her close, so close that she could have leaned her
head forward and kissed him if she wanted to.

Her body tingled at his nearness and
his touch. To feel another angel’s skin and body in Horizon was
electrifying. She felt it shooting down her arms and into her
fingers, tingling in her toes. She couldn’t get enough of
it.

But when she caught the many looks on
the faces passing by, she wiggled out of David’s embrace, but very
slowly.

“Stop. You’re embarrassing
me,” said Kara, with a smile.

“You know we can’t show
our…we can’t suggest that we feel…you know…what we feel for each
other. No one’s supposed to know, or at least suspect.”

David watched her for a
moment.

“You love me, admit it,”
he said. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say it back, but you can’t
fool me. I can see it in your face. You loooovvvve me.”

He shoved his hands in his pockets.
His face was more beautiful every time she looked at it.

Kara shifted uncomfortably.

“Focus please. We’re
angels, remember? Guardians.” She did her best to control her
feelings.

“So, Raphael let you go,”
said David, still smiling. “I knew you were fine. So very, very
fine.”

Kara shoved him playfully. “Stop that,
you idiot. Raphael could find nothing wrong with me, so I’m free to
go. By guardian angel standards, I’m perfectly healthy—”

A shot of searing pain stabbed her
between her shoulder blades. It was happening again, and this time
it was worse. She clenched her teeth and trembled as she forced
herself to stop from screaming.

“What was that?” David
could see she was in pain. “I thought you said you were
okay?”

The pain stopped, as quickly as it had
started.

“What was what?” she lied
and quickly changed the subject.

“Raphael told me some
interesting information about the reapers and who created
them.”

She recounted Raphael’s story about
the archfiends, glad that David’s interest in this new information
had distracted him from his concern about the stabbing pains in her
back.

She was torn about whether to tell him
that her memory hadn’t returned, and that the pain hadn’t subsided
but was getting worse. She decided not to worry him any
further.

David narrowed his eyes
suddenly.

“Why didn’t Ariel tell us
about these archfiends? It makes no sense. It’s like they just sent
us out there without all the facts. It’s not like her.”

“I don’t know,” said Kara,
who wondered the same thing.

“Maybe they were hoping to
be wrong? I’m not sure it would have helped us anyway. But the way
Raphael looked when she talked about them, I think they didn’t want
us little angels to know. I think they’re ashamed. Maybe it’s a
deep, dark secret that the archangels wanted to keep, and that they
believed they would never have to tell.”

“And now it’s out,” David
said.

He watched Kara for a moment, but his
mind was elsewhere.

“Well, CDD’s been given
the mandate to figure out how to seek and destroy the reapers,” he
said finally. “That’s why I’ve come to fetch you. Jenny and Peter
are waiting for us back at the unit. First, we need to figure out
where the reapers will strike next. Then we figure out how to kill
them.”

Kara raised an eyebrow.

“It’s not going to be that
easy. You saw how they killed the others. They have to have a
weakness. There must be something we just haven’t figured out yet,
that we haven’t seen. I’m sure of it.”

“How did the archangels
defeat them in the first place?”

Kara shrugged. “I don’t know, she
didn’t say. Maybe Ariel knows?”

David shook his head. “She doesn’t. If
she did, she would have told us.”

A group of oracles rolled by on their
crystals. “I wonder if the oracles know more about these
archfiends, and if they’re willing to tell. I know how secretive
and strange they can be with all the information that swims inside
their big brains. But I think it’s worth a shot to ask
them.”

“I agree,” said Kara. “And
I know exactly which oracle to ask.”

He might be able to answer a few more
questions that she was dying to ask, and he was someone whom she
could trust to keep them secret.

David smirked, impressed. “Pretty and
smart, a dangerous combination.”

“Shut up.”

“So, who’s the lucky
guy?”

“An oracle named Mr.
Patterson.”

Kara followed David out of the city
and down the forest path toward the elevator. She could think only
of the three questions she was dying to ask Mr. Patterson. Why
couldn’t she remember how she died? Why had she become transparent?
And why was she suffering from recurring pains in her
back?
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The Visitors

 


 


 


Kara, Jenny, Peter and David stood outside Old Jim’s
Bookstore. A dark, navy sky sparkled with bright stars. The moon
was full and spilled soft gray light over the quiet street and cast
long shadows. Yellow light trickled from the store’s windows, and
Kara could see a shadow moving on the inside.

The pain in her back was increasingly
worse. It hurt her just to stand, and she did her best to hide her
discomfort in front of her friends.

“He’s here,” said Kara as
she moved toward the front door. Ignoring the closed sign hanging crookedly on the
old wooden front door, she turned the knob and pushed
in.

Mr. Patterson sat on a stool behind a
glass counter. He looked up casually from his book as they
approached. His expression was contemplative and serious, as though
he had been expecting them. He measured them through his bushy
white eyebrows. And then he frowned.

“I knew I’d see you again
soon,” said Mr. Patterson, glaring at Kara, “since you never came
back from your trip to the park.”

He placed his book on the counter and
made his way toward them.

“I knew something had
happened. I had warned you, but you refused to listen. And now look
what’s happened. You’re an angel again.”

He threw his hands in the air
dramatically, and Kara could see the holes under the arms of his
plaid suit.

“You warned me that the
dead bat was a bad omen,” said Kara as she put her hands on her
hips. “That’s all I remember—”

“Never in all my time,”
rambled Mr. Patterson, and he began to pace about the
room.

Jenny jumped out of his way, and Peter
leaned against the wall and crossed his arms to listen.

“…not supposed to be so
soon,” he continued, “It’s not right. The time is just not right.
It wasn’t in the future. I didn’t see it! Why didn’t I see this?
What does it mean? What does it mean?”

“I hate to break up the
fight between yourself and yourself,” said David. “But we have
bigger problems. They’re called reapers. We thought—”

Mr. Patterson waved David to be quiet
and hurried over to Kara.

“What do you mean,
that’s all you remember?”

The cat was out of the bag. Kara
sighed. It was time to tell everyone the truth.

“Exactly what I said. I
don’t remember anything else. I can’t remember how I died. I
thought that with time I would, but I can’t. It’s like I know my
memories are there—I feel
them—but I just can’t reach them. Something’s
blocking me.”

Mr. Patterson’s reaction went from
disbelief, to irritation, and then to distress. Kara shifted
uneasily in his gaze. The room went still, and she could feel her
friends’ eyes on her.

“I thought you could help
me,” she said. “You did bring back my memories once before when we
used memory projection. I thought you could try that
again?”

Mr. Patterson considered her for a
moment. “It won’t work.”

“Why not? That sounds like
a great idea.” David looked puzzled. “Are you saying you
won’t help
her?”

“No, of course not,” said
Mr. Patterson, shaking his head. “Kara’s always been my charge.
She’s my responsibility and always has been. I’m sworn to protect
her.”

Kara blushed. She’d never heard Mr.
Patterson speak about her like this. She was pleasantly
uncomfortable. She’d discovered someone apart from her mother,
David, and her friends who cared for her. She could see that Jenny
was smiling at her.

Mr. Patterson paced the
room.

“But it’s not the same
thing, is it?” he said to the floor, lost in thought for a moment.
“This is different. When we used the memory projection on you
before, it was to bring back your memories as a mortal and to help
you see through the veil
of the supernatural. We projected memories onto
you as a guardian angel. That’s how it works. We used the crystal
to jump-start your memories—”

Kara was lost for words. She hadn’t
expected that response from him.

David turned to Mr.
Patterson, “But we are going to try it? Aren’t we?” he said.

It wasn’t a question. It was a
command.

Mr. Patterson’s face lit up. “You’re
right! Of course we are!”

The old man scurried over to his glass
case, rummaged through it, and then came rushing back with a
gleaming crystal ball.

“If we use just the right
amount of crystal propulsion, it might work. Here we go. Remember
now, it’s going to sting a little.”

He handed the crystal to
Kara. “But whatever you do…don’t
drop it.”

Kara clamped her hands tightly
around the crystal ball. The glass surface was cool in her hands.
She waited to have her brain zapped and to
feel and see from the crystal’s power. But nothing
happened.

Mr. Patterson’s face fell. “It’s what
I feared would happen.”

“You mean
nothing happened,” said
David angrily. Kara reached out and squeezed his arm, shaking her
head.

“Thank you, Mr.
Patterson,” she said as she let go of David and handed the crystal
back to the old man. “It was worth a try.”

Kara felt confused. She had thought
that it might work, but now she was back to square one.

Mr. Patterson eyed Kara curiously.
“Not remembering your own death as a guardian is a serious thing,”
he said gently.

Kara sensed the fear in his
voice.

“It is very usual, to say
the least. No, it is unheard of—”

“Not as unusual as coming
back semi-transparent,” said Jenny.

“Kara,” said Mr. Patterson
more urgently. “What happened that night before you died? Try to
remember. What can you see? I’m getting the sense that there’s
more. What else are you not telling me?”

She wanted to tell him about the
strange pain she felt on her back. But when she recalled that the
reaper had let her go, she feared the connection. She couldn’t talk
about it, not now, not until she knew more. She would figure it out
on her own.

“I can’t remember,” said
Kara.

 

She looked away from the old man’s
stare. “And there’s nothing else to tell. I was sort of transparent
before…but I’m fine now, as you can see. The archangel Raphael
cleared me for duty, so here we are.”

She looked at David. “David is right.
We have much bigger problems.”

She turned back to Mr. Patterson.
“What do you know about reapers?”

Mr. Patterson dropped his
crystal ball. “Did—did you say…reapers?”

“That’s it. The old man’s
gone senile on us,” said David. “Didn’t you hear me before? I
said reapers.”

Kara ignored David and bent down and
picked up the crystal ball.

“That’s what I said. We
encountered four of them earlier. We barely made it
out.”

“We made it out,” said Jenny, “But we lost three of our comrades.
The reapers are brutal. They just scythed through the other angels
like their bodies were made of butter. It was awful.”

Kara grabbed Mr. Patterson’s hands and
shoved the crystal ball back into them.

“We know that the
archfiends created them back when they were at war with the
archangels.” She ignored the surprised look on the old man’s face
and continued.

“We also know that they
were defeated and imprisoned. But now their masters have sent them
back. We’re hoping you know how to defeat them.”

Mr. Patterson stood for a moment. He
made his way toward the counter and placed the crystal ball back
into the glass case. He shrugged and placed his hands on the
counter, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t
know—”

“Great, that’s two strikes
so far,” said David grumpily.

Kara moved toward the
counter.

“But the legion beat the
reapers before. Surely you know of some sort of weakness, or
something we can use against them? I mean, how did they beat them
then, all those years ago?”

“We’re not sure,” said Mr.
Patterson as he scratched his head. “When the archfiends were
banished, the reapers disappeared.”

“Until now,” said Peter,
and everyone turned to look at him. He took off his glasses and
rubbed them with his shirt. “It’s only logical to assume that
with their return, the archfiends are back, too.”

Mr. Patterson’s face paled.

“I do hope you’re wrong,
my young friend. If the archfiends are truly back…that would
mean…”

He hesitated, as if he were unwilling
to admit what he was about to say, as though it was so terrible he
couldn’t begin to say it.

“What would it mean?”
pressed Kara.

David moved closer.

Mr. Patterson’s voice sounded
distant.

“If the archfiends are
freed, if by some miracle they have escaped, they will destroy
everything. The world will be consumed by darkness and fire. All
life will cease to exist, on earth and in Horizon. It
means—”

“It means that we’re in a
whole lot of trouble,” interjected David. “Like the end of the
world?”

Kara turned to Mr. Patterson. “What do
we do to stop them—?”

The bookstore’s front door
exploded open and a mob of squat, flat-nosed, sallow-skinned creatures with
wide mouths and glowing red eyes scurried
into the small shop.

Thick, leather-like gray
skin covered their repulsive hairless bodies. And the entire shop smelled of
rotten flesh and dung.

“Look here, the
Netherworld’s sent us gifts.” David’s hand slipped into his jacket.
“What are these butt-ugly rejects?”

“Imps,” hissed Mr.
Patterson. He raised his beloved bat from behind the counter and
held it like he was about to hit a homerun.

“So,” said David holding
his soul blade like a butcher about to carve a roast, “the
Netherworld threw up, and you guys came out, awesome.”

The largest imp growled, sending
strings of yellow spit across the floor. It held a small sword in
its hand. “Angels have always had too high an opinion of
themselves. And we’re going to put a stop to it.”

David threw back his head and
laughed.

“It speaks! Bless the
souls! The Netherworld’s garbage can communicate. Now I’ve seen it
all.”

And then they came.

Kara just had time to draw her soul
blade as an imp with the pointy ears and squished face of a vampire
bat came at her spitting and slashing with his dagger. She blocked
him with her arm and fed him with a kick in the gut. The imp
staggered backward and howled.

There were imps everywhere, crawling
up the sides of the walls and on the ceiling like big ugly
bugs.

One hung upside down from light bulb
and hacked at Peter who dodged and blocked every blow with his
blade. Peter looked as surprised at his skill as did the
imp.

Mr. Patterson beat two imps at once
with a powerful blow with his bat. The imps hit the ground and
exploded into dust.

Jenny planted herself in front of the
counter and shot the oncoming imps like dominos, one after the
next.

David slashed and kicked his way out
of a mass of imps, like he was parting the sea.

There were too many imps to count, and
when Kara looked at the front of the shop, she could see that they
kept pouring in from the doorway. Where did they all come
from?

A sharp pain burned Kara’s leg, and
she staggered backwards. The same imp with the squished-up face had
come at her again. She sidestepped and slapped her fist into the
creature’s back, sending it flying into the wall behind her. But
the imp spun around, spat some black liquid from its mouth, and
charged again. She kicked out high and hard. There was a sickening
crack, and the imp’s head did a one-hundred-and-eighty degree turn,
and it exploded into dust.

“Give us the key!” called
another imp with green skin and a gaping mouth. It lunged at Kara
like it hadn’t eaten in years, and she was going to be its first
meal.

Kara wasn’t about to become
imp-buffet. She stood ready and waited for the exact moment when
the imp moved in to bite her. She kicked it under the chin and
swung her blade into its back. The imp shrieked and danced
away.

Imps were everywhere, coming from all
sides. But Kara wasn’t afraid. She felt strong and empowered, as
though something inside had inspired her with new strength and
courage.

She swung her blade, madly slashing
and beating, while clouds of imp dust rose all around
her.

“What do they want?” she
roared at Mr. Patterson over the shrieking chaos.

His plaid suit was drenched in gray
dust, and his eyes were wild, but he swung his bat with a crazed
satisfaction, as though he was secretly enjoying
himself.

“The key,” said Mr.
Patterson as he swung his bat at an imp who had tried to sneak up
behind him. The imp detonated into a gray mess.

“The key? What key?” said
Kara, dodging another imp who came at her with a sword.

“I think I heard one of
them mention a key.”

Mr. Patterson didn’t answer. He kept
swinging his bat and yelling at the imps for destroying his
bookstore.

The same imp came at her again,
thrashing his sword madly. She stepped back and rammed her blade
into its chin and thrust it up into its brain. The imp’s body
burst, and for a moment Kara was blinded by the dust in her
eyes.

An imp fell on her from the ceiling
and got her in a headlock, all the while stabbing her repeatedly
with its short dagger. She jabbed her blade into the creatures left
eye, then flipped it over her on the floor and stepped on its
throat. She unsheathed her blade and brought it down into its head.
The imp shook and exploded into a cloud of gray dust.

Kara looked down at herself and
gagged. She was covered in the imp’s ashes. It was in her face, on
her hair, and even in her mouth. Kara spat the imp ashes from her
mouth. They tasted sour and flaky, like she had swallowed toilet
paper marinated in vinegar. It was utterly disgusting.

David climbed up a bookcase and hurled
books down at the imps, while Mr. Patterson screamed in outrage for
his beloved books.

Finally, when there were only a few
imps left, one with a patch over its right eye raised its fist and
called out, “We’ll be back! We’ll be back for the key, and we’ll
kill you all, angels!”

The last imps rushed out through the
front door and were gone.

Kara brushed the ashes from her hair
and clothes as best she could, but the more she rubbed, the more
the particles seem to want to stick. She wiped the ashes from her
eyes and looked around.

Everyone was covered from head to toe
in gray ashes, and the bookstore looked like a bomb had gone off.
Plaster dust and debris fell from the ceiling like snowflakes.
Bookcases were toppled over one another, and books were strewn on
the floor. Glass shards mixed with the remains of the imps lay in
piles of gray ashes between shredded books and wood splinters. The
bookstore was in ruins.

David spat on the floor and then
whistled.

“Wow, what a mess,
literally. There are imp leftovers
everywhere. Hope you have a good cleaning lady,
Mr. Patterson.”

His smug smile disappeared when he saw
the murderous look in the old man’s eyes.

“Is everyone okay?” Kara
inspected her friends closely. Although there were many deep cuts
and serious-looking gashes, overall they were fine. Mr. Patterson
didn’t have a mark on him except for some fluffy dust.

Kara wiped her hands on her jeans and
then moved toward Mr. Patterson.

“What’s this key they were
looking for? They seemed to believe they’d find it
here.”

She measured his face closely and
said, “I know you know what they were talking about. They tried to
kill four angels and an oracle to find it. Tell us, what’s so
special about this key?”

The old man looked at each of them in
turn. After a moment, he lowered his bat, straightened up, and
said, “They are looking for the key to unlock their master’s
prison. I am its keeper.”
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Mr. Patterson picked up his bat, climbed over the piles of
books and debris, and returned it behind his counter. He stood,
shaken for a moment, and held the sides of the counter to steady
himself. Then he untied his bowtie and tossed it on the
ground.

Kara had never seen her boss so
distraught. It was uncomfortable just looking at him. For the first
time since she’d known him, he looked lost. And if he was lost,
what did that mean for the rest of them?

David, Jenny, and Peter looked equally
confused.

Kara moved toward the
counter.

“Mr. Patterson, are you
okay?”

The old man lifted his head, “Not even
remotely.”

“Tell us what this all
means,” said Kara. She tried to hide the urgency in her
voice.

Mr. Patterson closed his eyes and
shook his head absentmindedly.

“The archfiends were
expelled from our reality thousands of years ago. The archangels
forced them into a barren dimension.”

“You mean the
Netherworld?” Kara looked at him.

“Yes, and no.” Mr.
Patterson opened his eyes.

“Beyond the Netherworld
there exists another plane, another dimension, a place of fire and
shadow, darker than even the Netherworld. And it is there that the
archfiends were exiled. All this time we thought we had
successfully banished them, and that it was impossible for them to
escape.”

“But they haven’t escaped,
not yet.” said Kara. “If the imps are looking for your key, it
means that the archfiends are still locked up.”

The old man looked
serious. “Yes, but the fact that they are aware of the key’s existence
and know where to
find it means they are planning something.”

“And if they get their hands on the key,”
began Peter, as he drummed his fingers on the counter, “they can
unlock their prison. Doesn’t that sound a bit too easy? If the
archfiends are as dangerous as you say, why didn’t the legion take
better care of how they banished them? Why didn’t they just destroy
the key? Why didn’t they destroy the archfiends?”

“That’s exactly what I was
thinking,” said Jenny. She leaned over the counter next to Peter
and picked up a crystal ball from the glass case.

“Because we
couldn’t,” said Mr.
Patterson.

He glared at Jenny. He took the
crystal ball from her, and then gently placed it back inside the
broken glass case.

“They were too strong, too
powerful. The only thing we could do was to banish them, to keep
them from doing harm. Which is what we did.”

“And the key?” asked
Kara.

“The key is part of it,”
said Mr. Patterson. “It’ll take more than just the key to unlock
their prison. There are other elements that need to work together
in order to breach the force field that confines them. We never
thought it possible.”

Mr. Patterson hit the counter with his
fist. “I still don’t understand how they can even contemplate an
escape.”

“Well, they’re thinking
it,” said David. “They must think that they can escape. They’ve
sent the reapers out, right? Which can only mean they’re getting
ready to break out.”

Kara knew David was right. If the
archfiends had released their reapers to clear the mortals and
angels out of the way, they were preparing their escape and knew
they could achieve it somehow.

Kara turned to her boss. “So how do we
keep them from escaping?”

Mr. Patterson shifted uneasily and
held her gaze. “They must never get hold of the key. No matter
what.”

“Sounds easy enough,” said
David. “Let’s just keep it hidden—”

A shrill cry of someone being attacked
echoed from outside.

Mr. Patterson moved over to Kara,
grabbed her elbow, and steered her to face him.

“The imps are coming back.
And this time there’ll be more of them.”

“Why am I not surprised?”
said David lazily.

“The key cannot stay with
me anymore,” continued the old man more urgently. His grip
tightened around Kara’s arm.

“They know I have it now.
The key must be
kept hidden and secret if we are to save our worlds.”

“Okay, we’ll help.” Kara
bobbed her head vaguely, a little confused. “Just tell us where it
is, and we’ll help you hide it somewhere—”

“No!” said Mr. Patterson.
“The key must be transferred into
the hands of another keeper. That is the only way
to keep it safe.”

Kara watched Mr. Patterson
closely. “Did you say into?”

But before he answered her, Mr.
Patterson grabbed a glass shard from the counter and slit his arm
from the wrist to the elbow. Instead of the bright, white essence
Kara was used to seeing in the wounds of angels, a silver light
spilled out of his cut. His arm disappeared in the bright silver
light.

He worked fast. He dropped the glass
shard and pried his skin open with his fingers. He rummaged inside
his arm like it was a carry-on bag, and he was looking for his
toothbrush.

“Stop!” cried Kara. She
tried to grab his hands, but he yanked himself free. “Have you gone
mad?”

And then Mr. Patterson withdrew a
brilliant crystal key from his arm. It was the size of his palm and
had a shield engraved into it. It looked like the archangel’s
symbol of two wings sculpted into a bow. Etched all around the
edges were symbols and letters written in a language she didn’t
understand.

“This is the key,” said
Mr. Patterson.

David cursed loudly, and Kara eyed it
curiously.

“I bet that hurt,” she
said.

Mr. Patterson reached out and grabbed
her wrist. She felt a small electric shock. But before she could
ask him what he had done, he grabbed David’s soul blade.

“Hold out your arm
Kara.”

Kara looked at him, stunned. “Excuse
me?”

“You are the new keeper,”
he said simply. “Hold out your arm, quickly now. We don’t have much
time.”

Kara expected David to save her from
Mr. Patterson’s sudden madness, but he gave her a short smile and a
nod. Jenny and Peter nodded, too. Somehow, there was a silent
agreement amongst them that she should be the new
keeper.

Kara knew she couldn’t refuse. But she
wasn’t sure she was the best candidate.

“Mr. Patterson,” Kara
began, speaking as fast as she could. “There’s something I didn’t
tell you. Since I’ve been back I haven’t just lost my memory—I’ve
also been experiencing pain—”

“There’s no time!” Mr.
Patterson glanced over his shoulder as though expecting a new horde
of imps to crash into his bookstore at any moment.

“Give me your arm! Make
haste! Hurry!”

Kara held out her arm and flinched as
Mr. Patterson sliced up the inside of her forearm. Her angel
essence spilled out like sunshine. She felt a tug and watched,
transfixed, as he tucked the crystal key under her M-suit
skin.

He pulled his fingers away, and Kara
felt a sudden white-hot pain. The key was burning her from the
inside.

“It’s burning!” she cried
and shook her arm violently. The key popped out of her arm and fell
to the ground.

Mr. Patterson jumped back in alarm,
recovered quickly and scooped up the key again.

“What just happened?”
David asked Mr. Patterson. “Is that normal?”

Mr. Patterson gazed at Kara, but she
knew what he was going to say.

“The key has rejected you,
Kara,” said Mr. Patterson.

He looked at Kara
curiously, as though there was something about her that he wasn’t
saying. Something confused him. If the key rejected her, it could
only mean that somehow she
was bad.

Kara pressed down on her
open wound. “But why? Why would the key reject me?”

Mr. Patterson studied the crystal key.
He looked up at Kara and said, “I’m not sure.”

But just when she thought he was going
to explain himself further, he grabbed Peter and sliced open his
arm. Peter yelled in protest, but Mr. Patterson shoved the key into
his arm, just as he had done with Kara.

Everyone was quiet, waiting to see if
the key would reject Peter. And when nothing happened, Mr.
Patterson let him go and stepped back.

“There! The new keeper,”
he said, relieved.

Peter didn’t look relieved at all. He
felt desecrated. He looked at the wound in his arm like it was a
huge infection.

Kara wondered why the key had rejected
her, but had accepted Peter.

Mr. Patterson pressed down on Peter’s
skin to stop the essence from seeping out.

“Penny, take that bowtie
and wrap it around his arm,” he said pointing his head at Peter’s
arm. “As tight as you can. We don’t want the key to fall out
accidentally, before the skin has time to heal. Hurry.”

Jenny held the bowtie taut for a
second, like she was about to strangle Mr. Patterson. “It’s Jenny,
not Penny.”

Moving fast, she wrapped the bowtie
around Peter’s arm until it was bandaged completely, and his angel
essence was intact.

“There…” Mr. Patterson
stepped back and admired his handiwork. “How does that
feel?”

Peter moved his arm and
ran his fingers along the bowtie-bandage. “Like I’ve been
violated. It doesn’t
hurt, but I feel it. It feels like I have a foreign object inside
my arm like a tumor.”

“Perfect! The key has
accepted you as its new keeper,” said Mr. Patterson and then he
added, “Quickly!”

Mr. Patterson jumped over the piles of
rubbish and headed toward the door.

Kara held her arm with her hand. She
felt a little annoyed, even envious, that somehow she wasn’t good
enough to be the keeper of the key—that Peter was a better
guardian, one without fault, one that wasn’t tainted.

“Are you all right, Kara?
You look like you’re about to punch someone or want to punch someone,” said
David.

He held up a dirty old
shoelace.

When he saw Kara’s puzzled expression,
he added. “From one of the old man’s shoes. It smells like onions,
but it’ll do.”

“What will do?” she asked
and frowned.

David tied the shoelace around Kara’s
wound. He wrapped it tightly enough to keep most of her essence
from seeping out.

Kara moved her hand over her laced-up
arm. “Thanks, David.”

“Now you can’t ever say
that I’ve never done anything for you,” he said,
smiling.

He looked serious again and said, “I
know what you’re thinking.”

Kara raised her brows. “You do, do
you…? Do tell.”

“You’re thinking that the
key didn’t accept you because you were marked. And that somehow this has
made you different; that you will always be different.”

Kara wished she were back in her
mortal body with David, alone and away from the key, the imps, and
the reapers.

“I see,” she said, a
little embarrassed. “I’m like an open book to you—”

“The imps will be back,”
said Mr. Patterson suddenly.

“They’ll be back with a
new scheme and with reinforcements. Imps are the most conniving
tricksters in all the worlds. Their capacity for chaos and
destruction is limitless.”

His voice rose to a higher pitch, and
he raised his hand in the air. “The earth’s energy is changing.
Hurry! You must leave now.”

Kara had no idea how her
boss could feel the world’s energy change, but she believed him.

The others ran to the door and onto
the street. Kara halted near the door and stood next to Mr.
Patterson.

“What do we do with the
key now?”

Peter kept waving his arm around. He
just couldn’t get used to the key lodged inside him. He looked like
a rabbit in front of a snake. He was terrified.

Mr. Patterson looked at
Kara.

“Keep it safe. And
whatever you do, they mustn’t discover that Peter has it. It’s
better that you tell no one else, not until I’ve figured out what
to do.”

He ushered her out. “Now
go.”

Kara suddenly felt a cold shiver pass
through her. She was worried about the old man. “What will you
do—?”

The ground shook and moaned. The road
opened up like a giant mouth, and in an explosion of rock a monster
the size of a bus burst out of the hole.

It looked like a cross between a
centipede and a scorpion, and it spat out pavement chunks like they
were flour. It had rows of bulbous red eyes and sharp mandibles as
long as swords.

The creature hissed, spraying strings
of yellow spit like a sprinkler. And where the acid spit landed on
the road, the pavement sizzled, smoked, and dissolved.

As if that weren’t enough, thousands
of angry imps began to crawl out from the hole behind the
monster.
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“Oh, great, the imps brought a pet,” said Kara, and when she
turned around, Mr. Patterson had disappeared.

“Kara! Let’s go!” cried
David from the middle of the street. “Get out of there.”

“I can’t leave him!” she
yelled back.

But when she searched the bookstore,
Mr. Patterson was gone. Maybe he had left through the back door?
Frowning, Kara turned her attention to the colossal bug.

The giant centipede creature scurried
toward the bookstore. Its eyes burned with hatred and hunger. Its
body rolled and spurted as it moved, leaving a wet, slimy residue
behind. The beast was moving fast. She saw what appeared to be
straps, crisscrossing the beast’s underbelly. That’s when she
realized that twenty imps armed with curved daggers were saddled on
top.

On the ground, more imps poured into
the street like an army of ants. Soon David, Jenny, and Peter were
drowned in a wave of shrieking and spitting foes again. Could the
imps sense the key? Peter’s life would be in great danger if they
did. She had to help them. But she had to protect her boss,
too.

Kara pulled a soul blade from inside
her jacket and stood her ground. As the creature neared, its foul
breath nearly knocked her unconscious. The rancid smell burned her
eyes and her skin, and she blinked furiously through her blurred
vision.

The giant insect halted for a moment.
Buckets of drool spilled onto the sidewalk and burned holes into
it.

“Give us the key, oracle
filth. Or die!” challenged one of the imps saddled on the
centipede. It had a large scar that cut across his face and his
belly. The others sneered and laughed, kicking their legs against
the creature’s belly as they urged it on toward her.

Kara moved to the center of the
doorway. She raised her weapon.

“If you don’t want to join
your dead friends, I’d suggest you go back to the hole you crawled
out from.”

She doubted she could harm the giant
insect with her puny blade, but she had a feeling Mr. Patterson
needed time to escape. She would give him that.

“Stupid angel,” laughed
the same imp. It pointed its black, curved weapon at her like a
finger.

“No matter. We
will get the key from
the oracle.”

It laughed again and then licked its
lips.

“And when we free our
masters, you are all going to die. You and all of your beloved mortals, this
miserable world, and all that’s in it will burn. Free the Dark
Gods! Seize the key!”

“Seize the key! Seize the
key!” cried the other imps.

“Free the Dark Gods!” they
chanted.

“The eighteens!” cried
another.

Jenny had two arrows in her hands and
was using them like swords, perforating the imps like
balloons.

Peter kicked and stabbed the imps that
came at him like giant mosquitoes. He was fighting well, despite
the fact that he had new fear and new responsibility.

David was closer to Kara, and he
kicked, punched and sliced his way through the imps as well as he
could. But it was like being attacked by a swarm of wasps. The imps
were everywhere. David disappeared under a wave of imps. Her
friends were drowning in imps.

“You’re not getting the
key,” she called out.

She hoped these creatures couldn’t
sense that the key was inside Peter’s arm, and that she was a good
enough actor to make them believe Mr. Patterson still had it with
him.

The imp howled in laughter and then
pointed to itself.

“We will get the key,” it said. “And when the eighteens comes,
this world and all the other worlds will belong to our
masters.”

Before Kara could wrap her
head around what the eighteens
was, the imp yelled a command and the giant beast
lunged forward.

Kara threw herself out of the way just
as the giant worm burst through the front doorway and took out the
front wall of the building as it did so. Its grotesque body
wriggled and climbed over the debris. The building shook, and the
roof started to move. It was going to come down.

In a moment of panic, Kara jumped to
her feet and thrust her blade into the beast’s torso. She dragged
the blade all the way down its side, and thick yellow liquid oozed
out of the great gash and burned into the ground. The centipede
staggered and howled in anger. It bucked off three of its riders
who burst into ashes as they were crushed. The giant bug rolled and
thrashed, sending walls and concrete slabs crashing down in an
avalanche of building materials.

As Kara tried to retrieve her weapon,
a chunk of concrete came crashing down on her. She stumbled
backwards, but her legs were trapped under a mass of
concrete.

The imp-riders cheered as they steered
their beast toward her. She pulled and pulled, but it was no use.
It was like trying to move a bus. She was trapped.

She looked up. The centipede-scorpion
reared up on its back legs. Its gaping mouth revealed rows of
teeth. It was so close that Kara could see right into its maw. Tiny
fangs circled around its throat all the way down inside its
cavity.

Desperately, Kara searched the ground.
She grabbed a brick the size of a shoebox and hurtled it straight
into one of the beast’s eyes. Its eye exploded like a squashed
tomato.

It was livid. It struck out like a
bullet.

Kara rolled to the left just as its
giant mandibles sliced her hair and part of her jacket. The beast’s
hot breath burned the back of her neck like an acid shower. She
turned her head. Yellow spit spilled onto the concrete that pinned
her down, protecting her legs from the beast’s acid
saliva.

“The eighteens!” cheered
the imp-riders.

Kara pulled at her legs. She felt
something tear, but she couldn’t break through.

“Uh—guys—a little help
here!” she yelled over her shoulder.

But no one came.

This couldn’t be happening. She
couldn’t die in the jaws of a giant worm.

“Tear her apart, Sentini,”
said one of the imp-riders. “Eat her angel-flesh until there is
nothing left. Destroy her!”

The beast widened its jaw and lowered
its head. Its red eyes gleamed with hunger as it was about to feast
on her.

Kara braced herself for
impact—

And then there was a flash of white
light.

The ground shook, and Kara blinked,
half expecting to be ripped to shreds. But the creature lay on its
side. It twitched as coils of white electricity sparked around its
body.

“Go back to the
Netherworld, you devilings!” Mr. Patterson appeared on top a pile
of rubble with a shimmering crystal ball in his right
hand.

“Get a taste of
this!”

He threw his crystal over Kara’s head,
and it crashed into a mass of imps. There was another great white
light, then nothing at all. No ashes. Nothing. Twenty imps just
vanished into thin air.

“Mr. Patterson,” said Kara
as the old man came rushing over to her. “You shouldn’t be
here.”

“And you should take
better care of yourself.”

Mr. Patterson kicked an imp in the
gut, and the creature keeled over.

“Peter, help me lift this
off her.”

David and Peter appeared behind Mr.
Patterson. They ran over to Kara and gripped the stone block. “On
three. One. Two. Three.”

Together, they raised the concrete
slab. Kara slipped her legs from under it before it came crashing
back down. Jenny helped her up.

“Get her out of here!”
said Mr. Patterson angrily as a new wave of imps appeared. The
giant centipede stirred, like it was waking.

“I can’t leave you here
with them. They’re going to kill you,” said Kara. “They think you
have the key. You have to come with us.”

“No.” Mr. Patterson pushed
her away. She could see that he had another crystal in his
hand.

He looked at Peter. “You must get the
key to safety. That’s all that matters. You must not fail.
Go!”

Before Kara could protest, David
grabbed her arm, and they broke into a wild run. Kara stole a look
over her shoulder and saw her boss disappear under another wave of
imps.

She wanted to kill every last one of
those filthy creatures.

“Stop. Stop!” cried Jenny.
She pointed behind them. “Look. They’re not following
us.”

It was true. The imps weren’t
following them. They were tearing apart what was left of the
bookstore. They thought the key was hidden there.

“The key’s more important
to them than we are,” said Kara. She felt as though she had
abandoned her friend.

“He’ll be fine, don’t
worry,” said David, as though he read her mind.

“Oracles are full of
surprises. He’s probably got some backup plan. He’s probably
leading them on some wild goose chase right now. I’m sure nothing
will happen to him.”

“I hope you’re
right.”

Kara stared at her old place of
employment. She could hear glass shattering and loud metal tearing
as the centipede moved through the ruined building. It crawled out
through the other side and then back through the opening that had
once been the roof. It was searching for something.

“Let’s get out of here
before the imps change their minds, and figure out I’m the one with
the key,” pointed Peter. “There are too many of them.”

David patted him on the
back.

“I have to agree with you
on that one, my friend. Come on, the legion’s got some serious
answers to give us. I want to know what the heck is going on. And I
need a pay raise!”

They ran down the street
together.

But just when Kara thought they were
home free, a burning ache exploded in her head. She staggered and
fell to her knees. A ringing noise blasted in her ears like the
howling of a home alarm system.

She could see David standing above
her. His lips were moving, but she couldn’t hear what he was
saying. She tried to stand, but her knees shook, and she fell
again.

The pain on her back burned between
her shoulder blades again. She was so hot. She yanked her jacket
from her shoulders and tossed it to the ground.

She could feel her skin starting to
tear. As it ripped she could feel some kind of transformation.
Something was growing out of her and swishing behind her like a
cape.

And when she stood she didn’t see the
shocked impressions on her friends’ faces. She was too busy staring
at the two great wings that sprouted from her back.
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Jenny dropped her bow.

“Oh. My. God. You’re a
fairy!”

She rushed over and inspected Kara’s
new wings.

Wings? Fairy?
Kara could hardly believe what she saw. How could
she have grown a pair of wings? Had this ever happened to another
guardian before?

It was difficult to see them clearly
since she couldn’t turn her head around, but she could see well
enough to see that she did, in fact, have wings. Large wings,
almost as tall as she was and twice as wide, at least ten feet
across. The wings were black, thin, and strong. They looked like a
mix between the wings of a butterfly and a bat, or maybe even a
dragon.

Without knowing what she was doing,
Kara flapped her wings. She flew three feet forward, staggered, and
nearly fell. With some effort, she managed to stand still and
counterbalance the weight of the wings on her back. They were
heavy. It felt like she was carrying a fifty-pound
backpack.

She stood up on shaky legs, scared and
excited at the same time. Steadying herself, she concentrated and
realized that she could move the wings easily. With just the hint
of a thought—they moved.

She flapped them again and again,
balancing herself, until she could stand normally and use her wings
for balance. They were extremely strong. It would take some time to
get used to them, but she could already feel the change in her. The
wings just moved naturally, like they’d always been a part of her.
The thought of sprouting wings made her queasy, but the sensation
of actually having them was electric. She felt solid and
strong.

And then her memory began to trickle
back, piece by piece, from some part of her mind she hadn’t been
able to reach. She saw the yellow, cat-eyed creature that had
injected her with a substance that would transform her when she
came back from the dead. She knew that she would become something
dark.

She felt David’s eyes on her, and her
chest tightened. What if he despised her again?

She didn’t ask for this. Her new wings
had somehow triggered her memories.

A demon or creature had violated her.
It had injected her with some substance that made her grow a pair
of wings. At first she was afraid that she’d feel evil. But how can
you feel evil? Aren’t you just evil without knowing you are? She
was confused.

Kara was scared. So far she felt
almost the same as before, which was a good thing. But what would
happen later? Would she become a creature of darkness? Would she be
some bringer of death and hurt her friends? How would they react
when she told them the truth?

“This is extraordinary!”
Peter rubbed his glasses repeatedly like somehow they were making
him see things that weren’t possible. He frowned and pushed his
glasses back up his nose.

“How is this even
possible? Angels don’t have wings! Everyone knows that it was
always a myth. It’s inconceivable. It’s crazy.”

“Well, she just grew a
pair.” Jenny looked enviously at Kara’s new wings. She made a
face.

“I wish
I had wings. I’ve always
wanted to fly, you know. I always wanted to be a fairy, too, like
Tinkerbell, and sprinkle fairy dust.”

“Can you fly? Please try
to fly, Kara. Come on. Let’s see you try.”

Kara didn’t want to test her wings
right now. She wanted David to say something. She needed him to
speak before she could do anything. Slowly, she turned and looked
at him.

His face was troubled. She could tell
he was worried. He didn’t despise her, but she couldn’t read his
face.

“Kara,” said David
finally, his voice grim and low. “What aren’t you telling us? I
know you’re hiding something else, besides the wings. I can always tell. I can see
it in your face.”

He watched her and said, “You remember
now, don’t you? You remember how you died.”

Kara nodded solemnly. “I do. I
remember everything.”

Kara recounted the events of the night
she died. She told them about the dead bat, about wandering into
the forest after David, and finally about the mysterious man, and
how he injected her with a substance.

David frowned. “You know that wasn’t
me, right? That night in the forest?”

“I do now,” answered Kara,
remembering the hateful remarks from the David-imposter.

“And after he injected
you, he said that you would transform into something else,” said
David, observing her wings. “Into something strong, of unmatched
power? What the heck does that even mean?”

“He said he was giving me
back what was mine,” said Kara. “Or something along those lines. I
remember him saying that I would have darkness inside. I think that
whatever he did is going to make me evil or something. I know it’s
something dark. I can feel it. And then he said that I needed to
die to make it happen. I needed to die and come back for the
transformation to work.”

She suddenly lost her excitement about
growing a pair of wings.

David moved around her slowly and
inspected her wings more closely. He looked at an area below her
waistline, and he smiled.

“Why are you looking down there for?” Kara spun around,
flustered and angry, and suddenly extremely
self-conscious.

David’s
smile widened. “’Cause. I was just looking to see if you’d grow a
tail—ouch.”

Kara
punched him in the chest.

“Not funny,” she said grumpily, and her wings spread out
automatically, as if they acted on her anger.

She
stood there, embarrassed, not knowing how to fold them
back.

“Well, to grow wings,”
noted Peter, “it doesn’t seem too harmful or evil to me. I’m sure
the legion won’t be too alarmed. They’re just wings, and you’re
still you, Kara—”

“No.” David lost his
smile; his voice rose. “We’re not telling them.”

Peter looked at David. “Why not? Maybe
they could help?”

“I said no.” David
narrowed his eyes and watched Kara when he spoke.

“We don’t know what
this is
yet, and until we do, we don’t tell anyone,
especially the legion. Don’t you guys remember what happened when
they found something different about her before? The Mark? Her
elemental powers? Remember what they did?”

“They locked her up in
Tartarus,” said Jenny, looking gloomy.

She gave Kara a small pout. “So not
cool.”

“Exactly.” David looked up
and down the street. “We’re not taking that chance again. We’re not
telling them about the key and we’re definitely not mentioning
Kara’s new wings.”

Peter raised his hand. “Just a second.
Let’s think this through.”

He scratched his head and then looked
up, his eyes wide. “Raphael. I’m sure the archangel Raphael would
help us. She can keep a secret, and she’s always had a soft spot
for Kara. She’ll help us.”

“Peter’s right,” said
Kara, feeling a little less apprehensive. “I know I can trust
Raphael. She’s like my second mother.”

“It’s too risky,” said
David, shaking his head. “Raphael’s my friend, too, and I know
she’ll want to help us—but her loyalty is to the legion. If she
feels, for just a moment, that Kara’s wings represent a threat,
she’ll report her. They’ll lock her up again. And I don’t know how
easy it’ll be to break you out this time around. They’ve tripled
the guards at the prison.”

Kara sighed heavily. She knew that
David was right.

“So, what do you suggest
we do? It’s not like I can hide
these things. They’re gigantic.”

She fluttered her wings, staggered,
and balanced herself again.

“They’re huge, and I’m not
even able to control them yet—not really.”

“Be right back.” David
took off down the street and headed for a building with the sign
KNOBS & KNOCKERS, the local hardware store.

Jenny frowned. “What’s he up to now?”
She picked up her bow and slung it on her back again.

“I don’t know.” Kara
watched as David kicked open the front door and disappeared inside.
“But he’s up to something.”

“Well, he’d better hurry.”
Peter looked toward the remains of Old Jim’s Bookstore.

“The imps won’t stay there
much longer. Sooner or later, they’ll figure out that Mr. Patterson
doesn’t have the key anymore, or that it’s just not there. And
they’ll be coming this way. I don’t want to be here when they
realize I have
it.”

For the first time Peter looked
miserable.

“He shouldn’t have picked
me,” he said softly. “I’m not strong and brave like you guys. David
should have been the one, not me.”

“Well, he’s not,” said
Jenny. “Mr. P. picked you, Peter. Don’t second-guess him or
yourself. Besides, the key accepted you, right? That means
something.”

Peter seemed a little more contented
to know that Jenny believed in him.

Kara covered her face with her hands
and spoke through her fingers.

“This is just the weirdest
day I’ve ever had. I grew a freaking pair of wings. What’s next? A
tail?”

A sudden chill passed through her, and
she shivered. It was like something shadowy had started to cloud
her mind, but when David reappeared the sensation
stopped.

He held out his hands.
“Bingo.”

In his right hand was a roll of duct
tape, and in his left a bundle of black cloth.

David dropped the bundle of cloth,
stripped a piece of tape, and held it between his hands. “We’re
going to tape you down, baby.”

“You’re going to what?”
Kara’s voice rose, and she stood with her hands on her hips. “David
McGowan, you’d better explain yourself. And don’t call me
that.”

David’s raised his brows. “What?
Baby?” He laughed. “I’m going to tape down your wings.”

Kara glowered. “With duct
tape?”

“Duct tape has a bad rap,”
said David as he moved behind Kara.

“It’s awesome. I duct
taped the floor of one of my old cars once. Hard as metal.
Impressive stuff. My grandfather used duct tape to fix a hole in
his boat. It lasted a good year before it took on water, and he
drowned. Never mind.”

“Duct tape…” said Kara
again.

Jenny and Peter both took a step
back.

David reached out toward Kara’s wings
and then hesitated.

“Listen, you’ve got two
options. I use the duct tape on you and pin your wings back…or you
show up back in Horizon all fairy-like, and then for sure they’ll
throw you back in Tartarus. Your choice.”

Kara made a face. He was
right.

“It’s not really my choice
at all, is it?” she said after a moment. “I never asked for this,”
she added softly to herself.

David reached out and touched the top
of her right wing.

Kara cringed and felt a slight tingle
at his touch.

“Sorry,” he said, a little
embarrassed. “Can you fold them back? It’ll be easier that way.”
And then he added, “And lift your arms.”

Kara managed to fold her wings on the
second try. She stood still with her arms in the air and watched
David’s face as he whirled around her with the duct tape until he
had spun a sticky, tight web around her middle. She was glad she
didn’t need to breathe, because this was tighter than a corset. It
was more like armor.

The tips of her black wings peeked
from below her waist. She didn’t know how they would hide that
without taping her legs. She’d really be like a mummy
then.

When he had finished she immediately
regretted her decision to go along with him. She felt trapped, and
she hated it.

“Now for the grand
finale.”

David shook the black cloth open. It
was long and waved in the light breeze.

Kara dropped her arms to her sides
when she realized what he was doing.

“It’s a cape,” she
said.

David threw it over her shoulders and
tied it at her throat.

“I found it in last year’s
Halloween section, part of Dracula’s outfit. There. It’s perfect.
It covers all of you.”

He stood back and admired his
work.

Jenny grinned. “Apart from the two
lumps on your back, it does hide most of the wings. I think it’ll
work.”

Kara didn’t hide her disappointment.
“I look like a witch.”

“If witches looked like
that,” said David, grinning sheepishly, “then I’d be in a whole lot
of hexing trouble—”

“Guys,” Peter held up his
hand. “You hear that?”

They all listened
carefully.

“I don’t hear anything,”
said Jenny.

“Exactly.” Peter turned
his attention down the street. “I don’t hear the imps anymore. We’d
better go.”

They headed toward the garden pond in
front of a white house with the red door. They had used it
before.

Initially, Kara was constrained by the
weight on her back and the unnatural tightness of the duct tape.
But soon she picked up speed and started to catch up to
them.

But there was another reason she was
hanging back. She couldn’t shake off the feeling of dread that was
growing in the pit of her soul.

Why had she grown a pair of wings?
What was the mysterious substance that had been injected inside
her?

Her transformation had begun. But how
would it end?
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Kara walked through CDD, with David, Peter, and Jenny acting
as her bodyguards. She knew they were trying to hide the two humps
on her back, but she had a feeling they were drawing more attention
to themselves this way. And with the constraint of duct tape around
her, she felt like she was walking like a penguin.

Still, they made it to the meeting
table without anyone asking any questions.

At first Kara hadn’t noticed how
unnaturally quiet it was, but when she took the time to look around
she saw that most of the unit was missing. Papers littered the
ground. Many of the chairs were upturned, and most of the
holographic screens were turned off. It was like most of the unit
had upped and left in a hurry.

Ariel sat alone at the great table.
She leaned heavily on her right hand and watched the holographic
screen in front of her.

She looked up as they approached. She
looked even more tired and a lot worse than the last time Kara had
seen her. Her usually bright hazel eyes were red, and a darkness
had settled below them.

“Good, you’re back,” Ariel
rubbed her eyes with her fingers. “I was getting worried something
had happened to my best team.”

“As you can see, nothing’s
happened,” said Peter, a little too hastily. David shot him a look
that silenced anything that he might have wanted to add.

“I’m glad,” said Ariel.
“We have so much to do…so few of us left…so little
time…”

She trailed off. Her eyes went back to
her screen. There was such a sadness about her that it was starting
to make Kara uncomfortable.

Kara shared an uneasy look with
David.

They moved nearer to the archangel so
that they could get a better look at what was making her so
gloomy.

The screen showed the same map of the
world that it usually did. But when she inspected it closer, Kara
could see that there were red dots over nearly every major city.
And the longer she looked, the more the red dots multiplied and got
bigger. Some filled up an entire country.

“Ariel, what’s going on?
What are all those red dots?”

Ariel’s face darkened.

“The reapers’ wrath. The
red dots represent the cities where the reapers have stolen the
souls of the mortals, and where human bodies have become hosts to
the denomites. The epidemic is so grave that we’ve lost entire
countries now: Algeria, Congo, even Mexico.”

She closed her eyes. “We just don’t
know how to stop them. And the more we try new approaches, the more
we fail, and the more angels we lose. I’m at a loss.”

“But where is everyone?”
Kara looked at Ariel. “Are they all out fighting the reapers? Are
they on search and rescue missions?”

“They’re killing us. The
reapers are killing us.”

Ariel shook her head and stared back
at the screen. “I’ve sent them to their deaths…to their true
deaths.”

Her voice lowered. “They never knew
how to defend themselves against such a merciless, evil threat. I
can’t keep sending out units without more facts.”

“How many teams did you
send?” David’s voice rose. “How many?”

“Thirty,” answered Ariel,
her voice shaking.

Kara and David shared a sidelong
glance.

“And how many returned?”
asked Kara, sensing something horrid.

Ariel’s face was contorted in pain,
and if Archangels could cry, Kara would have seen tears rolling
down her face.

“Only you.”

Kara felt like she’d been punched in
the gut. One hundred and twenty guardians had lost their lives. It
was a huge loss to the legion.

Kara counted the guardians who were
left in the room. Fifty. Fifty-four if she counted her own
team.

“What about Ashley?” she
asked.

“She is still under
Raphael’s care. I don’t know if Ashley will ever return to CDD. Her
own loss was too great, and from what our healer has told me, she
may never recover.”

If Kara had lost her own team, she
would probably have reacted exactly like Ashley. If David were
lost…

“I’m sure we’ll see more
guardians come back,” said Jenny hopefully. “We only just got here,
and we made it. I’m sure there’ll be more. You just have to be
patient. There are a lot of good guardians out there.”

Ariel looked at her, but her eyes were
unfocused and far away.

“Yes, and I’ve sent them
to their deaths,” she said darkly.

But then the archangel seemed to
recover a little, and she focused on the small group as though she
had only just really seen them.

“Gabriel is training as
many new recruits as he can, but I’m not sure how effective they
will be,” said Ariel. “He’s building a new army. My teams are
supposed to track and analyze the reapers—to find a way to destroy
them. What’s the point of building an army if we don’t understand
who we’re fighting against?”

She hesitated. “There are only seven
reapers, and yet just one can take down all of my units. I fear…I
fear…”

But then she smiled when she said, “Is
that some new kind of uniform you’re trying, Kara? A cape? Looks
rather silly if you ask me, something maybe David would
try.”

She laughed again, but it sounded more
like a desperate cry than a laugh.

Kara shifted uncomfortably, and tried
to shrink behind her friends. The archangel was looking at the hump
of her wings. Did archangels have x-ray vision? She really hoped
they didn’t.

Ariel folded her hands on the table.
“What do you have to report? Please tell me that my best team has
discovered something. Do they have a weakness?”

David dropped his blade on the table.
It resonated oddly in the nearly empty chamber.

“Well, we know that none
of our weapons work on the stupid reapers. It’s like everything we
threw at them had no effect. We didn’t even slow them down. They’re
like super-demons, and we suck.”

Ariel nodded absentmindedly. “I was
afraid of that. What else?”

“And we were attacked by
imps,” said Peter.

“Imps?” Ariel’s eyes
widened. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah,” said Peter, “and
they brought with them a giant—”

Kara kicked Peter in the shin and his
face fell.

“A giant what, Peter?”
demanded Ariel in a commanding voice.

“A giant pain in the
butt,” laughed David. “That’s what.”

Ariel was still curious. “Tell me more
about these imps.”

“Well,” Kara began, “we
don’t know why, but they just showed up with the reapers,” she
lied. “We took care of the imps and were able to control the
situation very easily.”

Kara felt terrible about lying to
Ariel, but she had made a promise to Mr. Patterson. And she was
going to keep it, for now.

The archangel measured the group
intently. She knew they were hiding something from her.

“Imps, you say,” repeated
the archangel. “Imps don’t just show up for no reason. They are not
like your regular demons. They must have been after
something.”

Her eyes went to Kara’s shoulders and
settled on her hump again. But just when Kara thought that the
archangel was about to ask her to remove her cape, a beeping sound
came from her computer.

“Gabriel’s requested the
four of you to level two immediately.”

Ariel brushed her fingers over the
keyboard.

“You will help him train
the new CDD guardians. I have faith in your abilities. I’m sure
you’ll all make great coaches.”

“Super,” said David
gloomily.

He slipped his soul blade back inside
his jacket pocket. “Just what I wanted, more rookies to
train.”

“Not just
any rookies,” said
Ariel. “The only ones who volunteered that showed enough skill to join CDD on
such short notice.”

She pushed her chair back and stood
up.

“This is not a request.
Don’t make me repeat myself, David. Get a move on.”

Without another word, Kara and the
others crossed the chamber and stepped back into the elevator. Kara
was glad to be away from Ariel. She could have sworn that the
archangel could see under her cloak.

As the elevator descended to level two
something kept playing over and over in Kara’s mind. Something
nagged her.

“Guys,” said Kara,
breaking the silence. “The imps kept saying the Eighteens. Do you know what they meant by that? Are the
Eighteens demons?”

Peter shook his head. “I’ve never
heard of the Eighteens.”

“Can’t say that I have,”
said David.

“Me neither,” said Jenny.
“What do you think they are?”

Kara shrugged, and wiggled under the
tightness of the duct tape around her abdomen. “I don’t know. But I
have the strong feeling that the Eighteens, whatever they may be,
are linked to the key somehow. Maybe the Eighteens are the
archfiends? It could be their numbers, like there are only eighteen
of them left. It would make sense.”

Jenny shrugged. “Who knows?
Maybe.”

“Eighteen, the legal age
to drink,” said David as he leaned against the back panel with a
goofy smile.

Kara ignored him.

“Maybe if we find out more
about the reapers and the archfiends, we’ll know more about the key
and the Eighteens.”

She feared that the Eighteens were the
Dark Gods, something much worse than the reapers.

The doors swished open, and Kara
stared at the bright red dunes of Operations. Jenny, Peter, and
David jumped off the platform and landed in the soft red sand. But
Kara remained where she was.

David realized that Kara wasn’t beside
him.

“Kara? I don’t think it’s
wise to make Gabe wait…especially now. The dude’s got a temper to
match his size.”

Kara shook her head.

She could see the tan-colored primate
who operated the elevator watching her. Its fingers twitched
anxiously around the CLOSE door button.

“I’m not coming with
you.”

Peter crashed into Jenny’s back, and
they both turned around.

“What do you mean
you’re not coming?”

David walked up to the elevator. “You
heard Ariel; we have to do this.”

“I know we do,” said
Kara.

She tried unsuccessfully to reach an
itch somewhere between her new wings.

“But I’m not going.”

“Why not? You’re not
making any sense.”

“I have to go and check on
Mr. Patterson. I don’t expect you guys to understand, but I just
have to. I just do. I have to make sure he’s all right.”

“Kara,” said David, “he’s
an oracle. Of
course he’s all right. He’s probably smoking his pipe and having a
pint of beer at the local pub. Wish it were me. Trust me, the guy’s
totally fine.”

But Kara had a horrible feeling that
he wasn’t.

“I have to,” she said
after a moment. “I just do.”

David stood still for a second. “Fine,
then I’m coming with you.”

He stepped into the elevator, but Kara
pushed him back.

“You can’t.”

“Oh, yes, I can,” pressed
David. “If you’re going, then I’m going.”

“We’re coming too!” echoed
Peter and Jenny.

The elevator operator
frowned.

“No,” said
Kara.

She raised her hands in protest,
“Especially not you, Peter. You can’t go back there…not after,” she
raised her brows and looked at his bandaged arm.

“I appreciate it guys. I
really do. But you have to stay here and do what Gabriel says.
Hopefully, he won’t notice that I’m gone—”

“I seriously doubt that,”
argued David. He crossed his arms over his chest.

“Excuse me,” said the
operator, raising his eyebrows like he wished he were anywhere
else. “Make up your minds. I’m on a time frame. What will it
be—in or
out?”

David was so handsome when he was mad
that Kara was tempted to lean in and kiss him. But instead she
leaned over and pushed him out of the elevator.

“Out,” she said with a
playful smile. “And don’t look at me like that, David. You guys
stick together. I’ll be back before you know it.”

“How do you expect to use
the vega tanks without Ariel seeing you?” noted David. “It’s not
like there are a lot of angels using them at the moment. She’ll see
you.”

Kara turned and spoke to the operator.
“Level one, please.”

She turned back to David and said,
“I’m going to use one of the pools at Orientation.”

She hadn’t thought about how she was
going to get back to Mr. Patterson, not really, until she said it
aloud. And as she said it she could sense it was all coming
together.

She waved to her friends, and the
doors closed in front of David’s face. She had the feeling he was
going to pry the doors open and pull himself in. But he
didn’t.

The doors stayed closed.

 


A few minutes later, Kara shuffled
down Cedarview Street like a battered penguin. Having wings was one
thing, but being duct taped like a mummy constricted her every
movement. She would have to tear the duct tape off.

Kara wobbled past houses, shops,
cafés, and the little parks in between. The sun rose and the street
took on a warm orange hue. However, there were no smells of baking
bread, coffee, or the sounds of doors opening and cars rushing by
to work. The devastation told a different story.

The once quaint and neatly kept rows
of houses and shops looked as though an army of giants had trampled
over them. Everywhere she looked, walls, roofs, windows, and doors
littered the street and sidewalks. Dust and debris coated
everything like the ashes from a volcano eruption. From what she
could tell, there was no sign of life. There was no sign of imps or
reapers either. She felt like she was walking through the set of a
post-apocalyptic movie; everything was barren and
ominous.

Kara shuffled as fast as she could,
scrambling over boulders and glass in the street. When she reached
the last block, she slowed. She had to move carefully now. She
might not be able to see or sense the reapers or the imps, but it
didn’t mean that they weren’t hiding somewhere in the
rubble.

But her fears weren’t just about Mr.
Patterson. Her fears were also about herself.

She could feel her transformation more
deeply now. It seemed her body and soul were slowly accepting the
changes—whatever they were. But with the change, with the wings,
there was also a darkness. She could sense it. At first she was
thrilled, because she’d believed that the fiery ball in the pit of
her being from which she drew her elemental powers was
back.

But soon after she felt it, she knew
it was different. It was cold.

She stared at her hand and
remembered the traces of gold light that had once covered her palm
and fingers. Whatever was happening to her now wasn’t elemental. Kara soon started
to feel dread. She feared the future and longed for things that
once were. What was she changing into?

She finally stood in front of what
remained of Old Jim’s Bookstore. Two brick walls stood, open to the
sky above. The only evidence that it had once been a bookstore were
the hundreds of books that littered the debris and spilled onto the
street. Bricks, wood splinters, and fragments of plaster covered
the floor, as though the walls had caved in on
themselves.

Kara carefully stepped over the front
door and peered in for a closer look. She’d always loved the quirky
bookstore, but a tightness formed in her chest at the
devastation.

“Mr. Patterson?” she
called, as quietly as she could.

Her voice carried too loudly across
the rubble. She waited and then called again. “Mr.
Patterson?”

Silence. The longer Kara waited, the
worse she felt. She tried to think positively. Mr. Patterson was an
oracle who could take care of himself. But where was he? If he had
been here, he would have answered.

The street was too quiet, and it
unnerved her. Had the imps gotten a hold of him? What if he lay
hurt and dying under a pile of rock? Was Mr. Patterson
dead?

A scream cut through the
silence.

The hair on Kara’s arms rose. It came
from the building next door. It wasn’t Mr. Patterson, but it was
the desperate and agonizing scream of a young child.

Kara shuffled as fast as her
constricted body and legs allowed her. The building next to the
bookstore was still standing. She entered through a large gap in
the wall and stood in the rubble of what had once been a living
room.

She smelled rancid sulfur. There was
something rotting in here, and it wasn’t the garbage. She stepped
over lamps and cushions, and stopped to examine a picture frame on
the ground. A family with a young blond boy of around seven or
eight years old smiled back at her through the broken glass. An
old, green-carpeted staircase led to a second floor above.
Carefully, she picked her way over a fallen couch and stared at an
empty kitchen at the other end of the building.

As Kara strained for any
sudden sound, an ache began to sting on her back. She realized then
that it was her wings that hurt. To be taped down for hours was probably not a good
thing for her or for her wings. How odd, to even think of such a
thing. She wondered if the cape would still hide them if she took
the tape off. What would Mr. Patterson think if he got a good look
at her?

THUMP.

The sound came from upstairs, like
something heavy had just fallen on the floor above her
head.

Kara ran up the staircase as fast as
she could. She nearly tripped over the body of a man whose black
empty eyes stared up at her blankly. His hands were slashed and
bloodied like he had fought to protect himself. It was too late for
him, but maybe she could save another.

She heard a whimper and followed the
sound. She peered through a doorway into a bedroom.

A little boy stood against the far
wall clutching a stuffed animal, like somehow it was going to
protect him. Blood poured from a cut above his blue eyes, and his
face was red and wet.

A woman lay at his feet. Her black
empty eyes stared up at the ceiling. The pained expression on her
face told that she had failed in her last attempt to protect her
child. She still clasped a kitchen knife in one hand, while her
other hand was wrapped around the leg of a crib.

And when Kara looked inside the crib,
she held back a scream. The lifeless body of an infant lay on his
side, staring at her with black soulless eyes.

Suddenly a reaper stood in the middle
of the room.

The top of its head grazed the
ceiling. Its long shadowy robe rippled and moved in tendrils of
black smoke. It pointed a single rotten finger of exposed flesh at
the boy, as if telling him that he was next.

Its red eyes were barely
visible, but it watched her. Its red scythe glimmered with the
helpless faces of the thousands of souls it had reaped.

Kara cringed not only for the pain of
the souls reflected in the blade, but also from her own fear of the
darkness and death that emanated from the reaper.

Its wet, gaping mouth
moved. It spoke directly to her mind. She could hear the darkness
of the voice of death.

Come to
me, said the voice inside her head.
Come to me.

And then she felt the cold
fire and nightmare darkness that she had felt on their first
encounter.

She wanted only to run and
hide, to escape from the clutches of such evil and death. She
was transfixed. The creature had some sort
of hold on her. She felt her own angel
essence breaking like shattered glass as the cold feeling washed over her like a thick fog and clouded her
mind with blackness.

But at the sound of the
boy’s cries, the cloud lifted, and she could concentrate again. She
pushed away the darkness. She had to save the boy.
Save the boy.

“Get away from him!” cried
Kara.

She reached inside her cloak for her
weapon, and she cringed. She had forgotten it in Raphael’s chamber.
She cursed. How could she have been so stupid?

“Help me,” whimpered the
little boy. His face was wet with tears, his eyes wide as he
pleaded for Kara to save him.

The reaper stood between them. She
knew that as soon as she made a move, the reaper would be on
her.

She had to save the child.

She rushed forward, leaped over a toy
truck, and tripped over her cape. She stumbled to the ground,
tangled in her disguise. She reached out for the child, but the
reaper moved more quickly.

“NO!” Kara screamed. But
it was too late.

In one great swing, the
reaper’s scythe slashed the child’s body across his abdomen.
Red and black mist coiled from the blade and
reached out to the boy. Brilliant light particles seeped from the
boy and moved to the scythe as it sucked the life of him. The light
particles entered the blade where they turned into an exact replica
of the little boy’s face.

The boy cried out one last time. His
large and frightened eyes clouded over and then turned black, as
though a switch had been turned off. The boy fell to the ground,
lifeless. His head hit the side of the crib with a crunch, but he
didn’t feel it. He didn’t move again.

He had become trapped forever in the
reaper’s scythe.
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First Flight

 


 


 


“No!”

Kara struggled against her cape. In a
fit of madness and rage, she ripped it off and tossed it away. She
jumped to her feet. Her fear had been replaced by hatred. The
reaper would pay for murdering this family. She wanted it
dead.

And yet, she had no idea how to kill
it. Nobody did.

Even though she was alone on an
unauthorized, selfish mission, it was still her mandate to figure
it out. It was the least she could do. She needed more time before
it killed her. If she could study the creature, she might be able
to find its weakness. Maybe the answer had been staring her in the
face. Stall it. That’s what she needed to do. Stall it, and learn
from it.

Hoping the reaper couldn’t read her
mind, she faked a leap forward, spun around, and dived out of the
bedroom door. Even though she was still bound in tape, she felt
freer and more agile without the cape. She leaped over the body of
the dead man, but just as she thought she had escaped, the reaper
caught her legs.

Kara went sprawling into the broken
glass at the bottom of the stairs. She heard a loud rip and felt an
immediate release around her chest. The duct tape had ripped, and
she could feel her right wing move more freely.

She squirmed and kicked, trying to
break the reaper’s hold on her. She slammed her fist into its thigh
as hard as she could. The creature moved back, but his grip didn’t
loosen. She was ensnared in black tendrils that issued from the
creature’s cloak and body like extra-long fingers.

The reaper loomed over her.

Her plan of stalling seemed more and
more foolish the longer she struggled against her shadow bonds. She
was going to die.

But then she felt a flutter ripple
through her. At first she thought it was her elemental powers
coming back, answering her desperate call for help. But instead of
the electrifying warm elemental power—this feeling was cold. Black
cold. She could sense it, but she didn’t surrender to it. It
frightened her. It frightened her more than the reaper.

She curled her hand around a shard of
glass and thrust it at the creature’s head. But it dropped its
scythe and caught her hand before she could even get close to its
contorted face. The creature was too fast, but she had distracted
it, and it loosed its grip on her.

She jumped to her feet and used her
momentum to spin around and kick the reaper in the legs. The reaper
was surprised and stumbled back into the wall. Before it had time
to react, Kara slammed her feet and her fists into his chest and
head, again and again. The reaper turned on her in frustration,
grabbed her by the throat, and hurled her across the
room.

She flew through the front window and
fell onto the debris in the street below.

Okay. The creature was mad.

Kara stood up and picked a few shards
of broken glass from her M-5 suit.

The reaper stepped casually out of the
broken window, the scythe at its side, and its haggard, rotten face
raised in hatred and defiance.

It’s really going to hurt
now, isn’t it? thought Kara.

The creature’s robe spilled out in
swirls of black smoke behind it. She could hear the souls pleading
from within the creature’s skin and scythe. She steadied herself.
She would go down fighting.

The reaper raised its scythe above its
head.

There was a pop behind her, and the
last of the tape tore off.

Kara’s wings fluttered behind her. It
was such an exhilarating feeling that she temporarily forgot about
the ugly reaper.

Kara stretched out her wings and gave
them a hard flap. The force drove her to her knees, and her face
scraped the pavement.

Kara spat out the gravel in her
mouth.

Obviously, having wings was not as
easy as it looked on television.

She expected the reaper to use this
opportunity to strike her down. But when she stood up again,
straining to keep her wings from making her fall again, she
gasped.

The reaper was on his knees. He was
bowing to her like a knight would bow to a king. His scythe lay on
the ground in front of him. It was almost as though the creature
thought that she was his mistress.

But that was absurd.

And just when Kara thought things
couldn’t get any weirder, a ball of white light hit the reaper
square in the chest. It exploded, and the reaper howled and fell to
the ground. The white light coiled around him like wild
electricity. The stench of burnt flesh and tar rose into the air
around her, as the reaper’s body smoked and sizzled.

“Kara! Kara!”

Kara turned around.

Mr. Patterson came running toward her,
smiling proudly at his successful attack on the reaper.

But then his smile was lost, and his
eyes widened at the sight of her. He staggered and then halted in
front of her. His crystal weapon slipped from his hand as he paled
in shock and bewilderment.

“What in the name of
Horizon?” began Mr. Patterson, blinking, “…Bless the souls…how…how
can this be? You have wings!”

“Yeah, I
noticed.”

Kara took his hand in hers and smiled,
relieved that he was okay. “I’ll explain later.”

She turned quickly when some motion
caught her eye. Although the reaper’s body still smoked, it grabbed
its scythe and stood up. The vapors diminished, and in a flash of
black smoke the reaper was gone.

“How did you do that?”
Kara turned and faced Mr. Patterson.

“What weapon did you use?
I’ve been dying here, trying to figure out what we can kill it
with, and whatever you used…well, it worked. It didn’t kill it, but
it hurt it. We’re going to need a lot more of whatever
those were.”

“Mr. Patterson? Why are
you staring at me like that?”

The old man stared at Kara in
wonder.

“You have wings. You
have wings.” He
hesitated for a moment and then said, “Kara, why do you have wings?”

Kara remembered events fully now, and
she recounted them as fully and articulately as she
could.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell
you before,” she said finally. “But I couldn’t remember what had
happened to me. And now I have these things.”

With a single thought, she spread her
wings as easily as spreading her fingers. It had become second
nature to her. She didn’t know why, but she felt proud and happy to
have her wings. It wasn’t her elemental power…but it was something
different and exceptional. And no other guardian had wings—except
her.

Mr. Patterson examined Kara’s wings
closely, mumbling to himself as he poked and prodded them. He
couldn’t believe that they were real.

“I don’t know what the big
deal is,” she said, shifting uncomfortably as the oracle continued
to examine her.

“I mean, for one thing,
I’d always thought angels had wings…you know, like everybody else,
I suppose. I’ve seen pictures. There was this giant painting in my
grandmother’s house of two children playing and in the background
there was an angel watching over them. The angel had wings. Anyway,
it’s what I thought…before I became one.”

Mr. Patterson stopped
examining her and said, “Angels don’t have wings.”

“Yeah, I got
that.”

Kara was unsettled by the old man’s
tone. It was almost as if having these wings frightened him. But
what was so frightful, and why?

“And they just grew, like
a weed,” he said, “right there in your back?”

“Yup.”

“Astonishing,” said Mr.
Patterson. “If we weren’t in such a pickle already, I might have
found this truly astounding. But from what you told me, being
injected with a substance without your consent, and the means by
which it was done, and by the creature you describe…I’m afraid it
could only mean one thing.”

Kara spun around. “What? Tell
me!”

Mr. Patterson said softly,
almost to himself, “There has only ever been one creature which was created with
wings. Just the one…”

“What
creature?”

Mr. Patterson dismissed her with a
wave of his hand. “Never mind that now,” he said.

Since he was obviously not going to
answer her question, Kara asked instead, “So what happened to you?
Where are the imps and that giant insect-like creature they had
with them?”

“Gone. Some destroyed,
some not. They finally gave up the search for the key and returned
to their foul home. I wanted to give Peter and the rest of you
enough time to escape.”

“It worked.”

Something occurred to Kara. “What
about my mom?”

“She’s safe. She’s back in
Horizon training the rookies.”

Kara had to know. “So, are you going
to tell me which creature was made with wings? I think I have a
right to know, don’t you?”

Mr. Patterson ignored her.

Finally he said, “I might
be wrong, but I think we need to figure out how to
remove them.”

“Remove them?” Kara took a
step back, her voice loud and angry.

She folded her wings back. Intuitively
she knew she had to save herself from mutilation.

She glared at Mr. Patterson, but when
she saw that her impulsive fury had confused him, she felt
ashamed.

“I mean…is that going to
hurt? I just started to get used to them.”

She knew he was probably right. Even
though she liked the idea of having wings, she knew that removing
them might be the only way to stop the transformation.

“To be perfectly honest,”
said Mr. Patterson, “I just don’t know. But what I do know is that
angels don’t normally grow wings. It’s never happened before.
Whoever did this to you obviously had dark plans for
you.”

Mr. Patterson paused for a moment
before he continued, “I can see that you wanted a different answer,
Kara. But these wings are not good news. I’m sorry Kara, but I’m
afraid the wings have to go. If we can remove them at all
without…”

“Without what?”

“Here I go again,” said
the old man, “I’ve said too much.”

He scratched the top of his head, and
then his eyes broadened like he had just remembered
something.

“Quickly, back to the
bookstore!”

“What? Wait!” Kara
balanced herself awkwardly as her wings spontaneously flapped
behind her in reaction to her sudden outcry.

Mr. Patterson scrambled up the pile of
rubble that had once been his bookstore. While he was distracted,
she took the opportunity to try out her wings. Just a
little.

She unfurled her wings, and they
caught the air immediately. She hovered just above the ground. She
angled her wings downwards and touched back down softly. It wasn’t
as easy as she had first thought. How did birds do it? Well, she
wasn’t a bird and had no real instinct for flight…or did she? It
did feel natural. But that was crazy…wasn’t it? How could that
be?

She tried again.

She pushed down with more strength
this time, and her feet lifted off the ground. As she felt gravity
start to pull her back down, she pulled her wings up and pushed
down again, harder.

She was flying!

Kara laughed as she surged upwards.
She was flying, up twenty feet…thirty feet…forty feet. Forty feet
in the air, hovering like a bird of prey. If this was how birds
felt, the great feeling of spirited flight, then she envied them.
She remembered a dream in which she was flying. It had always been
her favorite dream, the way it made her feel free and
untouchable—this was like her dream.

It was an incredible feeling to fly.
Her wings moved now, up and down. It was coming naturally to her
now. The world from above was incredible. She could see clearly now
the destruction the reapers and imps had wrought on her town. It
looked like a thousand elephants had trampled the
buildings.

She was surprised at how much she
could see, how far her sight could reach from so high up. Was that
also because of her wings? Was the change giving her hawk
vision?

She felt the pull of her wings hard at
work. The air whistled in her ears and rippled through her wings.
With the breeze rustling her hair and the warm sun’s rays tickling
her face, she never wanted to go back down. She wanted to stay up
forever—

“KARA! GET DOWN HERE THIS
INSTANT!” Mr. Patterson, the size of a hamster from where she
looked, shook a fist at her.

“Are you mad? The mortals
will see you!” he hissed. “You’re not invisible!”

Right. The mortals.
She had forgotten about the mortals.

In a moment of panic, Kara folded her
wings and fell forty feet to the hard pavement.

It hurt. It hurt a lot. It hurt a lot
everywhere. Kara moaned, as she lay spread-eagled on the cement
sidewalk.

“Have your newly acquired
wings affected your mind?” asked Mr. Patterson. He tapped his toes
impatiently.

“What were you thinking?
Anyone could have seen you. Can you imagine the disaster—the impact
if you had been seen? We’ve already been hit with a cataclysmic
invasion of reapers. We can’t afford to go around changing history,
erasing mortals’ memories. Too much is at stake here already.
There’s just no time for that.”

Kara pulled herself to her feet, still
a little shaky from the fall. Her wings were fine, but her knees
were bleeding.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I
wasn’t thinking.”

“Obviously not.” Mr.
Patterson watched her with narrowed eyes.

Kara shrugged. “I didn’t
think the mortals could see
my wings. You know, aren’t they
blind to the
supernatural?”

“Yes, they are,” agreed
Mr. Patterson. “They cannot see your wings…but they can see
you.”

Kara’s face fell. “Oops.”

Mr. Patterson’s anger faded away at
the sight of her injuries. He sighed.

“Well, we have to clean
you up before more demons and imps smell your essence and come
looking for you. Let me fetch my first-aid kit. I can’t do much,
but I can stop more of your essence from spilling out.”

He walked back across the toppled
remains of his precious bookstore searching for the first-aid
kit.

Kara followed him.

“So, what were you looking
for before? When I first got to the bookstore?”

Mr. Patterson pulled out a small white
metal box with a red cross marked on the top. He popped the lid
open and pulled out a roll of gauze.

“Something that might help
explain what has happened to you,” said Mr. Patterson as he dressed
her wounds.

“And did you find
it?”

“No.”

“What was it?”

Mr. Patterson finished tying the
bandage around Kara’s knee and looked up at her.

“It’s a map, in a matter
of speaking. A map to help us find those with the
answers—”

David suddenly bounced into view. His
blond hair was disheveled, and he wielded a soul blade in each
hand.

“Kara! I’m
here!”

Mr. Patterson raised an eyebrow. “So
we can see.”

Kara fluttered her wings in annoyance,
something she just realized she could do, so she did it
again.

“David
McGowan,” she said through gritted teeth.
“What are you doing here?”

David shrugged and looked
around.

“I’m here to save you?” It
was more of a question than an announcement.

“Well, we don’t need
saving, boy,” said Mr. Patterson.

“We need answers. Answers
to all this.” He raised his arms. “Answers to this.” He pointed to Kara’s
wings.

“And answers are what
we’ll get if you help me find the yellow crystal.”

He kicked and tossed fallen debris,
looking under fallen bookshelves and books.

Kara turned to David and
lowered her voice. “I told you not
to come.”

She looked at him with a mixture of
irritation and delight; part of her was glad to see him again so
soon.

David smiled mischievously.

“I just
love a bossy woman. Even
when I don’t necessarily listen to her every command, I just love
the way she orders me around. I love being ordered by you. Any
requests?”

“God, you’re so
irritating sometimes.”

“One of the many qualities
you love about me.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,”
she said, but she couldn’t hide her smile. “And help us find this
thing—this yellow crystal.”

“Found it!” Mr. Patterson
held a yellow glass sphere the size of an apple high above his
head.

David stared at the yellow
ball.

“That’s it? This tiny
thing is what’s going to help us? A small yellow ball is going to
give us all the answers? Are you serious?”

Mr. Patterson eyed David
angrily.

“It’s going to help
us find those who
have the answers we are searching for.”

Kara watched Mr. Patterson. “And who
might that be?”

Mr. Patterson scratched his
beard.

“We need to look for the
oracle mothers.”

“The—the
oracle mothers?” Kara
choked on her own words. The old man had clearly gone
senile.

“I’m surprised that you
would joke about something like that,” she said to her boss.
“You’re joking, right?”

But Mr. Patterson had gone strangely
serious. He looked sad, like something that had pained him a long
time ago was resurfacing, like an old memory had suddenly become
clear again.

Kara glanced over to David.

“There are
female oracles?” she
asked. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Did you know
this?”

David had a dreamy smile on his face
and said, “No, I didn’t.”

He turned to the old man and smacked
him on the arm, grinning stupidly.

“Mr. Patterson, you old
dog. Keeping all the ladies for yourself, eh?”

Kara shifted her wings in
irritation.

She looked at Mr.
Patterson again and asked, “The oracle mothers? But I’ve never seen
any female oracles in Horizon. I didn’t know they even
existed.”

“That’s because
they’re not in
Horizon.”

Kara imagined the oracle wives as
pudgy little women with long beards, like dwarf Mrs. Santa Clauses.
She could see them running on top of their snowy white
crystals.

Mr. Patterson held out the yellow
crystal ball.

“I’ve been keeping this
for over three thousand years, hoping one day I might have use of
it. That I might see…”

He trailed off, but there was panic in
his look, real fear.

“This will lead us to
them,” he said suddenly.

“What do we do about the
key?”

Kara was worried about Peter. The last
time she had seen him he looked as if he were about to rip open his
arm and pull out the key. He had looked terrified.

“We can’t do anything
about that now. The key is safe in Horizon with Peter, for
now.”

“Yes, but soon the legion
will send him out to fight the reapers again,” said
David.

He had begun to feel the same sense of
urgency as Kara. “He won’t be in Horizon for very long. He’s going
to need our help.”

“Exactly what I was
thinking,” said Kara. “Peter will be in danger as soon as he
materializes down here. The imps will be after him. We need to go
back—”

“No.” Mr. Patterson
reached out and grabbed Kara’s arm as she started to turn around.
He squeezed it with surprising strength, the strength of a man ten
times his size. Kara realized that there was much more to these
oracles than she knew.

His eyes blazed with fierce
determination.

For the first time, Kara
felt that he really did fear her. Or at least he feared for her, or
what was going to happen to her as she changed.

Kara looked away. She realized that
she was using the key and Peter as an excuse to hide from the
reality of her transformation, from her wings, from it all. She was
afraid of what might happen next.

“You were used before,
Kara, because of your unique essence,” said Mr. Patterson. “And I’m
afraid we’re facing the same thing now…or a version of the same…I
just don’t know. What I do know is that you’re being used again,
and it’s dark.”

He let go of Kara’s arm.

“First, we must find
out how and why you
grew these wings. The key, the reapers, the archfiends—they’re all
connected.”

As Kara hung her head, silently
acknowledging the truth in his words, David squeezed her hand. A
silent understanding passed between them. She squeezed his hand and
smiled back, grateful that he was coming along for the ride,
grateful that he was on her side.

“So where do we find these
oracle mothers?” asked David with a sly smile. Mr. Patterson
brought the yellow crystal to his lips and blew.

A bright light danced inside the
crystal, growing stronger and stronger until the little globe shone
like a miniature sun. He raised the luminous yellow crystal ball
over his head and said, “In Eden.”

Kara raised her hand to shield the
light from her eyes.

“Do you mean
the Garden of Eden?” she
asked incredulously.

But before Kara could ask any more
questions, three beams of light exploded from the tiny sun, and the
three of them vanished.
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Yellow. More yellow. Everywhere Kara looked, it was yellow.
She felt like she was floating in a giant yellow ball. She couldn’t
see David or Mr. Patterson, but she felt them, especially David.
The sensation was like when it’s dark, and you can’t see, but you
can still sense a person behind you.

She knew she was moving or
being propelled to the place Mr. Patterson called Eden. As she felt
her body tingle, the sensation reminded her of how it felt to use
vega—from Horizon to Earth. And yet it was different somehow. She wasn’t
exactly sure, but this time it was almost as though her body had
remained intact. She had no sense that her body and soul had
dematerialized or that it would rematerialize as it always did when
she used vega.

It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling. More
than once she thought she heard laughter that sounded very much
like David. It felt like she was floating along in a dream state,
where she could sense her body, and yet she couldn’t.

Finally she felt her feet touch solid
ground. She blinked the light from her eyes. Her vision cleared,
and she looked out over a world of green and blue.

Eden was a giant garden. It looked like a
paradise.

She stood in a vast meadow with
rolling green and golden hills that faded to distant mountains. A
brilliant sun hovered in a perfectly blue sky that was peppered
with white clouds.

There was a large river that came up
from the south-east and broke into four smaller rivers that
streamed with silver and gold water.

A warm breeze caressed Kara’s cheeks
and the air was thick with the rich scents of wet earth, freshly
cut grass, and lilac blooms, her mother’s favorite. It might have
smelled like spring, but it had all the mesmerizing beauty and
color of the fall. Leaves fell from red, orange, and yellow trees,
and drifted around them like multi-colored snow. Everything had
color and brilliant light that never left. It was on the trees, the
leaves, even the butterflies.

And there were animals.

Kara had never seen so many animals
all in the same place. There were birds, cats, dogs, pigs, and
galloping horses in the meadows. Wolves, lynxes, foxes, beavers and
mink prowled the rivers’ shorelines, and bears, cows, deer, and
goats wandered in the woods. And in amongst the more familiar
animals, exotic animals like lions, tigers, alligators, elephants,
giraffes, hyenas, pandas, gazelles, zebras, and wildebeest fed and
basked in the sun.

There were species she didn’t
recognize and some she had only seen on her computer. There were
thousands, probably millions of animals and insects in Eden, and
they all shared something in common. They all radiated a type of
inner light. 

Watching a long-haired orange cat
resting lazily in the grass, Kara could see the white light clearly
coming off it, as if the cat itself was a light.

Butterflies of every color fluttered
around them. Some even landed on their heads and clothes, like tiny
fairies wanting to be a nuisance. Birds flew above them, chirping
happily as they glided on a breeze.

Kara thought of her own wings. She
still had them, that part hadn’t changed. She wanted to jump up and
fly with the birds, to feel the wind on her face, to feel the wind
on her wings. She almost did, but when she caught a glimpse of
David and Mr. Patterson, she realized how foolish she was being and
stayed on firm ground…for now.

This was paradise. It was absolutely
breathtaking. Even more beautiful than the forests and mountains in
the Miracles Division, something she thought not possible. But here
it was, staring at her in the face.

“It’s beautiful,” said
Kara finally. “It’s like an enchanted forest.”

“It is that,” said Mr.
Patterson as he pocketed his yellow globe.

Kara had half expected to see him
appear in his gleaming silver robes and standing above his crystal
orb like the oracles in Horizon. But instead he was wearing his old
brown plaid suit, with his crystal orb nowhere in sight.

Kara knew they weren’t anywhere in the
mortal world. This realm radiated a pure light that was almost like
a soul. It was everywhere, in the trees, the grass, and the
animals.

“This is Eden,” said the
old man.

“It is a world between
Horizon and Earth. We’re on another plane of existence. Only
creatures of the ethereal kind can come here. And you two are the
only guardian angels ever to have set foot in Eden.”

Kara caught a glimpse of fear again in
his eyes. She couldn’t imagine why he would be afraid in a place
like this. It was so calm and peaceful. Kara felt safe
here.

David watched Kara closely.

“I’m feeling kinda
special right now,” he
said with a goofy smile.

He tossed Kara his spare blade. “Here,
just in case.”

Kara took it and slipped it in her
jacket pocket, although she felt that she wouldn’t need it
here.

“Follow me.” Mr. Patterson
made his way across the rippling green grass.

They followed him down through the
meadow, onto a little dirt path that wound its way alongside a
rippling stream of silver water. They walked past great pine trees
the size of skyscrapers, and fruit trees with pink and red
blossoms.

And then through a break in the trees
at the end of the dirt road, Kara could see a giant crystal
ball.

It was the size of a mall. From where
she stood, it looked like the moon had decided to drop by. It had
the same gleaming polished surface and the same internal lights as
the crystals that the oracles drove, only this one was a thousand
times larger.

David whistled loudly.

“Why do I get the
impression the female oracles are going to be big, real
big?”

Kara frowned. Maybe David was right.
Were the female oracles giants?

Mr. Patterson moved slowly, as if he
were reluctant to move forward but did so because of
Kara.

As they got closer to the colossal
globe Kara could make out circular shapes that wrapped around the
sphere in a geometric design, like windows. It looked like a giant
golf ball.

Below the giant globe was a courtyard
with brilliant white walls of shiny rock that stood out brightly
against the green grass. There were pink flowering trees, and gold
and orange trees that looked like they had been kissed by fire.
Vines crawled over great stone walls, and fountains decorated with
stags and horses sprayed rainbow-colored water from their
outstretched mouths. Statues of animals stood in the center of the
garden.

They moved together silently and
arrived at the base of the giant globe. The circular patterns Kara
had seen from a distance and had thought were just an elaborate
exterior design were in fact windows. Most of them were closed, but
a few facing the entryway stood ajar. She couldn’t see inside. They
arrived at a single round door made of glass, and Kara could see
gray shadows moving inside.

David glanced at her excitedly. She
knew he couldn’t wait to see how big the lady oracles were. Kara
found herself wondering the same thing. But mostly, she wanted to
know why Mr. Patterson was so uncomfortable.

Mr. Patterson made a fist and raised
it hesitantly, as if he wasn’t quite sure whether to be here or
not, and whether or not to knock. Finally he knocked three times.
He stepped back, flattened the hair on the top of his head and
straightened his jacket unsuccessfully, like a nervous teen on his
first date.

Kara felt sorry for him because no
matter what he did, he still looked a mess. It occurred to her then
that oracles must have had romantic liaisons. Why else would there
be females? There was no such thing as romance in Horizon, but
could it exist it Eden? And just when she wondered why he was
trying so hard to make himself presentable, the door swung
open.

David cursed.

Kara lost her voice.

An old woman stood in the doorway. She
looked like a forest gnome, only a little bigger. She was short and
pudgy, about four feet tall. Her hair, as milky-white as her skin,
was tucked away neatly inside a high, pointy green hat. She wore a
forest-green robe with golden and silver leaves stitched around the
collar and sleeves. Her rosy bare feet peeked from below her long
skirt. A heavy golden chain fell from her neck, and from it hung a
crystal ball the size of a grapefruit.

She raised her brows at the sight of
them, and when she saw Mr. Patterson her eyes narrowed.

“Jim,” she said, her voice
strong and clear, “when the others prophesied your arrival, I thought
they’d been to the Crystal River and had one too many sips. But
here you are.”

Mr. Patterson lowered his head
politely. “Mistral, how nice to see you again. It’s been far too
long—”

“Three thousand and
twenty-six years, eleven months and three days,” said the little
woman.

Her round, yellow eyes sparkled with
wisdom and intelligence. “That’s how long it’s been.”

“You chose to leave,” said
Mr. Patterson, his voice low. “All of you.”

“Yes, because we value the
souls of all creatures,” said Mistral. “Not just the humans. They are
just—if not more important. Every beast’s soul requires looking after. Yes, we
chose to leave, because we had
to. We saw it. It was foretold in the crystals.
The crystals never lie.”

The little woman crossed her arms over
her round belly. “We haven’t had to deal with Horizon in all this
time. I’m surprised at you, Jim. What brings you here
now?”

Mr. Patterson’s head was still
lowered, and he averted his eyes.

“I wouldn’t have come if
there had been any other way. I swear to you on the crystals and
the souls.”

Mistral pursed her lips.

“I believe you,” she said
finally.

Kara saw a glimpse of a smile on the
woman’s lips, as though she was enjoying seeing Mr. Patterson
squirm like a teenage boy. Was she what he had feared?

“And I see you’ve brought
company.”

The little woman leaned forward and
peered curiously at David and Kara. “Two of them.”

Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped
slightly open at the sight of Kara’s wings. “Oh dear.”

Kara tried unsuccessfully to hide
behind David, but her wings were so large that she couldn’t hide
them.

“This is Kara and David,”
said Mr. Patterson. “Both outstanding guardians, the best we’ve
got.”

“Well then,” said Mistral,
her face grave, “You’d better come inside. The other oracles will
want to see this for themselves. Follow me.”

The little woman turned and shuffled
into the globe-like building without another word. With Mr.
Patterson in the lead, Kara and David bent their heads and followed
him through the round doorway and stepped into the giant crystal
ball.

The building was just as large on the
inside. It was hollow, and their footsteps echoed along the curved
exterior walls. There were no staircases, no walls, no corridors
leading to other rooms—it was just a gigantic hollow ball
inside.

They walked along a yellow marked path
that curved upwards slightly. The path was one of two intersecting
paths that ringed the interior walls of the globe and provided
access to the desks stacked with books, chairs, bookcases, glass
cubicles, and lab areas with smoking vials and bubbling pots.
Tables and chairs were fixed on the ceiling and on all the sides of
the vast spherical structure. It was like walking in a funhouse,
but instead of mirrors on the ceilings and walls, it was furniture.
It was the most peculiar thing Kara had ever seen.

Why were they there? She wondered if
she’d have time to discover why the oracles in Eden had tables
fixed on their ceilings.

Kara pondered more deeply about these
new oracles. Apart from being female, they were very similar to the
oracles in Horizon. Her eyes went to the tiny lady’s
feet.

Kara leaned over and whispered to
David. “Where is her crystal?”

David only shrugged. He didn’t know
why the mysterious little woman oracle didn’t run above a crystal
ball, just like the oracles back in Horizon. Perhaps her crystal
was the one she wore around her neck? But then why was she
barefoot, if not for steering a great crystal ball?

Mistral caught Kara
staring at her feet.

“What? Did you expect to
see something there?”

Kara looked away
embarrassed. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude. It’s just…I was
looking for your crystal ball.”

“Oh, I
see,” said Mistral looking at Mr. Patterson. “Well, we
oracles carry our crystals around our necks with a chain.”

She picked up and cradled
her crystal with both hands, rubbing it gently with a proud smile
on her face, like a proud mother cuddling her child.

“It is
as it always was and should be, but I know what you’re
thinking.” 

She let go of her crystal
and looked at Mr. Patterson disapprovingly.

“It was
the males that decided to ride them like bicycles. Such a
ridiculous notion! Our crystals are precious and were never meant to
be harassed in
such a fashion.”

“We’ve
always had a different connection with the crystals, Kara,” said
Mr. Patterson. 

His voice was hushed when
he spoke. “We felt it correct to do as we have.”

“Crystals are not toys,
Jim,” Mistral scolded. “We never understood the males’ need to make
them into bicycles. Ridiculous.”

“We
could move faster that way, and we got much more done,” said Mr.
Patterson, and then he mumbled, “And it’s more fun.”


He raised his voice. “You
forget, Mistral, that Horizon is much bigger than Eden. We have
many more levels, and much more ground to cover. We couldn’t
possibly achieve what needed to be done with our
short legs. We just made
a few minor adjustments to the crystals.”

Mistral raised her
brows.

“Minor,
my eye. Well, I think it is quite scandalous. And the rolling affects
your memories,” she added matter-of-factly.

Kara wondered if the fact
that the oracles in Horizon always got their names wrong was what
Mistral meant by affecting their
memories.

“…That I
do remember,” continued the little woman, in a business-like voice.
“But again, it is not our business how you adapt your
crystals.”

She looked at Kara and
continued, “The males have always done things differently. We are
the same…but different.”

She stopped and faced Mr.
Patterson. “And where is your crystal?”

Mr. Patterson tapped his
front jacket pocket. “Never leave home without it.”

He smiled proudly at her.
His uneasiness seemed to have been replaced by a desire to please
her.

“Hmmm,” said Mistral. She
turned around, and Kara could see a playful smile on her face as
she continued down the path.

Kara smiled. She liked this little
busybody woman. She reminded her of her own grandmother, stern, but
with a big heart. And she clearly liked to tease Mr. Patterson. It
was almost cute. It gave her the courage to ask her a
question.

“Excuse me, oracle
Mistral?” said Kara, hoping she wasn’t being impertinent by
speaking out of turn.

“You said that Eden was a
place for the souls of the beasts…for the souls of all the
creatures. Does that mean the animals we saw earlier
were—?”

“Souls,” answered
Mistral.

She turned her head toward Kara as she
walked. “Yes, you’ll find every living creature’s soul here, from a
tiny little ant to an elephant, from butterflies to trees.
Everything has a soul. And here, in Eden, we look after them
all.”

“That’s why they have a
light about them. It’s their soul,” said Kara.

“Yes.”

“So they just stay here?”
asked David. Kara could tell he was just as curious and in awe as
she about this place.

“Aren’t they reincarnated
back to the mortal world, into baby animals and baby insects, just
like humans are?”

Mistral sighed heavily.

“Well, some do, some
don’t. It depends. Some of the souls like it here and don’t want to
go back. And do you blame them? In the mortal world they are killed
for furs, burned, starved, hunted, abused, and eaten. Eventually
some do decide to go back, but it can take decades for them to make
up their minds.”

In the middle of the globe twenty
oracle women busied themselves in large ledgers along a great table
made of solid oak. They were dressed in the same type of robe and
tall pointy hat as Mistral, but in red, yellow, pink, blue, purple,
and bright orange. They were arguing loudly.

“I’m telling you, gazelle
no. 1908 is ready to go back,” said an oracle woman in a purple
robe. “She told me herself.”

“Can’t be,” said another
in a yellow robe.

She scratched the top of her head.
“According to the ledger no. 2014, she just got here five years
ago. It’s too soon. Send another one.”

“No, it’s not!” said
another.

“Yes it is.”

“No—”

As Kara and the others
neared the table, the oracles fell silent. Their golden eyes moved
from Mr. Patterson to David, and finally they all rested on Kara –
more specifically, on what was behind her.

Mistral stood before the table.
“Oracles. You remember Jim?”

At the mention of Jim, the women
suddenly looked annoyed. They looked at his feet, as though they
expected to see a great crystal.

Mr. Patterson smiled nervously and
bowed his head in a greeting.

“Oracles.”

“He’s brought two
guardians with him. This is David and Kara.”

When Kara heard her name, her wings
fluttered involuntarily.

The oracles around the table jumped to
their feet and grabbed the crystals around their necks as if to
protect themselves from Kara, as if she was a dangerous
beast.

“What in the souls?” cried
an oracle. She backed away, tripped on her red robe, and
fell.

“I knew it! Leave it to
the males to do something like this!” spat the tallest of the
group. Her yellow hat fell off her head.

It pained Kara to be treated like a
monster. The oracles looked at her with the same fear and disbelief
that Mr. Patterson had shown when he had first seen her
wings.

Kara caught David watching her. She
hated the pity that she knew he felt for her. There was nothing
worse than to be pitied.

“Calm down, Niri,” said
Mistral.

Her expression softened when she saw
the look of distress on Kara’s face. She gave her a short
smile.

“I don’t think Jim would
have brought something of great evil, if he had known what it was.
He might be a male, but I am sure he wouldn’t knowingly endanger us. He was
given the yellow crystal so that he could call upon us for
help.”

“We all agreed to this,”
she reminded them, “and now he is here, and by the looks of things
he needs our help. Jim?”

Mr. Patterson cleared his voice, and
pulled at his jacket nervously.

“Oracles, what Mistral has
said is true. I have come here to seek your counsel. I cannot
explain what has happened to Kara. But I will tell you what I
know.”

As Mr. Patterson recounted the events
surrounding the genesis of Kara’s wings, the other oracles became
interested. One by one they moved from the table to get a closer
look. They inspected her like a lab rat. They prodded, pulled,
poked, and even smelled her wings.

“Ouch, that hurt!” cried
Kara, as one of the oracles tried to cut off a sample of
wing.

“I fear…I
hope…”

The pain on Mr. Patterson’s face made
Kara feel worse.

“…I hope that I am
wrong.”

Kara looked at the faces around her.
Their fear had become a great sadness.

“You know what this is,
don’t you? I can see it in your faces. You know what these wings
mean? Tell me. Please.”

An oracle with a light blue robe
shuffled toward Kara. She took Kara’s hands in hers, and Kara
flinched at the coldness of the old woman’s touch. It was like
touching ice.

“I am truly sorry, child
guardian. This is a serious burden you carry.”

Kara pulled her hands away.

“Why is having wings such
a big deal? Birds have wings.”

“But you are not a bird or
a butterfly,” said another oracle.

“You are an angel, a
protector of human lives and souls. And guardian angels were not
created with wings.”

“Okay…I get it.
Angels don’t have
wings.” Kara didn’t want to be rude, but her temper was beginning
to rise. “And now I’m a problem, because I have wings. Say what’s
on your mind. Go on. I can take it. How big a problem is
this?”

Mistral spoke next. “We have all seen
wings like yours before, Kara, long ago.”

“Okay, so then that’s
good, no?”

The oracle shook her head.
“As you put it…it is not
good. It is the very opposite of good. The worst
kind imaginable.”

Kara felt her little bubble of hope
burst.

“In the beginning, only
one creature was created with wings,” said Mistral.

“They were the most vile
and dangerous creatures that ever existed. They were the
archfiends.”
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Augura

 


 


 


Silence. The globe was like a tomb. Everyone stared at
Kara.

She wanted to disappear. She was
getting used to the idea of having wings, and the prospect of
flying had brought her joy, but deep down she knew that a deep cold
feeling had crept inside her soul and wanted to be let out. From
what Raphael had told her about the archfiends, she knew this was
not going to end well.

“The archfiends,” Kara
repeated almost to herself. “My wings are like the
archfiends’.”

She saw the shocked expression on
David’s face and looked away.

“Yes,” answered Mistral.
She raised her voice so that it carried inside the entire
building.

“The archfiends were
created before the archangels and angels. They were the most
powerful beings in all the worlds. But they lusted for power and
became too strong. We began to fear them. After the war, after the
archangels had been created, the archfiends were banished forever.
Your wings bear their mark.”

David recognized the look of panic on
Kara’s face.

“Don’t listen to them,
Kara. You’re not evil. And you’re not one of those things, whatever
they say. They don’t know you. I know you, and you’re
not bad. They don’t know
what they’re talking about. They’re stuck here in Eden. They don’t
know what’s going on out there, and they’re not warriors like us.
They’re just a bunch of stupid old ladies.”

“I beg your pardon, boy?”
The oracle with the purple robe pressed her hands firmly on her
hips and eyed David crossly.

“Who do you think you’re
talking to? We’ve existed since the beginning. You are merely an
impulse creature, a passerby, a fleck of dust.”

David opened his mouth as if he were
about to tell off the oracle, but at the last minute he decided
against it. Instead he took Kara by the shoulders and turned her to
face him.

“Stop what you’re thinking
right now,” he said. “You’re not evil. You’re not one of them.
You’re not an archfiend.”

“Aren’t I?” Kara said
softly.

His words left her quickly, as though
they carried no weight, no meaning. She pulled away from him, aware
of the hurt feeling on his face. But she couldn’t look at him right
now.

Kara felt a tug on her
wings.

“I think that somehow you
have been made into one,” said Niri. She secured her hat back on
her head. “Your wings are very much like theirs, smaller, but very
like them, too. Such evil creatures, they were. Such
destruction.”

She shivered as though just the memory
of the archfiends made her skin crawl.

A mousy-looking oracle in a light pink
robe said, “Well, I am glad they will never resurface.”

“I’m afraid that’s not
entirely true,” said Mr. Patterson.

The oracles all turned
their attention to him and urged him to elaborate. He told them
about the reapers, and the imps who were searching for the
key.

The oracles were all silent, pondering
this new bit of information. Their golden eyes shone brighter, as
though a light illuminated them from the inside. And as Kara
watched their expressions change, a tilt of the head, eyebrows
raised and furrowed, she was sure that they were communicating
telepathically. Most likely, they were arguing.

Mr. Patterson watched Kara solemnly,
his face a mask of pity and regret, as if the suspicions that he
had hoped would be false had now come true.

“This is what you didn’t
want to tell me?”

Kara’s soul felt like it was breaking.
Her wings seemed heavier somehow, and she avoided looking at
David.

“Yes,” Mr. Patterson
answered. “I had hoped I was wrong. I didn’t want you to suffer
again. You’ve been through so much with the legion; I had hoped to
spare you any more misery. We had some insight into what to expect
from you when we discovered your elemental powers. But this…this is
strange and unfamiliar territory. And we fear what we do not
understand.”

Kara stared at the ground. It was the
worst news she could hear. She was not turning into a fairy as
Jenny had hoped. She was becoming an evil creature with black
leathery skin, sores and exposed flesh, bat wings, and fangs like
the mouth of a piranha.

The more the oracles confirmed her
suspicions, the deeper she buried the last of her hopes. She knew
that if she let the darkness in, if she succumbed to its demands,
she would be lost. Would she even remember who she was? Would she
hurt her friends? The thoughts frightened her because she didn’t
know the answers.

Kara remembered the man-creature that
had injected her. Was he an archfiend? He wasn’t human. She was
sure of that. And yet, she was pretty certain he didn’t have any
wings.

She struggled to find her
voice.

“If what you say is true,
if I’m part them—” She strained to continue even though her voice shook. “How
and why would they do this?”

Mistral spoke.

“We’ve decided that we
should make sure our suspicions about you are true. We are going to
call upon Augura. She will be able to see inside your mind. She
will know who made your wings.”

“Ladies!” She clapped her
hands firmly. “To your feet!”

They all shuffled forward and scrambled around until they stood side
by side in a straight line.

“Is it me, or did we just get front row tickets to see a
line dance?” said David, laughing. “And I forgot my
camera.”

At first, Kara had to agree with David. It did look like the little
women were about to perform a dance of some sort. But then they
began to run, and the giant crystal building began to
roll.

With a roar like thunder, the great crystal structure
tipped, shook, staggered and then began to roll faster and faster.
It was like a giant bowling ball catching up momentum after the
throw. The oracles’ feet moved in unison, with the
tap tap tap
rhythm of a motor
running.

Kara was amazed at the agility and skill of these little women. They
moved together, skilfully and effortlessly, and manoeuvred the
colossal globe with precision.

It all made sense now. The furniture
was fixed to the sides and ceiling of the spherical building
because it was a movable structure.

Kara ran alongside them to
keep from falling. She moved her feet, faster and faster until she
was running up the walls of the giant sphere and passing furniture
that had originally been on the ceiling. It was like they were running in a
giant hamster wheel.

If Kara hadn’t been so glum, she might have really enjoyed this
part. And finally, the tiniest of smiles appeared on her face. She
couldn’t help it. It was contagious. It was an awesome
feeling.

Mr. Patterson looked thrilled to be moving the crystal ball, too.
Even David smiled as he ran behind the oracles.

The tiny windows closed as the ball
rolled forward. But the thick crystal walls were impossible to see
through.

“How do they know where
they’re going?” Kara cried over the noise of crunching gravel. “Can
the oracles see through the walls?

“They’re oracles,” said
David, laughing, “I guess they can see where they’re going.”

And just when Kara was beginning to
forget that she had wings at all, the oracles stopped running, and
the crystal slowed to a stop.

The oracles shuffled outside. Only
Mistral remained.

“This way please.” She
gestured for them to follow her as she made her way outside as
well.

Together they stepped through the
threshold and onto the green grasses of Eden.

A single oracle in a white robe was
kneeling by a stream. Her back was toward them, so Kara couldn’t
see her face. The other oracles led them toward her.

The oracle in the white robe turned as
they approached. She was short and slender, and her thin face was
ancient and riddled with deep lines, like the grooves in an old
tree’s bark. But her golden eyes were true and full of vigor. A
single bun of white-silver hair was neatly pinned to the top of her
head like a crown.

When she smiled at them, her tiny eyes
disappeared into the folds of her skin. She turned, and Kara felt a
tiny prick on her forehead. The white oracle emitted great power.
She didn’t seem as surprised at Kara’s wings as the others had
been. It was almost as though she had expected to see
them.

“Augura,” said Niri, “I
would like you to meet—”

“Kara,” said the
Augura.

Her voice was deep and commanding. It
was a young voice that didn’t match her face. Kara flinched at the
mention of her name.

The white oracle focused on Kara for a
second longer and then moved over to David.

“And David,” continued
oracle, “And of course, Jim.”

Mr. Patterson smiled kindly and bowed.
“Augura, how nice to see you again.”

David leaned toward Kara and
whispered, “How did she know our names?”

“Because the crystals told
me,” answered the white oracle, clearly not suffering from any
hearing loss. “Because I have seen the future, and you are both in
it.”

Kara looked away. She knew that the
white oracle could see the darkness in her.

“And what does the future
say?” asked David.

Augura closed her eyes and
concentrated for about twenty seconds.

Without opening her eyes, she reached
down and grasped the crystal that hung on her large golden chain.
Within seconds, a tiny light flickered inside the crystal. It grew
steadier and finally shone like a little star.

Finally, the white oracle opened her
eyes.

“It is strange, very
strange. But I cannot see
who did this. Just when I’m about to reach that
memory of your past, Kara, the visions stop and there is a
blackness. It is a cold blackness, like a great wall that cannot be
breached… even by me. Something is blocking me. It is very powerful, and I
cannot break through it. I’m sorry, but I cannot reach inside your
mind any further.”

Augura met Kara’s eyes.

“You have the wings of the
archfiends, of that there is no mistake. I cannot tell you how they
did this, but I can tell you that they want to get something
from you.

“These creatures possess
an anger that has been brewing for many millenniums. It is an anger
that can only lead to devastation. They want to avenge themselves
on us and to destroy the world with fire and death.”

The oracle’s voice softened as she
spoke next. “I do not know your full purpose, Kara, in this life or
the next. These creatures have done something to you, and yet I
don’t know the full extent of what they have done.”

For just a second the oracle looked to
Mr. Patterson, and they shared something. It was then that Kara
knew that the white oracle was holding something back.

Augura looked back at
Kara. “What I do know is that you are still changing.”

Kara felt like she’d been punched in
the face by a brick fist.

“I’m afraid it is true,”
agreed the oracle with the light blue robe.

Kara felt a tug on her wings as the
oracle rubbed Kara’s wing between her fingers. “I still see traces
of the change like a thin film of silk over your wings, like a
chrysalis. You have not yet finished your
transformation.”

“I believe you are
correct, Annabelle,” agreed Niri. “Her wings bear all the signs of
the archfiends.”

She looked at Kara. “If we are
correct, you will continue to change until the transformation is
complete.”

Kara forced the words from her mouth.
“And what is that? What will I change into? Will I become one of
them?”

The oracles watched her uncertainly.
Only the white oracle spoke.

“We are not sure,” said
Augura. “You are different from them. You must take comfort in
that. Perhaps your difference will set you apart.”

“Can’t you remove the wings or something?” said David. “Why
did we come here, if they can’t help us?” he growled at Mr.
Patterson.

“We came here for answers,” said Mr. Patterson. “And now we
have them.”

David
kicked the ground. “Not good enough. These are not answers. I want
to know what’s going to happen to her. What happens after she
changes?”

It was as though David had taken the words right out of Kara’s
mouth. She wanted to know, too.

Augura was silent for a
moment, and then she looked at Kara and said, “The images are
broken. I cannot break through the blackness. I cannot
see your past, but
perhaps…”

In a flash, the white oracle moved
toward Kara, faster than she thought an old woman could move. She
pressed her thin, bony fingers on Kara’s forehead.

“Close your eyes and relax
your mind,” said the old woman. “Empty your mind. Go on. Empty
it.”

Kara gave in and closed her
eyes.

The cool touch of the oracle on her
temples sent a shiver down Kara’s back. Nothing was happening, and
she felt a little foolish. But then her skin tingled, as though
millions of tiny ants were crawling all over her body. The cold
touch of the oracle spread into her head like a bucket of ice water
had been poured over her.

And then images flashed in her mind’s
eye. She saw herself as a mortal. Then she saw the bookstore, Mr.
Patterson, the dead bat, the forest, her wings. It was like a movie
played in fast-forward behind her eyelids.

Although her eyes were closed, Kara
was aware of the oracle standing in front of her. And then
something happened.

Kara’s head pounded as a fog appeared
in her mind. It got thicker and denser with each passing
moment.

A figure moved, but then it was lost
from sight.

And then she saw it and recognized it.
It was her.

She stood in the middle of a road.
There were buildings on either side of her. The road was cracked,
and the buildings burned and smoked. It was a dead city. Mortals
lay dead in piles, splayed out on the streets and in their
cars.

She heard muted shouts in the
distance. And then screams. People were screaming. The screaming
was coming from everywhere, from above and from below. It was the
sound of people dying in battle.

Dark figures were visible now,
running, fighting, killing each other.

Kara recognized the silhouettes of the
reapers.

Then she saw angels.

The reapers were slaughtering angels
and oracles.

Horizon burned. It lay in
devastation.

The images changed.

A shadowy figure with great wings
soared through the blackened and smoky sky. It flew over the dead
city and dropped lower and lower toward the silhouette of someone
running. It was a woman carrying a child in her arms.

The woman and her child stopped
running and looked around, as though she had heard something. The
dark figured loomed over them, spread its great black wings and
black tendrils shot out and coiled around the woman and her
child.

Their bodies shriveled and broke,
before they could even scream in agony. And then they lay dead,
their souls a blackened pile of dust.

With a great beat of its wings, the
creature climbed high above the dead and burning city.

Kara saw movement in the street, and
the great creature dove again.

Angels. She recognized their faces. It
was Peter and Jenny, and they were fighting off reapers.

But then the winged creature lashed
out with black tendrils that shot out like shadows and wrapped
around Peter and Jenny. Their eyes blackened and their bodies
withered away and crumbled to the ground in piles of
dust.

The creature turned for just a second,
and Kara could finally see the beast that had killed her friends.
Red veins covered its gray, glossy skin. Long black hair billowed
around it. It was humanoid with the black leathery wings of a
bat.

And it had
her face.

“No!” Kara stumbled
backwards and fell.

The cool feeling washed away, and Kara
felt the oracle’s touch leave her.

“No,” she repeated,
devastated. “No, it can’t be! It isn’t real!”

David rushed toward her and helped her
to her feet.

“What? What is it? What
did you see?”

Kara’s lips trembled.

She looked at the white oracle and
shivered.

“It can’t be. I…I don’t
believe it. I wouldn’t—I couldn’t…”

Augura frowned.

“This is the future as I
have seen it,” she said, “as we have both seen it. But the future can be
changed. Not everything we see comes to pass.”

David shook Kara’s shoulders. “Kara,
what did you see? Tell me!”

But Kara couldn’t find the words to
describe what she had seen.

“You can change it,” said
Augura. “You can change the future.”

The images of Jenny and Peter’s death
haunted her. She felt sick. She wanted to rip off her wings. She
wanted all of it to end.

“I know this was difficult
to watch,” the white oracle continued, “especially for a non-oric.
Your mind was not programed in the same way as ours. You don’t have
the ability or training to fully understand what you saw. Nothing
is what it seems when dealing with visions of the future.
Everything is subject to change and to interpretation.”

“I saw what I did.” Kara
winced. “It was me. I killed them.”

“Not yet,” said Augura
gently. She took Kara’s hand in hers.

“Remember who you are,
Kara. You can still change the future.”

 



 Chapter 20

Into the
Streets

 


 


 


After returning with Mr. Patterson to his ruined bookstore,
Kara and David made their way back to Horizon.

It was hard, but in the end Kara had
told David and Mr. Patterson what she had seen in the visions. All
of it. She didn’t leave anything out. Why should she—if she was
going to murder her friends. She begged them to leave that part out
when they told Jenny and Peter. She had a feeling it wouldn’t go
down so well with either of them. And then she had thought of
something.

“You should move the key,”
she said suddenly. “You should find another keeper and not tell me.
It’ll be safer that way.”

“I hate hearing you talk
like that,” David said. “You heard what the oracle said, you
can change
the future. It doesn’t mean you’re going to do
all those things.”

Kara stood quietly for a
moment.

“You should move it.” And
then she added, “And then you have to tell the legion about
me.”

“Kara…” Mr. Patterson
began, but she had stopped him.

“The legion has to know.
You know what you have to do. It’s okay. It’s better this way. Tell
them.”

Kara tried really hard to hide her
feelings from David as they went to find Ariel. She felt devastated
and needed to cry. She barely said a word in the elevator. Was
David watching her carefully because he was afraid of her? Was he
looking for signs that she was becoming even more of a
monster?

She was still changing. She could feel
it.

It was only a matter of time before
they threw her in Tartarus. She thought about volunteering to go
first, before the change was completed; it might be best. For all
she knew, Mr. Patterson was probably spilling the beans at this
very moment. But in the end, she decided she would leave it to the
legion. The archangels would know best. She placed her trust, her
future in their hands.

Kara didn’t bother to try and hide her
wings this time. She wore them out in the open so the entire legion
could see the monster. And yet there was no one to show them
to.

The chamber was quiet and
empty when they stood in front of Ariel. When Ariel looked up at
them, Kara could see that the news of her wings had already reached
her.

That’s it, she thought, she was going to Tartarus. Although she
hadn’t expected it to be so fast, she knew it was coming, and she
began to prepare herself for the gloomy stone walls of the angel
prison.

Ariel jumped up from her
chair.

“Hurry,” she said and made
her way toward the vega tanks.

Kara and David ran to catch up to the
archangel.

“I’ve been waiting for the
two of you. I just got word that Peter and Jenny are in serious
trouble. They’re with one of the new units with Gabriel. I’m
sending you two to get them out of there. I just
can’t lose Peter and
Jenny, not now.”

David looked at Kara uncertainly. “So,
this is a search and rescue mission?”

“Yes,” said Ariel. She
looked troubled.

“What happened?” asked
Kara.

Ariel shook her head. “A trap. They
set a trap for us, for them. It seems that they’re after Peter, but
we don’t know why.”

Kara and David shared a
look.

“Can you use those?” Ariel
looked at Kara’s wings. “Can you fly?” she added hesitantly. “We
could really use them to our advantage.”

Kara’s wings fluttered
behind her. “Uh, I’m not…well, I haven’t really practiced. But I
think I can.” And then she added firmly, “Yes, yes I
can.”

Kara felt a glimmer of hope. If she
could somehow use her transformation to do good, to save mortal
lives and souls, then maybe the oracles had been wrong. She was
determined to do as much good as she could before she lost the
ability to tell between friend and foe, before the darkness took
over, and she was no longer herself.

David smiled at her confidently. She
looked away, both a little embarrassed and pleased.

“Good, that’s good,” said
Ariel, staring at Kara’s wings with a mixture of interest and a
little fear. “I have a feeling this
is exactly the miracle that we need, and we
desperately need one. It just might save them.”

Kara wasn’t sure how much Ariel knew,
how much Mr. Patterson had told Horizon. Did they know that she was
transforming into a killer of angels? Somehow she had a feeling her
boss hadn’t told them everything.

Kara positioned herself next to David
in front of the green, stirring waters of the vega tanks as her own
insides stirred with the uncertainty of her future.

“Get back safe. May the
souls protect you, and all of us,” said Ariel.

Kara and David stepped into the green
waters.

 


The sky was blood-red. The sunset was a ball of red fire. The
devastation in the streets of downtown London reminded Kara of her
own hometown. A darkness had swept the busy streets like a plague,
leaving London barren, dead, and scorching with fire and
smoke.

There were no signs of the living. The few people that they did
see lay dead in the streets. Their blackened, lifeless eyes showed
only their last expressions of fear. The body of a young man, his
future no longer before him, lay in the gutter like a crumpled
piece of paper. The mortal bodies had become mere vessels for the
denomites now. It was clear that the reapers had been here. The
city that would normally have been teeming with life was quiet and
dead.

David kept throwing nervous glances her way, as though he
felt at any minute now she would transform into a winged
monster and
attack him. What good was it to have wings if in the end they were
going to do evil?

She did her best to hide the hurt she felt and
focused on
saving her friends.

You can still change the future, the white oracle had said. Kara was
determined to try.

Tall stone buildings rose up on either side
of the miles of
shops on Oxford Street. They passed a red double-decker bus that
had crashed into a shop. Kara peered inside, but it was empty.
There were no living mortals anywhere.

They passed a shop with paper sunglasses on
display. A
huge sign in the window said Solar Eclipse, Sunday, August
18th.

Their footsteps echoed along the street and mixed with the sounds
of the fires that crackled and popped. Kara feared the worst for
her two friends. Where were they?

Just as they began the next block, her wings felt heavy suddenly.
They were pulling her down, as though some invisible entity had
attached itself to her back. She staggered. An icy cool feeling
crept inside her, and she shuddered violently. Her vision blurred
as she tried to blink the spots from her eyes.

And then she felt the darkness of an overwhelming feeling of power.
It was intoxicating. It churned deep inside her like an icy storm.
It wanted her to succumb to it, to set it free.

With all her inner strength, Kara forced it back down into
the little pit of gloom where it lived. She knew it was there now. She kept it
there. She forced it there.

And then
the feeling was gone.

“Kara, what is it?”

Kara
blinked and her vision cleared.

“Nothing,” she lied.

She
avoided David’s eyes. She couldn’t bear the fear she knew was in
them.

“Let’s keep moving.”

“It’s not nothing, is it?” pressed David. “I know you, Kara. I know
you’re trying to be brave, but I know you’re scared. I’m your
boyfriend, remember?”

Kara’s mood brightened a little at the mention of
boyfriend. He was a light in her darkness.

“With everything we’ve been through together,” he continued.
“I know you can fight this.”

Kara was moved by David’s faith in her. They had been through a
lot. She wasn’t the same scared, unsure guardian she had been when
she had first died and started to work for the legion.

She looked at David and wished she could stay with him
forever.

“You’re the strongest angel I know,” David smiled. “You have
a good heart—theoretically speaking—and a good soul.”

Kara
watched the end of the street as they walked.

“My soul,” she said absentmindedly. “What’s the point of all this if I have no soul? What’s the
point of life as a mortal or as a guardian? Without our souls…we’re
nothing. What happens when I don’t remember who I am and become…and
become this dark, terrible thing? What happens then, David? I won’t
exist anymore. My soul will rot, and I’ll be a creature. My soul
will be dead.”

David sighed heavily. “Stop saying
that.”

“I have to.
I have to get used to
it. You have to
get used to it. You have to be prepared for when I—”

Someone screamed.

“That’s Jenny!”

Kara tore down the street, but the
weight of her wings made it seem like running with a fifty-pound
backpack. David passed her, and she knew for a fact her wings were
slowing her down. She would have to do something about it, and
fast.

They rounded the corner, and in the
middle of the street Kara could see that Sam, Todd and Valerie from
the CDD unit were trying to fight off two reapers. The guardians
brandished their soul blades, but before Kara and David could warn
them that their weapons would have no effect, the reapers hacked
through them. Their bodies fell to the ground in pieces, and their
angel souls were consumed by the reapers’ scythes. Nothing was left
of them but piles of ash.

And that’s when she saw
Jenny.

Her angel essence dripped from a large
cut over her eye. Her bow lay broken in half at her feet. She was
using the sharp head of her last silver arrow like a sword as she
pierced and kicked the imp infestation that was swarming over
Peter. She was using only her left arm, because her right arm was
gone.

A dozen imps pulled, clawed and
stabbed at Peter. Even with Jenny hacking them away two at a time,
there were too many. She disappeared under a wave of
imps.

A cry died in Kara’s throat as she
ran.

The imps pulled and tore Peter’s body
as he screamed in anguish. They sliced him open everywhere that he
had skin. They slipped their tiny gnarled hands inside his body,
searching. Finally, two imps grabbed his right arm and sliced it
open. They dug their fingers in and pulled out a crystal
key.

They had the key.

“The key! We have the
key!” the imps chanted, and jumped around like a bunch of monkeys
at the zoo.

“Key! Key!
Key!”

Kara felt the darkness flicker inside
her again, but she managed to push it down.

The reapers slowly made their way
toward Jenny and Peter. The imps scattered as the reapers
neared.

“The eighteens! The Dark
Gods will rise! The eighteens is coming!” screeched an imp as he
scampered away with the key.

David ran harder.

Kara could see the desperation in his
movements as he ran to save the lives of his friends. But they were
too far away. They would never make it in time. The reapers would
kill her friends, just like they had killed the other
angels.

And that’s when Kara knew. It was now
or never.

Kara opened her wings, and with every
fiber of her angel being she pushed down as hard as she
could.

Like a kite caught in a gust of wind,
Kara took flight. She was so surprised at her own strength that for
a second she forgot to flap down again, and she started to drop.
Pulling her wings toward her body like a great breaststroke, she
soared through the air like a jet.

She banked sharply and swerved as she
flew past David who was running below her and hadn’t seen her yet.
Her great wings beat like a well-oiled machine. She was a
machine.

She could see Peter and Jenny now.
They were not moving. She banked and slowed. She tucked in her
wings as she had watched the blue jays do it countless times from
her bedroom window, and she started to drop.

The reapers stood next to Peter and
Jenny and examined the two injured angels as they prepared to
devour their souls.

Kara pinned her wings to her side and
dove.

David’s shouts were muffled by the
sound of wind in her ears.

She squinted against the force of the
wind in her eyes and focused on her target.

And then she crashed right into one of
the two reapers.

It wasn’t the graceful landing she had
hoped to achieve, but the effect was instantaneous.

The reapers dropped their weapons as
they went sprawling on the ground.

Kara stood beside her
friends.

The reapers whirled around, but they
tensed at the sight of Kara’s wings. Even though she couldn’t see
their faces behind their hoods, she could sense their hesitation
and confusion. They did not hesitate for long.

But Kara was ready, and before they
could grab their scythes again she grabbed hold of both her
friends. With one under each arm, she pushed off hard and beat the
air with great big strokes. Even with the weight of her two friends
her great wings were powerful, and she soared high into the air,
away from the reapers’ grasps.

Even though her friends were safely
clutched to her chest, they still weren’t conscious and lay limp in
her arms like ragdolls. She feared for them. The reapers hadn’t
taken their souls, but they were not out of danger.

Jenny’s essence poured out of her left
shoulder socket like a tap of shining waters. Her M-suit was like
tissue paper, and any minute now it would tear. Jenny’s soul would
be lost without a body to contain it. She was losing too much of
her essence, too quickly.

Peter wasn’t in better shape. His
M-suit was shredded, like he’d been in a meat grinder. It was
amazing that the few tattered pieces that were left could keep it
together. His angel essence trickled out of him in the
wind.

Their angel souls hung by a thread,
and she had to get them back to Horizon soon before they succumbed.
Kara wasn’t an angel killer yet, and in a desperate attempt to
prove to herself that she wasn’t, she was determined to take her
injured friends to safety.

She banked sharply to the
right, but her legs dangled below her awkwardly. She still hadn’t
mastered flight, and it took every bit of her concentration to keep
beating her wings so she wouldn’t plummet to earth. She just didn’t
know what to do
with her legs, so she locked her ankles together and tried to do a
cool Superman pose. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do for
now.

The reapers appeared to have gone. The
streets below her were silent and empty. There were no traces of
the scurrying imps, but no signs of mortals either.

The imps had possession of the key.
Kara wasn’t sure exactly how or what that would mean to the legion,
but she had a feeling she would find out soon enough.

As she flew back in the direction from
which she and David had come, she caught a glimpse of him below. He
ran below her, and she could see a huge smile on his face as he
leaped in the air and waved at her excitedly.

“Shotgun! I’m next for a
ride!”

She heard him cheer. She smiled at
him. Even if the legion had failed to keep the key safe, Kara still
felt hopeful that this wasn’t the end, and that somehow they would
still stop the archfiends—they had no choice.

She felt hope because she hadn’t
turned into a monster, not yet. She had used her wings for better,
not worse, and she had saved her friends. The oracle had said there
was always a chance to change the future. Even if it appeared
ominous and grim, the future could be changed. She was going to
change it.

Kara smiled with determination as she
flew over the maze of buildings and streets of London and headed
for the River Thames.
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Battle of the
Scythes

 


 


 


“Look at her!”

“She’s one of
them!”

Kara did her best to ignore the
whispers and the stares from the guardian angels who watched from
the chamber door as Raphael moved a magnifying glass over her
wings, inspecting them inch by inch.

“And you can fly?” said
Raphael, half smiling, half anxious.

“Yup.”

Kara turned and glared at the
guardians at the door. She opened her wings, showing off, and they
disappeared down the corridor in fear.

“You didn’t have to do
that,” said Raphael. “That’s more like something David would
do.”

“I know,” said Kara with a
smug smile. “But it was fun.”

Raphael pocketed her magnifying
instrument. “You know what they’re saying, don’t you? That you have
the wings of the archfiends.”

Kara looked away from Raphael and
shrugged. “I know. But I’m not one of them.”

She looked over at Ashley who sat in
the same chair where Kara had last seen her. She just stared into
space in painful silence.

“Will Jenny and Peter be
okay?” she asked finally. They had looked dead when she had handed
them over.

“Thanks to you, for
getting them out of danger and back so quickly, your friends are
recovering well in the Healing-Xpress.”

Raphael took Kara’s hand and squeezed
it reassuringly. “It’ll take time, but I believe they’ll make a
full recovery.”

Kara sighed in relief, and then she
thought of something that bothered her.

“Archangel Raphael,” she
began, “I told Ariel that the imps had stolen the key from
Peter, the infamous key that would unlock the so-called unbreakable
prison that keeps the archfiends confined. But Ariel didn’t look as
upset as I thought she would be. And judging by the look you’re
giving me now…you’re not either.”

“That’s because it doesn’t
take just a key,”
answered the archangel.

“There are other elements
in play. Their prison was built with a force field that keeps them
contained. The key was only used to seal the final stages of their
confinement.”

“But they have it now,”
interrupted Kara.

Raphael raised a brow.

“Yes, but they can’t open
their prison with just the key. That would have been too easy.
There are other elements in place that need to align
perfectly for the key to
release the energy field. It needs a rare astronomical event, when
the mortal world is in shadow.”

Raphael looked at Kara
reassuringly.

“The imps are cunning, but
they are not clever. They will try and fail to open the prisons. Do not
worry. We still have time to repair the mortal world and rid it of
the reapers.”

Kara wasn’t sure she understood. “Wow.
I think I’m lost in translation. What’s a rare
astronomical—?”

“Kara!”

David bounced into view.
“The reapers are attacking a hospital with sick kids in Vancouver,
BC. They’re killing kids, man, little kids. I hate these
soul-sucking-leeches.”

He looked at Kara.

“Ariel and Gabe need every
last working guardian to get on the way over there, and you and me
are the only CDD guardians left. We’re not much, actually. Can you
believe it? Besides Jenny and Peter, it’s just me and my favorite
little fairy.”

But Kara wasn’t looking at David
anymore.

“We’re not the only ones left.”

She brushed past David and crossed the
chamber until she stood next to Ashley.

“Ashley, we need you,”
said Kara. “It’s time to get up.”

Ashley picked her fingernails. “Leave
me alone.”

“Get up,” repeated Kara,
her voice strong and commanding; she even surprised
herself.

Ashley looked at Kara.

“What’s your problem? Are
you deaf? I said leave me alone! Can’t you see that I’m worthless,
that I suck as a guardian? You win. You’re the better guardian. You
could save your team, and I couldn’t.”

She laughed sarcastically. “And now
you have wings. That’s just great. Just leave me alone.”

Kara hadn’t realized that Ashley felt
jealous. She’d always thought she hated her because she had been
tainted.

“Stop feeling sorry for
yourself,” said Kara. She sounded like her mother.

“They’re gone. It wasn’t
your fault.”

“It was,” said Ashley.
“I’m an idiot.”

“You’re right. You
are an idiot,” said
Kara, and she folded her arms over her chest. “Only an idiot would
sit here and feel sorry for themselves instead of helping us fight
back. Don’t let Sasha, Raymond, and Ling’s deaths be in vain. They
wouldn’t want this. They would want you to fight back, to get payback. We need
you Ashley. You need to get up.”

For a moment Ashley said nothing, but
then her eyes brightened with new determination.

“I’ll meet you guys at the
tanks,” she said suddenly, and then she left without saying another
word.

“That was the best thing
you could have done for her,” said the archangel Raphael with a
smile.

Kara watched Ashley
disappear down the corridor. She wasn’t sure how the three of them
would get along, but it didn’t matter. What mattered were the
reapers. They had to kill them.

“You sure about this?”
whispered David, looking a little apprehensive.

“Yes. I guess she reminds
me of Lilith. In some disturbing way, I miss her. I feel sometimes
that I could have prevented her death. I guess I want to help
Ashley in the way I couldn’t help Lilith.”

“That’s so messed
up.”

“Oh, shut up,” said Kara
as she headed toward the door. “Come on.”

 


Kara, David, and Ashley
ran down the gloomy hospital corridor beside the archangel Gabriel
and ten strong guardian angels. The sound of children’s screams and
cries was difficult to resist. Kara wanted to stop and save them
all, but Gabriel was in charge. The deeper they ventured into the
hospital, the louder the screams became. The children’s cries
ripped her soul apart.

Her anger toward the
reapers brewed into a white-hot fury. Killing the souls of mortals
was one thing, but killing the souls of sick kids was unbearable.
Even the higher demons didn’t feed on the souls of sick and dying
children. These reapers were much worse than any creature she had
ever faced.

Thinking about demons,
Kara thought it strange that they hadn’t encountered any. More so,
when she realized that ever since the reapers had shown up, there
had been no assignments to hunt down demons. Odd. Very odd. Where
were the demons?

Originally, there had been
fifty guardians, excluding Kara, David, and Ashley, but Gabriel had
divided them into five groups of tens and sent them off to
different locations in search of the reapers. Even with these
numbers, Kara wasn’t convinced they could take down the reapers.
Their weapons didn’t work on them. The only thing that she had seen
work—or at least injure
a reaper temporarily—was Mr. Patterson’s crystal
ball. But when he had told her that it hadn’t worked before, and then
suddenly it did, he was just as mystified as she was. She was
determined to figure out why that had happened. And she had to
figure it out soon if any of them wanted to survive their next
reaper encounter.

The archangel wore golden
armor that shone in the dark hallways like a beacon. It shone with
hope in these dark times. She wondered if it had any magical powers
of protection against the reapers. She hoped it did.

She wondered if her own
wings could be armor as well. The weight of them was still
noticeable on her back, but they pulled less now, and they felt
lighter too. Her body had probably adjusted to the weight of the
wings due to the change.
The change was making her stronger. She forced
that dismal thought from her mind.

“What’s up with you?” said
David quietly. “You’re so quiet.”

“I’m thinking,” answered
Kara, as her shoulder brushed against his.

“Please share,” said
David.

He poked his head through an open
door.

Kara closed her eyes for a second,
trying to collect her thoughts about something else that had been
bothering her.

“I don’t know. It’s
something Raphael said about the key. I think they’re too confident
about their archfiends’ prisons. Something’s off. I just can’t wrap
my head around it.”

David watched her silently, but didn’t
offer anything.

Gabriel raised his fist, and the group
halted at the end of the corridor. He waited and
listened.

David and Kara shared a
look.

“Get ready,” said Gabriel.
He pulled two golden swords from the double scabbard secured on his
back. His muscles rippled in the light, and he looked like a giant
golden samurai.

“He’s so badass,” said
David, with a look of envy on his face.

Kara was about to hit him when the
wall to their right exploded.

They were all sent sprawling to the
ground. Kara’s ears were ringing as she pushed herself up. The
explosion had blown a hole in the hospital wall the size of a city
bus. Gabriel was the only one standing, and he was in hand-to-hand
combat with a reaper on the other side of the missing
wall.

Then an avalanche of imps scurried
over the debris of the wall. They were all carrying what looked
like homemade grenades.

And then a battle between the imps and
angels began.

From the corner of her eye she saw
Ashley leap to the left and avoid the scythe of the nearest reaper.
She was a skilled guardian, and Kara would have been in awe of her
skill if she weren’t already occupied trying to save her own
skin.

An imp slashed at her with its dagger,
but she blocked it with her right wing and pushed her blade under
its chin and up into its brain. The imp exploded into dust. She
kicked it back, just as another jumped her. She swept her wing
again and caught the imp across its chest, sending it to the
ground. Then she stabbed her blade into its head and ended its
miserable life.

She spun around to see David behead
the imp that had tried to sneak up behind her.

He grinned at her. “You’re
welcome.”

He ran into a wall of imps, slashing
and kicking them like it was his favorite sport.

Kara shook her head.

“This isn’t a game, David!
Try to act like a normal guardian for a change.”

“Define
normal guardian? My
score’s fifteen so far,” David yelled back.

He impaled another imp with his blade.
“Make that sixteen!”

An imp yanked at Kara’s wings from
behind. She spun around and beat her wings, and the imp went flying
into the air.

David skewered it on his soul blade.
“Gotcha.”

Kara marveled at her wings. She was
able to use them like a second and much stronger pair of arms. She
leaped in the air, turning like a top with her wings out, and
slashed five imps at once.

David whistled. “Nice.”

Smirking with a new sense of agility,
Kara made it her mission to kill as many imps as she
could.

But then her smile
vanished.

The lifeless bodies of ten small
children lay dead at her feet. Their eyes were wide and black, and
their mouths were open in silent screams. An imp danced happily
around the dead children’s bodies as if he were participating in a
ritual sacrifice. A sick gurgling laugh drummed in its
throat.

Kara was fueled with anger. She
screamed. With her wings extended she pushed off hard and impaled
the imp with her fist in its chest. She hit it with such force that
her arm went right through to the other side. She pulled her fist
out of its body, and the imp exploded into dust.

Kara stared at her hand in shock.
Yellow slime that reeked of death and rotten flesh dripped from her
knuckles. Disgusted, she wiped the remains of the creature on her
jeans. She had never killed a creature with just her bare hands
before. Her elemental powers had always been the source of her
added strength before, but this power was different. It was cold.
She could feel it pulsating through her like a shot of adrenaline.
She was much stronger than she had ever been. She tried to convince
herself that she didn’t like this new feeling of power, but she
couldn’t hide her smile as she swung her blade at an oncoming
imp.

Suddenly, the other four groups of
angels appeared through a doorway down the opposite
hall.

“Woohoo!” said David, as
he impaled two imps at once. “Reinforcements.”

The forty new guardians came hurtling
into the battle. Imps flew, daggers flew, and the sound of metal
hitting flesh bounced off the walls.

The imps were no match for this new
onslaught of skilled guardians. David laughed as he played
toss-the-imps with another guardian who easily sliced through them
with his soul blade. As the imps began to disappear, Kara was
filled with hope. They were winning.

She turned when she caught a flash of
gold out of the corner of her eye. Gabriel was on his knees, and
the reaper was advancing on him.

With a great beat of her wings, Kara
flew through the opening of the fallen wall and skidded to a stop
next to Gabriel.

“Kara, get back,” Gabriel
groaned.

His body was covered in deep
lacerations. He tried to get up, but fell back, his face sunken
from exhaustion.

“It’s no use! They’re too
strong. We should never have come. Get back, I said!”

Kara moved protectively in
front of Gabriel. She extended her wings in the hope that the
creature would mistake her for an archfiend, and that by some
miracle it would obey her. It was a long shot. She took that chance and stood
defiantly with soul blade at the ready.

The smell of death and the sounds of
the thousands of lost souls crying out in agony permeated the air
around the reaper.

“Kara, get out of here!”
Gabriel cried, his voice hoarse and raw, like he was about to lose
it completely.

“You can scream all you
like, but I’m not leaving you.”

It seemed to work. The reaper was
watching her wings and seemed to relax its shoulders. It lowered
its scythe.

Kara cleared her throat.

“Reaper, I command you to
leave us!” she said in the most authoritative voice she could
muster. She hoped that it was enough.

It did not work.

The reaper raised its arms. There was
a crack, like lightning hitting a tree, and black tendrils shot
from its hands and wrapped around her ankles.

Kara desperately tried to hack at the
tight black coils with her blade, but the tendrils were as strong
as metal and would not be cut. She cried out as the tendrils burned
her M-5 suit and her legs. The poison entered her body, and she
could feel it rising into her abdomen.

Suddenly, Kara was lifted in the air
and slammed into a wall. She slumped to the floor. She opened her
eyes groggily and caught a glimpse of David as he kicked and pushed
his way to get near her.

“No,” Kara
groaned.

She tried to yell, but she hadn’t the
strength. She kicked out with her legs, but they were pinned by the
black tendrils that were working their way up toward her
chest.

David came into view and whistled
through his teeth.

The reaper swiveled its
head.

David spun and side-kicked the reaper.
Surprisingly, the creature staggered back and dropped it scythe.
Its connection with Kara was lost.

“David don’t—please—we
can’t defeat them,” Kara said.

“I’m not going to let you
die. See, I think I injured it.”

But the reaper recovered, and faster
than David could move, it hurled a beam of black tendrils at
him.

The force picked David up and threw
him down to the ground with such force that it cracked the floor.
David raised his head slightly, and Kara could see the poison of
the tendrils entering the skin on his face like black
veins.

The reaper moved toward David and
raised its scythe.

“No!” Kara hurtled herself
at the reaper with the last of her strength.

Like a linebacker, she hit
it hard with her shoulder, and they both went down. As soon as the
creature’s acidic hide touched her, the skin of her M-Suit burned
and began to wither. She could feel her strength was failing. Her eyes began to blur, and she could
hear souls crying and could feel their pain. It was like dying over
and over again.

Kara thought she was about
to go mad. She could see her angel essence was being sucked out of
her body and into the reaper’s scythe.

For a moment she felt
release as the reaper loomed over her. She
had almost abandoned herself to death when she realized it was
toying with her.

She had to fight back.

The thought of David empowered her
with enough strength to prop herself on her elbows. But then
something even more horrifying caught her eye and her hope
faded.

Six more reapers had appeared in the
doorway. The seven reapers. They were all here. But why?

The guardians stood in a line with
their weapons raised, but Kara could see the fear in their
eyes.

What could they do with such foes? How
could they defeat creatures that had no weakness?

Kara fell back in despair.
She had done her best not to call forth the darkness inside her or
to succumb to its power. And now it was too late. Her body and her
wings were so damaged that she could barely move. She was like a
dead bird whose wings could no longer flutter. She was
dying.

She wished silently for
her elemental power. With her arms outstretched, her face flat
against the cool floor, she waited in agony to die.


 Chapter 22

A Ring in the
Sky

 


 


 


A shudder rippled through Kara’s body.

Her fingers pulsed with a
new energy. It began with the tiniest sensation, a whisper of
power. It pulsed in the tips of her fingers and moved across her
hands and into the rest of her body. Though she shivered from the
pain and anguish, she could sense the strength returning to her
wings as well. The darkness throbbed inside her like cold blood
that wanted to be free. She knew she had to try and control it,
that she only needed the tiniest
spark of dark energy.

Kara called to it to come
forth. She wasn’t sure how she would direct it, and prayed she
could still control it once it was released. She felt the power
surge, pulsating in her hands and legs. She groaned and
rose.

The reaper cocked its
head, surprised to see her stand. It wiggled its scythe, mocking
her, showing her the tool with which it was going to end her
life.

Kara’s eyes went to the
red, blistering scythe. She hated it. If
only she could get close enough…

And then she knew. Like a memory
suddenly returning, she knew how to kill it. She couldn’t explain
it. She just knew.

With the last of her strength, Kara
moved her right wing. The black power rippled through her, and she
used some of it to knock the scythe from the reaper’s
hands.

The red sword flew into the air and
crashed to the ground next to Kara. She didn’t know what possessed
her, but she flung herself at the scythe—and stabbed it with her
blade.

The effect was immediate.

The reaper fell to its knees and
howled like a thousand dying beasts.

The scythe bubbled and steamed from
the puncture hole she had made. It glowed red hot, and Kara backed
away from the burning heat. The scythe undulated and popped like
hot magma. And then it shuddered one last time and burst into a
mess of red liquid.

For a moment nothing happened. The red
liquid evaporated. But then it was replaced by little particles
that glimmered and hovered like a carpet of the most dazzling
diamonds.

And then a great beam of light
particles shot directly at Kara.

Kara staggered back in surprise as the
strands of light coiled around her like a brilliant whirlwind. She
watched the spinning beams of light, and through them she saw
thousands of smiling faces. They looked like the transparent faces
of ghosts.

She couldn’t help but smile. An
overwhelming feeling of release and happiness surrounded her. It
was almost as though the souls who had been trapped in the scythe
were thanking her.

Thank you Kara. Thank you!
Thank you!

She could hear the voices of the
souls. The voices of thousands of men, women, and children were all
whispering their thanks and appreciation to her.

And then the souls lifted into the
air, blasted through the highest window, and disappeared into the
sky like fireworks of light.

Kara heard a moan behind
her.

The reaper’s eyes flashed red once,
and then it too melted into a red and black soup. Its howl
diminished to a whisper, and then it was silent.

“You did it, Kara! You
figured out how to kill them.” David spun around and shouted. “We
can kill them – look!”

He pointed to the steaming red and
black puddle. “Kara did it! It’s their scythes. Kill the scythes
and the reapers die!”

He charged at the nearest reaper. The
reaper swung at him, but David blocked the reaper’s scythe and
kicked the reaper hard in the gut. The creature staggered and fell.
David leaped over the reaper without any hesitation and brought his
blades crashing down into the reaper’s scythe. The weapon sizzled
and then exploded into red soup. The trapped souls rose into the
air and drifted out of the building through the window.

David smeared the red
liquid with his boot. “Told you I’d reap you in the end,
soul-sucker.”

It only took a moment for the other
angels to comprehend what had just happened. The unbeatable threat
could be defeated. They turned on the reapers.

The remaining five reapers backed away
in fear.

Kara called upon her black energy one
last time, and with Ashley at her side they charged the last
reapers.

Ashley dove and twisted under the
swing of the first reaper’s scythe. She came up behind the creature
and drove her soul blade into the red metal. The scythe hissed and
melted away, and the reaper turned into a puddle of red. Ashley’s
eyes were wild, and she threw herself at the next reaper, hungry to
avenge the deaths of her friends.

One of the reapers had backed away
into the shadows and was sneaking silently away from the
battle.

Kara didn’t take her eyes off the
wandering reaper. With a great beat of her wings, she flew at it
with the force of a cannon ball. She hit it. The reaper flew
backwards and crashed into the wall. In a flash, she speared the
creature’s weapon with her own. It never had time to fight
back.

The reapers all fell at the hands of
the angels until nothing remained of them but piles of red
soup.

The guardians stood together and
watched as the grateful little soul particles floated
away.

“We did it!”

David surveyed the carnage. “They’re
all gone. All seven. And we know how to kill them if any more show
up. I’d say this is a real win for the legion.”

Kara surveyed what was left of the
legion. From the fifty guardians who had arrived with Gabriel
perhaps only twenty remained. She wouldn’t call this a win. They
had lost many angel lives. But it was a start.”

“You don’t look
happy.”

Kara forced a smile. “I’m…”

She wanted to say scared.

“I’m not sure what I am.”
It was the honest truth. “I guess I don’t feel so victorious. I
keep feeling that we’re missing something.”

“Well, I’d go for a beer
right about now.” David beamed. “Make that two.”

Kara was pleased to see that Gabriel
was still in one piece.

“Good work,
everyone.”

The archangel’s voice was rough and
Kara had to strain to hear him better.

“I’m very grateful to you
all. You’ve demonstrated courage, strength, and great skill and
ingenuity at defeating the reapers. Thank you. Now, let’s get back
to Horizon, to heal our wounds.”

Kara wondered if he meant to heal
their own wounds, or if they could heal and reclaim the souls of
those who had been lost in the battle.

Ashley walked alongside Kara and
smiled. It was the first time Kara had seen her smile an honest and
genuine smile. And from that moment, she knew they were
friends.

Kara found it strange that it was dark
outside the hospital. It had been midday when they had first
arrived. Had time passed so quickly?

Newspapers littered the
polished hospital floors, and Kara picked one up. The front page
read, Strange virus leaves thousands dead.
Doctors are mystified. The Center of Disease Control and Prevention
is calling it the New Black Plague.

She started to read a smaller article
just below it. She flinched.

She felt a panic slowly growing in the
pit of her soul.

“David, what’s today’s
date?”

David scratched his head. “Uh…I think
it’s the eighteenth. Why?”

Kara didn’t answer but handed him the
newspaper and pointed to the small article.

Ashley moved next to David to get a
closer look at the paper.

Kara smacked her forehead.
“Of course! It all makes sense now. It wasn’t the
Eighteens. The imps were
chanting the eighteenth
of August! The eighteenth of the month! How could
I have been so stupid? Why didn’t I see this before?”

“Kara, what are you
talking about?” Ashley frowned.

Kara sighed heavily. “They tricked
us.”

“What? Who?”

“It was all a diversion,”
said Kara, realizing that it was true as she spoke the
words.

“Can’t you see? The
reapers were a diversion all along, to keep us busy. They wanted us
distracted so that we wouldn’t notice the eclipse.”

Kara glanced out of the front doors.
The sudden darkness made sense now.

“Raphael told me that the
archfiends couldn’t open the prison with just the key. They needed a rare
astronomical event when the mortal world was in shadow.”

“And the world is in
shadow with a solar eclipse.”

Ashley paled as she looked outside.
“Oh, no.”

“Exactly,” said
Kara.

A single, great golden ring had
replaced the sun and was casting long shadows on the world
below.

“How long does it last?”
asked David as he moved beside Kara and craned his neck.

Kara stared at the ring in the sky and
shrugged. “I don’t know, not long I guess. Hurry, we have to get
back to Horizon and warn them before the imps use the
key—”

“It’s too late,” said
Ashley.

She pointed into the sky behind the
hospital. “Look.”

A beam of fire erupted from the bowels
of the earth, shot up through the air, and tore a hole in the
sky.

Then out from the beam of fire emerged
the winged beasts.
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Kara leaned on the back wall of the old farmhouse out in Green
Bay, Wisconsin. The smell of wet earth and old pine planks helped
to calm her. It reminded her of her childhood at her grandmother’s
cottage. But it wasn’t enough.

When all the angels had arrived back
at Horizon to heal their wounds, they had been told to rendezvous
at a safe house back on earth to discuss their options. Peter and
Jenny were still in the Healing-Xpress, so Kara, David, and Ashley
had made the trip here with the rest of the legion.

As she stood waiting, she couldn’t
stop thinking of the winged creatures she had seen in the sky.
Their leathery black dragon wings had looked just like
hers.

The one that had injected
her didn’t have wings, so he wasn’t an archfiend. But there was no
doubt in her mind that he must have been their servant, like the
imps. He was probably a lower
creature, like the lower demons and cast-down
creatures of the Netherworld.

They had not gotten close enough to
get a really good look at the winged creatures that had emerged
from the flames, but Kara could tell that they were humanoid, big,
and winged.

Gabriel’s triumphant look when they
had defeated the reapers had darkened when the creatures had
emerged. He had urged the angels back quickly to Horizon, but he
had stayed back. He had looked defeated as he gazed at the winged
fiends, and Kara had looked away, feeling she was intruding on
something personal.

Kara had felt a connection toward
them, too. She felt a sense of familiarity, like when you look at
an old picture of a family member and see features of yourself. She
was frightened that one day she wouldn’t recognize herself, and
that she would turn on her friends and the legion. She was scared
that she would become a creature of darkness, an angel
killer.

And now as she leaned back, she felt
the weight of her wings again. It was like a heavy burden that was
yet to come.

The thirty-something senior guardians
waited for Gabriel and Ariel to show up. Ariel had told them to sit
tight and wait once they got to the safe house. But wait for what?
Planning was usually done in Horizon, not in some remote
dilapidated and abandoned farmhouse on Earth.

What defense strategies was the legion
working on now? What scheme would prove effective against these
dark gods? Another prison? She doubted the archfiends would fall
for that again.

Kara could see that Ashley was
admiring a large pitchfork as though she would love to be given the
chance to use it. Kara was surprised at their friendship. Never in
a million years had she thought that the two of them could be
friends. And now they were. The spat between them had lifted, and
now they were as thick as thieves. She couldn’t imagine fighting
the archfiends without Ashley’s help. She was a skilled guardian
angel, and Kara could learn from her, just like she had learned
from David in the beginning.

David…

David sat on an old wooden bench next
to her. His right knee was bouncing restlessly, and he was deep in
thought. He was as handsome as ever, even with his forehead
wrinkled with whatever was going through his mind. Kara wished they
could be alone together for a while. She knew he was thinking the
same thing. What was the legion’s plan? How were they going to
destroy the archfiends before they destroyed the world?

There was no point in
trying to hide her wings anymore. Everyone had seen them. She
was marked all
over again…

There was a loud creak,
and the double barn doors pulled open—

David cursed.

Kara cursed.

Ashley picked up the
pitchfork.

Ariel and Metatron strode
into the barn. They were followed by twelve higher
demons.

The higher demons were
identical in every way, just as Kara had remembered them. They were
tall and strong, and wore
expensive-looking gray suits that were tailored to perfection over
their muscular bodies. Their short white hair shone unnaturally in
the dim light and added an eerie gloom to the already somber
atmosphere. Their grayish-blue skin still looked like that of a
corpse a few hours old, and their eyes were as black and soulless
as she remembered. Most of all, she remembered how much she hated
these guys.

Kara instinctively moved forward with
her soul blade in her hand.

“At ease, Kara,” said
Ariel and raised her hand. “Lower your weapon, please.”

But Kara did not lower her
blade. She crossed the room and did not take her eyes off the
black-eyed men. Her hatred and anger throbbed inside her like a
white-hot force that was about to explode. She wanted to gouge out
their eyes with her blade. The higher demons must have tricked
Ariel and Metatron. Why else would they be here?

“I
said lower your weapon,” repeated Ariel ominously. “I will not say it
again.”

“You
heard her, little bird,” said Metatron. 

His smile was really a
reminder of the deal she had made with him. Although she had not
forgotten about Metatron, she had been distracted by their battle
with the reapers and had not thought about him. Clearly that had
been a mistake.

“And
what do we have here?” Metatron’s smile widened at the distress he
saw on Kara’s face. 

He seemed to take pleasure
in sizing up her new wings.

“My
favorite little bird has learned to fly. That will come in
handy.” 

He moved around the room,
tapping his cigar ashes on a few unsuspecting guardian angels, and
finally he leaned against one of the back panels of the barn and
crossed his arms over his chest.

He surveyed the room from
behind his sunglasses. It was almost as though he was
protecting the demons.
But that was absurd. Metatron was corrupt and twisted, but he was
loyal to the legion. Wasn’t he?

Kara lowered her weapon
reluctantly, but she planted her feet in the middle of the barn and
glared at the twelve demons. She opened her wings in anger for
everyone, including the demons, to see.

She folded them
back.

Ashley had the pitchfork
raised toward a demon and growled, “Just give me a
reason.”

She prodded the fork
forward a little, “That’s all I ask.”

“Ashley,” said Ariel.
“Same goes for you and anyone else. Weapons down.”

Ashley lowered her big
fork.

“You are ordered to stand
down,” said Ariel, her voice deep and imposing.

“Is that
clear?” 

She eyed everyone
dangerously, waiting to see if any of the angels were stupid enough
to challenge her. They weren’t.

“What
are they doing here? Why aren’t we killing them?” Kara put as much
hatred as she could into her voice, not caring to hide it. She was
glad of her hatred. She wanted the demons to know exactly how she
felt.

The higher demons sneered
at her as they strolled around the barn. They enjoyed how they made
everyone jumpy. They seemed to get a kick out of seeing the angels
unable to act upon their natural instinct to kill the
demons.

“Why are
they here?” Kara asked again. Her voice quivered with fury.


“Calm
down, and we will tell you,” said Ariel. 

Once she believed that
Kara was calm enough, she studied the room to make sure that all
eyes and attention were on her and what she was about to
say.

“The legion has made a
temporary pact with the higher demons—”

“Are you
crazy?” shouted Kara, before she realized that she was shouting at
an archangel. 

Ariel glared at her, and
Kara clamped her mouth shut. She had made a huge mistake, but she
stayed where she was.

“You can’t be serious!”
David’s eyes went from Metatron to the higher demons. “Metatron, my
man, all the torturing forgiven, but seriously, man, have you lost
your mind?”

“We
haven’t lost anything, Davy,” answered Metatron. 

His voice was as slippery
as oil.

“Not
yet, anyway. Times have changed, and the legion has to change with
it, if it wants to survive. Things are going to be very different
from now on. I can promise you that.” 

He took a long drag from
his cigar and blew the smoke out in the shape of a bird.

Kara couldn’t see his
eyes, but she knew he was looking at her.

And then he added with a
grin. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

“Which is why the higher
demons are here,” interjected Ariel. “We need their
help—”

“Their help!” Kara blurted out. “How
can that be? This doesn’t make any sense.”

Ariel ignored Kara’s
outburst.

“We need
their help now. This is the first time since the beginning of the
legion. Horizon has never
made such a pact with Netherworld creatures. It
goes against all our values. But we are left with little
choice.”

Kara shook her head in
disbelief. “But how…why…?”

One of the higher demons
nodded his head at Metatron and then smiled.

“I’ll
tell you why,” said the higher demon, looking directly at
Kara. 

She cringed at the sound
of its greasy voice.

“You
see, little elemental angel.” He paused and then corrected himself
with a sneer, “Or should I say, fiend angel.”

Kara winced at the name as
though she had been slapped in the face. Everyone was watching
her.

The higher demon smiled at
her discomfort.

“We share a common enemy, an enemy that would see us destroyed
right alongside you angels.”

He grimaced, “The
archfiends.”

Kara looked at Metatron and Ariel, her
eyes wide, as if she hadn’t understood the implications of the
words that had come out of the hateful creature. It was like a
nightmare, and she couldn’t wake up.

She looked at Metatron and feared what
he was about to say next.

He thrust his cigar into his mouth and
raised his fist.

“We will join forces with
the demons. Together, we will defeat the archfiends.”
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Horizon was mad.

The supernatural world that
Kara had grown to love and respect had gone off the deep end.
Making deals with the Netherworld was like asking the wolf
not to eat the
scrumptious little rabbit. It was a contradiction. It didn’t make
sense. Horizon and the Netherworld had been at war with each other
since the beginning of time. It was the ongoing ancient battle
between good and evil, light and darkness. And now the light was
letting the darkness in. It was preposterous, infuriating, and yet
it was happening.

When Kara had first heard the news, she had
been confused and shocked. But her confusion soon boiled into an
uncontrollable, white-hot anger. The only way she would make it
through the up-coming meeting without losing her temper and cutting
a few higher demons would be to get out. Get out and fly.

Kara kicked off hard and let the wind cool
her hot temper. She soared high above the outskirts of Green Bay,
Wisconsin and practiced maneuvering with her newly formed wings
until flying seemed second nature, anything to keep her mind off
the ridiculous notion of making a deal with the devils. She stroked
with her wings, again and again, until the city had disappeared
beneath her, and she was alone in the sky.

She aimed for the clouds. And like a runner
in thick fog, she could feel the vapor on her face as she flew
through them. Like a great eagle, she glided above the clouds that
hid her from mortal eyes and relaxed for the first time since the
archangels Metatron and Ariel had told her about their arrangement
with the higher demons.

She knew it was stupid and
reckless to be out in full view for all mortal eyes to see, but she
didn’t care. Why should she care what the legion thought anyway?
She wasn’t the one siding with the enemy—they were. Besides, it was nearly
dark out, and she didn’t remember reading any rules about not being
allowed to fly above the mortal world. Her wings were too new, and too
unusual, for any decrees to have been written just yet.

And she was going to take advantage of
it.

Her mind was in hyper-drive. She was so
angry she wanted to scream. She had to focus elsewhere, and she
concentrated on flying.

Flight was a constant learning curve. She
wasn’t born with wings, and there was no one to teach her, no petty
officer to show her the ropes. She was on her own. She needed to
practice as much as she could. It required a lot of effort just to
support her weight at such a high altitude, and it would take many
hours of flying to fly efficiently, let alone to defend herself and
to attack.

However, right now she needed to clear her
head. She had to forget this new pact with the Netherworld because
she was losing her concentration. And it took loads of
concentration not to plummet to the ground below.

And yet, as hard as she tried, the events of
the recent meeting kept crawling back into her head. Kara gritted
her teeth. The way the higher demons had sneered at her like they
had won some secret victory enraged her. She couldn’t shake off the
feeling that somehow the demons had their own secret agenda. In
fact, she was prepared to bet her angel life that they were using
the archfiend’s escape as a means of some evil plan of their own.
They were demons after all, human-soul-eating monsters. They
couldn’t be trusted. They were up to something, and she was going
to find out what.

As she banked softly to the left, she
marveled at the sight of the city lights that blinked at her
through holes in the clouds. She loved it up here and wished she
could stay forever. She felt free. Free of responsibilities. Free
from the changes that threatened her mind and body.

Kara didn’t know how long she’d been flying
when a throbbing pain suddenly erupted in her head and took over
her body. Like a sudden wave of sickness, a cold sweat formed on
her back and forehead and a chill shuddered through her.

She knew she couldn’t stay up for much
longer. A pulsing ache surged through her wings, and they
faltered.

She wasn’t sure how high she had flown,
maybe six thousand feet, but the one thing she did know for sure
was that if she fell now, her mortal suit wouldn’t be able to
withstand the impact. She would be no use to anyone as an exploded
M-suit mess. As the throbbing increased, Kara tucked her wings in,
banked a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn, and began her
descent.

Falling was a pretty cool sensation.
Ignoring the pain in her head and body, Kara smiled as she
dive-bombed to the surface. The wind whistled in her ears. The air
flapped at her face and clothes, and her hair spilled madly behind
her. She grinned wildly.

She recognized the barn,
and she raised her head and angled her body upward, spreading out
her wings to slow her descent. She could see David and Ashley’s
smiling faces looking up at her. They may have been expecting some
grand, graceful landing, but she hadn’t mastered the art of landing yet, and
she was going too fast.

She was going to crash.

Kara cursed. She wished they hadn’t been
there to see her make a fool of herself, especially David. She
thrust her body backward in a desperate attempt to slow down. She
swung her wings in a circular motion, back and forth, like giant
hands clapping. She stuck out her legs in front of her like the
ducks did when they landed in the pond at her grandma’s cottage.
But there was no pond here to slow her descent. The impenetrable
ground looked more and more like a giant concrete runway than a
soft farm field.

David ran toward her, arms stretched out
like he wanted to catch her.

“Get out of the way!”
yelled Kara. She waved her hands frantically in a desperate attempt
to make him move away, but it only made him run faster toward
her.

“What are you doing? I
can’t stop! Get out of the way—”

Kara rammed into David.

The force of the impact propelled them both
into the air, and they skidded to a stop in a field of tall golden
grass. She landed on top of him. With her wings folded behind her,
Kara looked down into his blue eyes, and for a moment she forgot
all about her wings, the higher demons, and the archfiends. There
was only her and David in a farmer’s meadow.

David pulled her closer, and his mouth
twitched in a mischievous grin.

“I saved you, my darling
butterfly.”

Kara spit the grass from her mouth.

“You’re
delusional.”

She tried to ignore how comfortable she felt
with his arms around her.

“You didn’t
save me. I
crashed into you, but I
did try to warn you. Didn’t you hear me?”

David’s smile widened.

“You can crash into me any
time, if it means I can hold you like this.” He tightened his hold
around her.

His eyes mesmerized her. He pulled her in
closer to him, his lips dangerously near…

“Where is everyone?” Kara
turned away from David’s scrumptious lips before she did something
stupid—like kiss him.

“Is the meeting over? I
didn’t realize I’d been gone that long. It didn’t
feel long. I guess I lost
track of time.”

“I’ll give you the
answer… if … you
give me a kiss.”

Kara whirled around. “David, don’t be
stupid. I’m serious.”

She tried to pull herself off of him, only
too aware that Ashley was probably somewhere near, watching them
with a scowl on her face. She wasn’t sure how she’d feel about
Ashley witnessing this. But she couldn’t break away from his
embrace, or maybe she just didn’t want to.

“Come on, David, let me go.
Wasn’t Ashley with you?”

“Give me a kiss,” said
David again, “and I’ll let you go. I swear it. Angel’s honor.” He
puckered his lips.

Kara snorted.
“Angel’s honor?
Are you kidding me? When did you ever have angel’s
honor?”

“Kiss me,” David repeated,
“and I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

As much as this offer was tempting, Kara
tried to pull away from him again, but her smile betrayed her.

“I swear, if you don’t let
me go this instant—”

David leaned in and kissed her. It was
brief, but she felt its electricity from the tip of her wings to
her toes. She missed his kisses. She wanted more. Much more.

Kara stared at his eyes and leaned in—

Someone cleared their throat.

David’s grip loosened, and Kara jumped as
far away from David as she could.

“I knew the rumors were
true about you guys,” laughed Ashley softly. She raised her hands
when she saw the look of panic on Kara’s face.

“Don’t worry, your secret
is safe with me. I wouldn’t dream of telling anyone what I
saw. And I saw
plenty.”

Kara was utterly mortified that Ashley had
seen her private moment with David. Her angel life was already an
open book for the entire legion to read. She wanted to keep some of
it private.

Her wings ruffled in annoyance as she put
more distance between herself and David. She tried her best to look
natural, as natural as a winged creature could be.

“I hate to
interrupt you,” said
Ashley, “but Ariel asked me and David to get you, Kara. I wasn’t
expecting he’d take it literally.”

Kara wanted to tell Ashley
that she hadn’t interrupted anything, but she lost her voice when
she looked back at David. He looked as if he had been rejected,
like she was ashamed of him. Kara wanted to reach out to him, but the moment had
passed.

“We’re all ordered to
report back to Horizon for further instruction,” said Ashley. She
looked uneasily at David.

“I don’t know about you
guys, but this whole thing feels really rotten. I have to trust
that the legion knows what they’re doing. But I just don’t know. I
heard Ariel mention something to Metatron about teaming up with
demons, but maybe I’m wrong.”

Ashley shook her head, not wanting to
believe that what she had heard might be true.

Kara glanced over at the barn uneasily.

“No, I’m sure you’re right
about what you heard. I wouldn’t put anything passed Metatron,
however disturbing it might sound.”

She shuddered inwardly at her own mention of
Metatron and turned her attention back to Ashley. “Has everyone
left?”

Ashley nodded. “Yes. We’re the last.”

Kara looked up into the deep, navy sky. The
memory of the archfiends soaring into the sky was still fresh in
her mind, and she felt the panic that they brought with them
again.

A war was brewing. It was inevitable. The
threat was as real and as tangible as she was. She felt in it her
soul. Could the legion defeat their archenemies? She didn’t want to
admit it to herself, but she was frightened at the hopelessness of
their situation, frightened that they would lose this battle. She
had never felt like this before. It was terrifying. She was losing
hope.

“Things are going to be
different now, with this new arrangement.”

Kara did her best to try and hide her
anxiety. “We have to prepare ourselves.”

“I know,” said Ashley.
“It’s not going to be easy. But what choice do we have?”

“We always have a choice,”
said Kara.

Ashley shook her head. “Not this time. Come
on. Ariel’s waiting for us. Let’s get out of here and go home.”

She made her way toward the small creek
behind the barn.

Home. Kara felt disconnected. Even though she was still horribly
angry with the legion, Horizon was still her home. She had to protect it
from the archfiends. It was time to go back. She needed to check on
her friends.

Jenny and Peter were still healing. The last
time she had seen them, they were both in critical condition. She
had saved them, but just barely. Now she missed their smiling
faces. She missed the usual demon-killing routine. She needed
normalcy.

Before Kara turned to follow Ashley, she
reached out to David.

“David, I’m
sorry—”

He brushed past her with his eyes on the
ground and didn’t even look at her.

Kara stood there for a moment, gathering
herself, as she watched him walk away. What had she done that was
so terrible? But even as she asked herself, she knew. She had hurt
David more than she had realized when she had dismissed his
affections in front of Ashley.

She watched the back of his head, the sway
in his shoulders as he walked away, and still she couldn’t move. It
was like someone had punched her in the gut.

David arrived at the creek just behind
Ashley. He didn’t turn around. He just jumped into the creek and
disappeared.

As Kara stood in her
desolation, she felt a presence behind her, something foul,
something dead.

She spun around and held her soul blade to
the throat of a sneering higher demon.

The demon’s grin widened so much that he
looked like a ventriloquist’s puppet.

“Aren’t we a little bit
jumpy, fiend-angel? We’re supposed to be on the
same team now. Remember? Why don’t you put that blade away so we
can have a nice little chat?”

Kara narrowed her eyes and pushed the blade
harder into the demon’s neck.

“I’ll never be on
your team, demon. I don’t
care what the legion says. I’ve always been a bit of a rebel, and I
usually do things my way. Besides, I don’t think killing just one demon will ruin
the legion’s plans. It’s not like you’ll be missed. Give me a
reason why I shouldn’t kill you now?”

“Because you’d be breaking
the new treaty we have with the legion, and you’d be in a lot of
trouble, little angel,” laughed the higher demon.

“If you want to beat the
archfiends…” the higher demon paused, licked its lips with a gray
tongue and then added, “you need
us. The archfiends will destroy all of us if they
can, but together we stand a fighting chance. We can beat them.”

Kara couldn’t bring herself to admit the
demon might be right. “I know you’re up to something with this deal
with Horizon, and I’m going to find out what it is.”

“You’re wrong…but then
again you’re the one with the blade.”

Kara had never been so close to a higher
demon for so long without killing it. The demon smelled of bile and
rotten flesh, and it took an enormous amount of will power not to
send it back to the Netherworld. She gritted her teeth.

“Why were you were sneaking
behind me, demon?”

“I was not.”

“Liar,” spat Kara. A
trickle of black blood seeped down the tip of her blade.

“All you demons are liars.
It’s part of what you are—deceivers and tricksters. There’s nothing
honest about demons. You might have fooled Ariel and the other
archangels, but I’m not buying this sham. This treaty’s a
joke. You know it,
and I know
it.”

A rasping laugh erupted
from the demon’s throat. “You angels are so suspicious, you
especially. I meant no offense. I was just curious about you, that is
all.”

There was something odd
with the way the demon said curious, almost as though it hinted
that it knew something about her, about what was happening to her …
about her wings. But how could that be?

“We wanted a closer look at
your new wings,”
said a second voice from behind her, as though it had been reading
her mind.

Kara turned quickly and saw two more higher
demons.

Between them was a man. He looked like a
regular thirty-year-old businessman in an expensive black suit. He
had neatly trimmed dark hair and a sly smile on his handsome face.
He looked like he was ready to charm his way into some sort of
cunning deal. But his black eyes and pale skin gave him away.
Although he looked like a model, he still smelled like the dead. He
was a demon. He carried himself like a proud peacock, and Kara
suspected she was looking at a demon lord or some kind of boss from
the Netherworld. Typical. She narrowed her eyes. She wanted to kill
him too.

“They are…”

The man-demon paused as he took a moment to
inspect her wings thoroughly, moving his black eyes over every inch
of her, “…remarkable.”

“I know.”

Kara shoved her captive
higher demon to the ground and resisted the urge to kick it. The
demon smiled at her viciously and then stood amongst its brethren.
Their hollow black eyes and their identical faces were warped and
twisted into unnaturally large sneers. These higher demons, clones
from the abyss, always freaked her out.

She sensed that they were
hiding something, like they knew some sort of secret about her that
they weren’t about to share. She was really starting to get
annoyed.

“If you don’t stop staring
at me like that, I’m going to start chopping off heads.”

“So you’re the infamous
Kara Nightingale,” said the man. He stood too close, and his black
eyes rolled over her body once more.

“My, my. You’re not at all
what I expected.”

Kara grimaced at his foul
breath and shuddered at his nearness, but she wouldn’t move.
Showing this demon any kind of weakness by stepping back would be a
victory for him. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. So
instead, she squared her shoulders and raised her chin. “Yeah? And
why’s that?”

He raised his brows. “I
imagined you…taller. But, you’re still very…exquisite.”

The frown on Kara’s face
deepened. “And you are?”

“Salthazar,” said the
demon pompously. His voice was oily and treacherous. It was the
voice of a madman.

Kara twirled her blade in
her hand, inches from Salthazar’s suit.

“You say that like it’s
supposed to mean something to me.” She forced a laugh. “Never heard
of you.”

Salthazar lost his smile
for a second, but when it returned, and to Kara’s surprise, his
teeth were sparkling white.

“No matter, you will hear
of me soon enough. But to help enlighten you—I’m your late father’s
successor.”

Kara flinched as though
Salthazar had slapped her across the face. With all that was
happening to her, and with the archfiends’ escape, the last thing
on her mind was her father, the demon lord that she had killed.

“Yes,” continued
Salthazar.

He clearly enjoyed the
distress on Kara’s face.

“We all know what you did
to your own precious daddy. You were the talk of the Netherworld
for a long time, the angel that destroyed the powerful Asmodeus. He
was the strongest and greatest of our kind, and yet
you…” his black eyes
sparkled, “…destroyed him. How did you do it?”

A smile tugged at the
corners of her lips. “It just happened.”

“Nothing ever
just happens. There is
always an explanation. Was it cleverness? Wit? Strength? Or just
dumb luck? I guess we’ll never really know how you managed to
vanquish the most powerful demon lord of our time.”

Kara let out a growl of
annoyance. “Guess not.”

Salthazar watched her for
a moment. “Rumors spread of your elemental power. Yes. I know of
it. It sparked lots of interest amongst our kind—to be able to
control such wild and fierce energy. It is a power that demons have
long desired to manipulate ourselves. But we never succeeded. Your
father tried and failed. It must take a great deal of self-control,
not to let it control you. But I guess things have changed now. I
know that you don’t possess it anymore.”

Kara did her best to hide
her annoyance and bitterness. Her elemental power was gone, and she
felt miserable. It had left a hole in her, and she wanted it
back.

The demon lord shook his
head. “You lost an incredible gift, there’s no denying that…only to
be replaced by wings? Don’t you think it’s strange that these
things keep happening to you, Kara Nightingale of the legion of
angels? Yes…tell me, why is that?”

“It’s a
mystery.”

Kara gripped the handle of
her dagger. Her nails cut into her palm. She tried to ignore the
surge and crash of bitter emotions that had awoken within her.
Truth be told, she wished she knew the answer, too. But she didn’t.
She didn’t know why these horrible things kept happening to her,
the elemental power…the wings…it was like a dark force kept
throwing obstacles at her, challenging her, keeping her from
becoming the guardian she was supposed to become, keeping her from
attaining her full potential.

Salthazar let out a cold
laugh. “Well, whatever. I think I should be thanking you, really.
Without you, without what you did, I wouldn’t be here. So thank you
for clearing a path for me.”

He paused. “I’ve always
wondered why you didn’t take his place.”

Kara frowned, but she
couldn’t find her voice.

“You could have, you
know,” continued the demon. “It was rightfully yours. You could
have taken your father’s place in the Netherworld. To rule the
demons as their queen.”

“My job is to
kill demons,” said Kara.
She trembled with rage and squeezed her soul blade. “That’s what
guardian angels do. We rid the earth of scum like you, and we
protect the mortals. I would never
side with you, with demons. I would rather die a
thousand true deaths than join the Netherworld.”

Salthazar laughed harder.
“So very dramatic, but then again all you angels are such
dramatic creatures. But
you…” he faltered, “but you’re different, aren’t you, Kara? You’ve
never been just a regular
angel. You’re different. You always have been,
and never more so than now.”

His eyes moved to her
wings, and Kara squeezed them together in an unsuccessful attempt
to hide them behind her back.

The demon raised his
eyebrows and waved his hands in a dismissal.

“Never mind. Well then,
that’s settled.”

He raised his voice. “I’m
Lord Salthazar, ruler of the Netherworld. I’m taking over where
Asmodeus left off.”

“What do you want?”
growled Kara, unable to control the hatred and anger that boiled
inside her. She wanted to cut that pretty smile off Salthazar’s
face.

The demon lord smiled at Kara’s sudden rage.
He was enjoying seeing her struggle internally. He wanted to push
her buttons. He was testing her.

He regarded her silently for a moment and
then said, “Just wanted a look. I wanted to see who this famous
Kara Nightingale was, the little girl who killed the powerful
Asmodeus, the one who’s been brewing up such trouble in my world. I
wanted to see what the fuss was all about.”

His black eyes widened.
“But most of all, I wanted to see your wings. I wanted to see them
in all their glory myself.”

Kara felt the eyes of the all the higher
demons on her. Their gray, identical faces were frozen like ugly
life-size demonic dolls. Their black eyes glimmered with evil. How
could Horizon make a deal with these treacherous, vile
creatures?

She glowered. “Well, you’ve seen them, so
get lost.”

She waved her blade menacingly at the
demon’s face, knowing all too well that demon lords were powerful
and that her puny blade probably wouldn’t do much damage.

Salthazar laughed playfully as though Kara
had said something very funny. “Of course.”

His black eyes rolled over her body once
more, and she resisted the urge to shiver under his creepy, oily
stare.

“See you soon,
butterfly,” he said and
turned on his heel.

“Not if I can help
it.”

Kara hated the fact that only moments ago
David had called her that, too. But now, hearing it from the lips
of the demon lord made her feel dirty somehow.

Kara watched the demons leave. Butterflies
were beautiful and fragile, while Kara was nothing of the sort. She
wasn’t weak, and she would prove it.

But first she’d have to apologize to
David.

Just as she turned to leave, a choking,
mind-searing pain burst from her chest and extended to her
fingertips and to her wings. White lights exploded from behind her
eyes like a giant migraine, like someone beating her head with a
sledgehammer. Her ears popped, and she could scarcely hear her own
screams. She was on fire, burning from the inside out. She closed
her eyes. She could feel her body swell. She was changing into
something else.

Kara dropped her blade and crumbled to her
knees. The weight of her wings was like a backpack full of bricks.
It pinned her to the ground and paralyzed her. She could feel the
infection coursing through her. She gritted her teeth as another
spasm of pain hit her. What was happening to her? Fear replaced her
pain. She was sick with trembling and felt a madness infecting her
mind. Darkness. Evil…

She struggled desperately to cling to her
sanity—to herself. But it was no use. Fighting it was useless. The
darkness was now part of her, like a piece of her soul. She
couldn’t stop it. It consumed her.

And then the pain subsided, and she could
move again. But she was different. She could sense it.

With a trembling hand, she pulled up her
sleeve and held back a scream.

Intricate designs of large black veins
throbbed in her arm from her wrist to her elbow, foul and
monstrous.

She was changing, and not into a beautiful
butterfly. She was becoming an abominable and evil monster.
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