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Back at Castle Speranza, while Alyx is off uncovering the secret of Raphael’s charm, someone will betray her in the worst possible way…
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Prologue
 
Siana slid along a small ledge on the exterior wall of one of the main buildings of this hidden Seraphim city, her hands shaking as she pressed against the rough-worn brick.
She had followed Stantanople here after he had knocked out Yael and carried him across the sea to this island off the coast of Egypt. At first she thought there was nothing on this island. Until the rain, which was still falling, had revealed through her WaterBearer magic, this secret city hidden under a mirage. 
She had hardly believed her eyes when she had first “seen” it appearing like a glass fortress under the musical drops of rain. Tall, thick walls enclosed the city. Above the walls stood a huge steel cage, thin but strong bars. To keep others out? Or to keep them in? Within the city walls, the buildings were squat and imposing. They had windows but they were slim and barred, like prisons. There were no trees here, no gardens, no flowers to bring any joy or cheer amongst the dusty grounds. Just a terrible sense of hopelessness stomped into the well-trodden dirt. Whatever this place was, it was not a place she wanted to stay long.
She was thankful for the rain. With the help of her magic she had used the downpour as a kind of camouflage, which had gotten her inside the walls. Raindrops clung to her body like a hug and Siana felt less alone. The truth was, nobody knew she was here. If she was caught snooping, God knows what they would do to her. She shuddered but pushed this thought away. She had to keep going. She had to find out what this place was and where they were keeping Yael. She wasn’t going to lose her love.
Her breath caught as she spotted one of the guards rounding the corner below, his even footsteps crunching wetly in the mud. She dared not move as he neared. Please, keep going. Don’t look up.
He paused right below her, only meters away. She pressed further into the brick and her fingers gripped the ridges tighter without her meaning to. Maybe she should slip up to the roof, but there were guards up there too, which was why she chose to move along against the walls.
Under her fingers she felt the movement of a loose piece of brick. Before she could relax her grip, the stone flicked out from under her tensed fingers. She watched it falling towards the guard. No!
She pushed out a small burst of Water magic, coaxing the raindrops like they were her fingers. She managed to tap the stone aside so that it missed the guard by inches. It dropped harmlessly near his foot. She held still, all the relief bottled up inside her. The guard tensed, his head tilted down towards the ground, alerted to the stone, perhaps by the soft plopping noise it made. He began to look up.
Siana didn’t have time to think. She let out more lashings of magic, causing the rain to pelt directly into his face. He winced and turned his face away, his eyes squeezed shut against the unfriendly drops. This was her chance. She pushed up from the ledge towards the roof, praying that this wouldn’t send her into the stony arms of another guard. 
She rolled onto the rooftop, tucking her legs in from the edge and huddled into a ball. Her ears pricked for any sound that the guard below was approaching. What if he had spotted her before the rain forced his eyes closed? What if he came up to check the loose stone anyway?
Moments passed. The only noise she could hear was the rhythm of the rain drumming on the roof and the rush of blood in her ears like dual drum beats.
He wasn’t coming for her. Thank God. She uncurled herself, slowly. Lifting her head slightly, she was relieved to see no guards patrolling near her. This place was less guarded than Michaelea or any of their other Seraphim cities. They wouldn’t have much need to guard it. Nobody knew about this city and even if anyone were to come near it, it was hidden under a mirage.
Siana was about to move again when she spotted a reflection to her left. She frowned at the square shiny object embedded in the roof and moved closer. It was a skylight. Curiosity filled her. 
She moved to the edge of the skylight, placed her fingers at the lip and slowly peered over. Her breath seized. Her heart twisted and bile rose in her throat. 
Oh my God. What is this place?
 



Chapter One
 
In Morocco the old town of Marrakesh was jammed within the old city walls, a pale salmon and dusty-orange labyrinth that seemed to breathe and swallow. Rain hardly fell here, only 25 days last year, so the skyline was a cluttered field of dusty flat shapes punctuated only by the numerous dome-tipped mosques; nothing in this town was allowed to be built higher than the sacred Koutoubia, the main mosque and center of prayer. 
Perched on a rooftop in this ancient city were two male figures. A father and a son. 
Israel glanced at Tobias out of the corner of his eye. He still couldn’t believe that he had a father. A father! Well, of course he had a father, after all, his mother didn’t just conceive him from nothing. But he had long accepted that he would never know anything about who his father was. 
Now that he knew, Israel could spot the things that he had inherited from Tobias − they had the same light caramel skin, the same unruly dark hair and the same tall, lean-muscle build. 
The days since the battle with Samyara had been divided between getting to know Tobias and spending time with Alyx. It had been the happiest time in his memory. For the first time in his life, Israel felt like he had a home. That he had…a family. But he couldn’t shake this undercurrent of fear that this life of his was just borrowed. 
Tobias and Israel had agreed − after much debating − that they should come here where his aunt lived, and confront her. Even though Israel hadn’t spoken to his aunt since he left her and his stepfather, he had always kept tabs on her. 
Israel and Tobias were resting on this rooftop after having flown all night − Israel hanging on Tobias’ back − and waiting for the sun to get to a socially acceptable ascent before they knocked on her door, the red painted door that he could see across the street down below. They had spent most of the journey in a heavy silence. The sound of the wind as they flew didn’t make it the best arena for conversation. So far they had completely avoided the topic that Israel wanted to broach so much but didn’t know how to. Finally in the rising heat of the Moroccan sun, his desire bubbled over. “Tell me about her… my mother.” 
“Maresa.” Her name escaping Tobias’ lips sounded so intimate, so deep and full of sorrow that Israel regretted asking about her. “Maresa was the most beautiful woman in this world. She was kind, loving, funny, smart…” Tobias laughed, “and also hard-headed and stubborn as a mule. I met her on my first night out in the world after I had defected from Society. She knew what I was the instant she saw me. I thought she was just a special human but… She had always had visions, what her sister called ‘fits’. She had seen things, she told me. But I never once thought it was because she was part demon. I didn’t know then.”
“And you…fell in love?”
“Deeply. I was living in a FreeThinker community and I would see her in secret at night. She hated this. She wanted to be introduced to my world, and for her to introduce me to hers, her sister, her friends, but…”
“But?”
“I was an idiot. I still thought what we were doing was wrong. I wanted to hide her and that always hurt her so much. One night when I came to her she was hysterical. She told me that she wasn’t safe anymore but she wouldn’t tell me why. She asked me if my community would take her in. I was horrified. What would they say about us? So I said no. We fought. She claimed I didn’t love her and told me she never wanted to see me again. I left. It took me weeks to calm myself down and to realize I was being stupid.”
Tobias sighed deeply and ran his hands over his face. “By the time I returned, she was gone. So was her sister. They lived together and were each other’s only family. Months later I managed to track Josephine down. I demanded to know where Maresa was. She told me Maresa was…” tears welled in Tobias’ eyes and Israel turned his head to give him some sort of privacy. “…dead. I didn’t believe her until she took me to Maresa’s grave. I never saw you. Josephine never mentioned you. Why?” His bottom lip quivered. “Josephine told me Maresa had died suddenly. But I knew, she died from whatever she had been scared of. She died because of me.”
“You don’t know that. We don’t know what happened. But we will soon.”
Israel slid a hand on the broad shoulders of his father. Jesus…his father. His real father. He had spent his life feeling like an orphan, and here he was suddenly with a father. A flesh and blood father. 
Tobias nodded and Israel felt his shoulders relax into his touch. 
“Are you ready…Dad?” Israel tested this term on his tongue. Surprisingly it fit.
Tobias smiled. “As I’ll ever be.”
Making sure that no one could see them, they slid down the side of the dusty building to the ground. Streets in the old town of Marrakesh were thin dusty gorges, closed in on both sides by the Riads that lined the streets like long snakes. There were no sidewalks, just flat dirt worn down by a million footsteps or sometimes a roughly leveled concrete mixed with dirt and sand from the desert. Most of the houses had no numbers, most of the streets had no names. If you weren’t paying attention you could find yourself suddenly lost within the labyrinths.
Israel and Tobias crossed the street to Josephine’s door and rang the bell. Israel swallowed the small knot that had started to form in his throat. He hadn’t seen his auntie in years since he had run away from home. She was divorced now and living alone. Thank God he didn’t have to face his stepfather.
His heart sped up at the sound of footfalls just behind the door, then a lock turning. His aunt’s face appeared as she opened the door. 
Israel had been told that the two sisters, his Aunt Josephine and his mother, looked very much alike. He recognized some of his own features in his auntie’s face: his thick shapely lips and his pale green eyes. 
It had only been four or five years since he had last seen her but now she looked…worn. Her jaw and cheeks were soft and crinkly like aged paper. Lines had begun to etch around those familiar eyes. Silver hairs decorated her fading brown hair, now tied back in a low bun at her neck. A small wave of affection rose up in him. He had missed her.
Her face dropped into a mask of shock. “Israel. Oh my God.” 
“Hi, Auntie.”
“Josephine,” Tobias said.
Her eyes landed on Tobias. “And…you!”
 
Josephine lived in a traditional Riad, a traditional Moroccan home, built up in a square or rectangle shape with an open space in the middle to let in light and air. Unlike the crumbling exterior of this city, the inside was where the real beauty lay. Lightly painted walls, brightly colored cushions and curtains and carpets laid out precisely like a peacock displaying his feathers. 
Obviously stunned, Auntie invited them in and sat them down in her living room before disappearing into her kitchen. She returned, still mute with a wide-eyed expression that made the whites appear around her grass-blade eyes, carrying a silver tray of sweet mint tea and an ornate bowl of delicate pastries that looked like tiny flowers in various stages of blooming. Auntie poured the tea from a small silver teapot into three small glasses from a height that made the tea froth at the top. She must have done this a thousand times because her aim was extraordinarily true and yet the whole time she stared at Israel, her bottom lip trembling slightly.
Not sure what else to do, Israel took the glass in his hands. It was too hot. Without thinking he let a little of his magic swirl across the top of it, cooling the pale green liquid. If it were at all possible, his aunt’s eyes widened even further.
“Oh Israel,” her eyes brimmed with water. “I thought I’d never see you again. And you…” she only glanced briefly at Tobias as if she was scared to look at him for too long. “I can’t believe that this is even possible. How did you two…?”
“I spent years on the street,” said Israel, “moving around, looking for answers. Then one night I found…her. Or should I say, she found me.”
“Her?”
“Her name is Alyx. She brought me to her community and Tobias was the leader.”
“Is this Alyx, is she…” Auntie lowered her voice, “one of them?”
Israel felt the first stirrings of anger inside him, a rumble of hooves at a flimsy gate. “Don’t talk like my father isn’t sitting right here. I am one of them.”
“No, you’re not. You’re…you’re…”
“I’m what?”
“You’re more than that.”
There was a pause, a tense wire of silence pulled so tight it was about to snap. 
Tobias spoke first to break it. “Israel and I didn’t know who we were to each other at first,” said Tobias, his voice clipped. “But… her ring.” 
Israel pulled out the chain around his neck, his mother’s engagement ring, engraved with Ani Ledodi Ve Dodi Li. It meant I am my beloved and my beloved is mine. It was the ring that once tied Maresa to Tobias, and the ring that had led Alyx to him. 
“Once Tobias saw this ring he recognized it.” Israel placed down his glass and leaned forward towards his aunt. “You never would talk about it before but now you have to tell us…what happened with my mother?”
She seemed to shrink in her seat. “I knew this day would come. I mean, I expected that I would have to tell you one day…but not like this.”
“Tell me.”
“I… I…” Her hands fluttered around her face, her cheeks flushed.
“Maresa and I were seeing each other in secret,” Tobias said. “Did you know?”
Auntie breathed a small sigh. She nodded. “I knew she had been sneaking out of the house. Some mornings I would notice dirt that hadn’t been there the night before on her shoes and around her window in her room. I thought it was strange. You know how particular Maresa was about dirt.”
Tobias smiled a little, his head bobbing. His eyes were a little far away as if he was remembering.
“I confronted her,” Josephine continued. “I demanded to know what the hell she was doing. She told me about you. And I was happy for her, if not a little jealous. You were taking my place,” Josephine said directly to Tobias.
“Then what?” Tobias asked. “You both disappeared. Why?”
“Days before you had your fight Maresa had a vision. An angel came to her in a dream and told her that she was pregnant and that her son was special and would one day carry out a great Prophecy. But all his life he would be hunted because of what he was.” 
Israel drew back, feeling the scowl curling at his lips. “It’s because of my blood.” His cursed impure blood. His bastardized mix of angel, demon and human, making him part of all of these worlds yet belonging to none.
Josephine frowned. “He didn’t say that it was your blood that would make you special. But that you would one day have the power to save a race that would all but destroy themselves. That’s why Maresa named you Israel,” Josephine said softly. “Named after the promised land.”
These words echoed in his mind, bouncing off the inside of his skull like metal balls. 
I’m to save the human race against Michael, Israel realized. How was he meant to do all that? He had magic and it was powerful, but…
He was the tri-blood keye that could unlock the gate to Hell. Didn’t the Prophecy warn that he could destroy them? Was he meant to be the hand of destruction or salvation?
Josephine continued, “At first Maresa didn’t tell me. She was going to carry that burden on her own. But she was so upset I knew something serious was wrong. I thought you had broken her heart,” she directed to Tobias. “I confronted her. Finally she told me about everything, about Seraphim, demons, then she told me about her dream and the child growing inside her.” Josephine took another sip of her tea. “I always knew there was something different about Maresa. And I had been around her enough to know that there were some unexplainable things in this world. But I never expected… She asked me to go with her, to start a new life somewhere fresh. At that point I wasn’t sure whether I fully believed her or not, I just knew I couldn’t let her go alone. She was my best friend, my only family. If she went, I was going too.”
 Josephine’s face paled. She took several sips of her tea before she was able to speak again. “I left with her and helped her through her pregnancy. Your mother refused to go to the hospital so she gave birth at home with just a well-paid midwife on hand. It was such a difficult birth. Over twenty-four hours of labor. And when you were finally born…she had lost a lot of blood. She was so weak. She…” Auntie’s voice faded to nothing.
Tobias’ face contorted; he stood quickly and walked over to the window, holding his hands on the sill and leaning against it with his back to the room. Israel could feel the pain emanating from him, filling this room with its bitterness.
“Before she died she told me the last secret she had been keeping. The angel had told her it would be a difficult birth and if she went through it, she would surely die. He had given her a choice: to live and he would terminate her pregnancy, or to accept it. She chose to keep you, Israel.” Josephine’s eyes filled with tears. “She chose to die so that you may live.” 
“Maresa never told me she was pregnant,” Tobias said, his voice quiet. “She never told me about Israel.”
“No. She was afraid you would try and convince her to not have the child. Don’t tell me that you would have done otherwise, Tobias.”
“I…” Tobias stared at Auntie and then at Israel, the great pain and guilt evident across his face.
Auntie wiped a tear from her eye and took a deep breath. “Before she died she made me promise to look after you. She made me promise to hide you from everyone, even from your father. You weren’t safe from anyone. She knew there were those who would either try to kill you or use you to their own gains.”
Tobias spun violently around from the window. “So when I found you several months later, you lied to me. You never told me I had a son. You kept my son from me.”
“I did what she asked me to do. If you knew she had your son, you would have taken him back with you and news of him would have traveled through your community like wildfire.”
“I would have protected him.”
“You could not protect him from everything. He would not have lasted to his first birthday before someone succeeded in killing him or kidnapping him. This way he at least had some semblance of a normal life before being exposed to you and your world.” 
“It’s my world too,” Israel said, his voice cold. “I had a right to know.”
She turned to him. “I’m so sorry, Israel, for not telling you sooner. I was trying to protect you.”
“By keeping my real father from me? By marrying that asshole who you let institutionalize me? Even when you knew that what I was seeing was real? You made me think I was crazy. But you knew. And you kept it from me.”
“What could I have done instead? I was trying to make your life as normal as possible.”
“I was never going to be normal. Never.” Without another word and before anyone could stop him, Israel strode out of the house without looking back. 
 
Israel ran along the rooftops of Marrakesh for a long time, until his legs trembled from exertion and his breath grew labored. Until the wind ruffling through his hair carried away with it his tumbling thoughts and cooled the heat of his anger. Until the strains of the mosque echoed the call to the prayer at dusk across the city.
“Allahu Akbar… Allahu Akbar…”
God is the Greatest.
He found himself back at the same spot where he and Tobias had sat, painted in the early Moroccan sunrise before they confronted Josephine, almost a full daylight ago. A lone figure sat in that very spot.
Israel leaped across the gap in the rooftops, a dusty man-made canyon, startling several pigeons into flight. He landed in front of Tobias in a half-crouch. Israel wiped the sweat off his face with both hands, flicking the precious liquid to the thirsty rooftop. “How did you know I’d end up back here?”
“Everything circles back, Israel. Everything always circles back.” Tobias glanced down towards the direction of the street. Israel knew he was looking at Josephine’s door. He knew what Tobias was thinking; Tobias didn’t have to say a thing.
“She doesn’t deserve an apology.”
A wash of pain crinkled Tobias’ eyes, making him look older than he usually did. Israel realized that he would keep growing old while his father barely aged. One day he would look like his father’s father instead of his father’s son. And one day he would leave his father behind in this world. Like he would leave Alyx. 
“Israel, I haven’t had a chance to be a father to you…I’m not even sure how to start. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned, and learned too late − don’t wait to mend things.” Tobias locked eyes with him. “You might not get another chance.”
A swirl of doubt was able to penetrate his feelings around this great injustice done to him. But his anger was such and Israel fed it so that the doubt had no chance. It was swallowed up like a flower fallen into a fire. “Let’s go.”
“Israel, I−”
“I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s just go.”
Tobias paused, then he let out a long exhale and nodded. He reached out his hand so that Israel could grasp it. Israel felt the tingle of magic flow over them as Tobias miraged them both over and pulled him up into the sky. 
Israel closed his eyes for most of the flight back. But as much as he tried, he couldn’t get the image of a peeling red door out of his mind.
 



Chapter Two
 
The RaceKeeper took another toke of his shisha pipe. The apple-flavored smoke drew into his mouth and down into his lungs, filling him with a temporary rush of calm. He let it out and the smoke rushed around his tent, decorated as always with rich hanging fabrics, colored cushions, flat floor cushions and low wood tables. Wrought iron lanterns with colored glass, all different shapes and sizes, lit by small white pillar candles hung in random patterns adding to the colorful chaos of his home. 
Tonight’s race was marked across the Black Forest in Germany. His tent was currently erected between massive sturdy fir trees near the River Elz. Speaking of river, where was his goddamn water? That boy should be back by now.
The tent flap moved aside. Finally. The RaceKeeper yanked the pipe away from his lips. “There you are. Where the hell−” his sentence ended in a choking noise as a dark figure leapt over him, grabbed him and held a cold blade to his throat.
“Y-You,” the RaceKeeper managed to choke out. “G-Guards!”
“Sorry, RaceKeeper,” Alyx hissed in his ear. “They’re indisposed at the moment. In fact, there’s nobody friendly to you within screaming distance. It’s just you and me and my friend Vix. Vix, meet the RaceKeeper.”
“Y-You.” The RaceKeeper’s eyes widened at the sight of Vixen Demetri, standing by the tent entrance and swirling a dagger in her hand. He would never forget her pale face, sharp chin and pixie-like features, and her pale blonde hair, almost silver in the right light, her hair flaring in choppy short pieces around her head like a silver flame. Even God couldn’t help him now.
“There’s no need for introductions,” Vix said, “the RaceKeeper and I go way back, don’t we, sweetheart?” 
The RaceKeeper heard a choking sound and realized it was coming from his own throat. 
Vix winked and blew him a kiss, her eyes full of menacing promise. “That’s right. I’m back,” she sang.
“Oh God, p-please don’t kill me.” 
“We’re not going to kill you…if you cooperate.”
“What do you want?”
“The key to Sparrow’s shackle.”
The RaceKeeper cursed internally. She wanted the boy. Anything but him. “I don’t even know why you want him. He’s a terrible servant and is no use to−” The RaceKeeper howled as the blade cut into his throat.
Alyx made a noise that sounded like disgust. “Stop your whining. It’s not even a scratch. But it’ll be more if you don’t tell me where the key to Sparrow’s shackle is.”
The RaceKeeper whimpered but remained tight-lipped. Did Alyx know who the boy’s father was? Did she know how valuable he might be?
“Now, RaceKeeper,” Alyx pressed the blade into the shallow cut.
He felt like he was about to pass out. “Alright,” he managed to choke out, “alright, I’ll tell you.”
 
* * *
 
“That was so cool how you just came in there and The RaceKeeper was so scared he was squealing like a little girl.”
“I didn’t realize you were listening in.”
“Then you were all, ‘Dude, your guards are knocked out.’”
“I’m pretty sure I didn’t call him dude.”
“And then you were like, ‘Give me the key or I’ll kick your ass.’”
“Sparrow, don’t say ass.”
“And you,” Sparrow turned his small eyes from Alyx towards Vix. It wasn’t hard to see that they shone with admiration. “He was crapping his pants because of you.”
On Sparrow’s shoulder Piki the swallow sat chirping in happy agreement. 
“Sparrow, don’t say crap.”
Sparrow ignored Alyx and instead spoke to Vix. “What did you ever do to him to make him so afraid?”
Vix gave him a sly smile and bent down so that her face was close to his. “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.” She winked. Then straightened and continued floating along.
Awe mixed with definite fear shone from Sparrow’s face as he followed Vix with his gaze. Alyx grinned to herself. Sparrow might just have his first crush. Oh dear, he might be disappointed then when he met Xiang, Vix’s partner.
They broke through the Scottish forest into a grassy clearing, the Castle Speranza looming like a gray mountain before them. 
“Whoa,” said Sparrow. “What the hell is that?”
“That’s our community where you’ll be living too,” said Vix. “Welcome home, little man.”
“And…don’t say hell,” Alyx added.
As she moved towards the castle she realized Sparrow wasn’t beside her anymore. She spun. Sparrow was frozen to the spot, a competition between his eyes and his mouth as to which could open the widest.
“What’s wrong?”
“Are you serious? You live in a castle?”
Alyx burst out laughing. “Of course. How else would we fit everyone in?”
“Everyone?” Sparrow blinked rapidly. “You mean there’s more of you badasses?”
Vix snorted. “I wouldn’t call them all badasses, but yeah, there’s more of us.”
Sparrow’s response was almost a whisper. “No. Frickin’. Way.”
Alyx heard a sharp piercing whistle. She whirled around, scanning the area for the source of the noise. She spotted Balthazar leaning against one of the trees at the edge of the forest, staring at her. He was wearing a different mortal body than the last time she saw him, but his true skin shimmered blue underneath. He gave her a dainty little wave with his finger.
The nerve.
She would break those damn fingers.
“Vix,” Alyx said through clenched teeth, “can you take Sparrow inside? I need to deal with something…unpleasant.”
“That’s a demon,” she heard Sparrow say behind her as she stalked towards Balthazar. “Are you friends with demons? Such badasses.”
 
Balthazar was Lucifer’s right-hand demon. Oh yes, that Lucifer. Now here he was hanging around their FreeThinker community like a bad smell. As Alyx stormed over to him, her head whipped around to see if anyone else had noticed him. As far as she could tell, the few Seraphim milling around the grounds hadn’t.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Alyx demanded as she came to a halt meters from him. Alyx eyed his body but it didn’t seem like Balthazar came armed, or at least if he did, she couldn’t see their bulk under his clothes. His mortal “host” had light skin dusted with freckles and pale blue eyes looking out at her from under a mop of reddish-brown hair. And Lord help her, wearing a skirt? “And what are you wearing?”
“So lovely to see you too, Alyx. You’re looking well after your fresh victory.”
“No thanks to you.”
“I would have helped if you had told me your plan.”
“You’ll pardon me if I don’t exactly trust you, Balthazar.”
“We’ve gone back to the angels are good, demons are bad thinking, have we?”
“No, I just don’t trust you.”
“This is about your boyfriend. I was just doing what I had to. I didn’t force you to take the deal. And it’s not a skirt, it’s a kilt.”
“A what?”
“A kilt. These local humans wear these things. Well, at least the men do.”
“What?”
“Hey, you’re the one who chose to live in Scotland. This mortal was wearing it when I…acquired him. At first I thought it a bit odd but once you get used to it, it’s fabulously freeing and did you know that underneath they don’t wear any−”
“I don’t need to know,” she cut him off.
“Suit yourself.”
Alyx growled low in her throat. She would break everything under that kilt if he wasn’t careful. “What are you doing here, Balthazar?” 
“You stopped answering your communicator. I had no choice but to seek you out.” 
The communicator he was referring to was the demon-bug necklace Balthazar had given to her as a way to communicate with him. Alyx had unceremoniously stuffed it into the back of her closet when it wouldn’t stop fluttering in an attempt to get her attention. I knew I should have buried that thing.
“Maybe that’s because I don’t want to communicate with you.”
“You are still angry about Israel. The potion I gave you did save his life, remember?”
“Only after you blackmailed me into cleaning up your mess.”
“Samyara was hardly our mess.”
“He was one of you.”
“Oh really? Then perhaps, as Michael is one of you,
then he is your mess. Or have you forgotten about our homicidal friend? He won’t stop. He won’t stop until he gets his hands on the keye and unleashes Hell. Pardon the pun.”
“The keye has a name.”
“Oh that’s right. You’re quite fond of Israel. Have you two stopped dancing around your feelings and gotten together yet?”
“You think I’ve forgotten about Michael?” Alyx heard her voice rising. “You don’t think I know how much danger Israel is in while Michael is still alive? I live with that fact every second of every single minute of every single day, Balthazar. It’s a guillotine hanging over my head cursing my waking hours. I don’t breathe without worrying about what Michael has planned.” She took a breath, inhaling deeply, trying to let the cool air in her lungs settle her fluttering heart. 
“Well, I have bad news for you. Michael has convinced the Elder Gabriel to hand over the second piece of the Trinity Amulet. Now he has two pieces.”
Alyx tensed. “So?” 
“May I remind you what Michael would do if he were to gain control of Lucifer and his army by using that Amulet?”
“He still needs the third missing piece to do that.”
“He’s searching for the third. It’s only a matter of time before he finds out where Raphael hid his piece. Help me find the third piece before he does.” 
“What makes you think I can help with that?”
“I have heard rumors that Raphael left you something. I’m sure that it will lead you to the third missing piece of the Amulet.”
Alyx’s mind flashed to the charm that Mayrekk gave her. Mayrekk said it was from Raphael. Was Balthazar right? Did that charm hold the secret to the location of the missing Amulet piece? Was this what Elder Raphael wanted her to find?
Balthazar continued, “Let’s find the missing piece together, then we can worry about recovering the other two from Michael.”
“Those three pieces are too dangerous to be kept together. That third piece was hidden by Raphael for that reason. He probably destroyed it.”
“It can’t be destroyed.”
“Then what the hell would we do with the complete Amulet?”
“It should be returned to Hell. To Lucifer.”
Alyx glared at Balthazar. This sneaky demon always had a hidden agenda, didn’t he? “No one is getting their hands on the completed Amulet. There was a reason it was made, as per legend, and it was to ensure that we would be able to stop Lucifer in the event that he decides that he would like to take over Earth.”
“He wants to do no such thing.”
“And I’m supposed to just take your word for it?” Alyx narrowed her eyes at him, her fingers itching to grab at her dagger. “I suggest you leave this place, Balthazar. The only reason I haven’t killed you is because you helped me once.”
“And you need my help again.”
“No, I don’t. I defeated Samyara without your help. I’ll defeat Michael.” 
She turned and was about to leave when Balthazar spoke again. “You’re really going to refuse our help because of a personal matter? The fate of the world is greater than your personal feelings, Alyx. Let me help you again. Tell me what Raphael gave you.”
“He gave me nothing. Your sources are wrong.”
Alyx stormed off before Balthazar could say any more. Raphael’s charm, hidden in the back of her things in her room in the castle, burning in her mind.
 
* * *
 
Alyx closed the door to her room in the castle. The castle was drafty as all old castles were, but she had made this room a kind of home by keeping a low fire going in her fireplace and throwing thick rugs across the floor. She had also bought a series of sheepskin throws, two of which were across her bed and one final one along her couch. Along one wall there were hooks from before, probably used to hang decorative pieces. Now her weapons hung off them from silk ropes tied to the pommels. On the fireplace mantle was where she kept a few books and candles and one small vanity mirror. But Raphael’s charm was not kept there. That special piece she had hidden amongst her things in a hidden compartment in the back of her drawers.
The faint musky scent of Israel lingered briefly in her nose. Alyx paused to lean against the door and inhale. Her gut tightened with a pang for him. He had left with Tobias a few days ago but his delicious smell still lingered here in her room, where he had stayed every night since they had defeated Samyara and his army. 
After Israel had almost been lost to Samyara, something had happened between them without either of them having to say it. It seemed as if they had both realized at once that they didn’t want to wait until these “problems” were fixed. Neither of them knew what might happen. All the excuses about why they shouldn’t be together dissolved. Now it seemed that they couldn’t be apart from each other.
The smell of him faded in her nose but the pang of missing him remained in her chest. He’ll be back soon, she assured herself. Any day now. 
She moved to her bedside table, focusing her thoughts on Raphael’s charm. She couldn’t help but brush her fingers over a leather-bound book on the bedside table, The Count of Monte Cristo, something that Israel had been reading. She hadn’t moved it even after he had left with Tobias; she loved the look of his things mixed with hers.
She leaned down to pull open her drawer where she had hidden Raphael’s charm, but the soft click of footsteps at her door stopped her. She knew it was Israel. She could feel him.
Raphael’s charm forgotten, she turned and flung herself at the door just as it opened. She fell into Israel’s arms and he caught her. She sighed happily as his hands fed around her back and pulled her in close, her feet lifting off the ground. Neither of them said anything. They didn’t have to.
Alyx just pressed herself further into him and buried her nose in his neck. The masculine scent of his skin warmed her lungs. This is home, she thought, right in his arms, I am home. He was home more than Michaelea had ever been. He was the true meaning of home. 
Only when he reached a hand around the back of her neck and gently tugged her head back did she let herself pull her face from his neck. There was a desperate look on his face, a pressing together of his eyebrows before his mouth found hers and his tongue begged its way in between her lips. Her eyes fluttered closed. 
The pressure of his lips was almost bruising. He kissed her as if he was dying of thirst and her lips held precious drops of water. Somewhere in the haze that clouded her head, the faded consciousness of the irrelevant world outside his kiss, she was vaguely aware that he had stepped them fully into her room and kicked the door shut behind him.
His hands grabbed at her body and twisted in her hair as he walked them both to her bed. She felt them tumble onto the mattress and was jolted away from his mouth. When they stopped rolling, he was lying alongside her, with one of his legs over hers. 
His nose ran along her cheek and her neck as he inhaled deeply, then let it out in a low groan. “I missed you,” he whispered, his voice hoarse.
“Did you?” She hid her grin as she nuzzled back into his neck. “But you were only gone for two days.”
“And I missed you for every second of every hour of those two long days.”
“I thought you’d be longer. Did everything go okay with your aunt?”
Israel growled softly as his hand found her skin under her shirt. “I don’t want to talk about her right now.”
“Okay… How were things with Tobias?”
“I don’t think you get it. I don’t want to talk right now.” 
“Oh.” Oh yes.
His eyes darkened as he leaned in to capture her mouth, once more making her head spin. In a small part of her mind, thoughts of Michael and Raphael’s charm nagged at her. She pushed at his chest gently and he pulled away, a deep frown marring his beautiful face.
“Things have happened since you went away,” she said.
“They can wait.” 
“Balthazar visited me.”
“He can definitely wait.” He leaned in again.
She dodged his mouth. “Balthazar said that Michael−”
“Stop,” he said, firmly, his eyes glittering with a steady fierceness. “The world survived Michael this long. It can survive a few more damn hours. It…it was not a good trip. I missed you. I need to feel you, to be with you, to remind myself that there is something good left in this world. I need just a few hours to be with you, where there are no family secrets or surprise fathers, no deranged angels or demon-lords hell bent on starting a war, no apocalypse, or anyone trying to kill me or kidnap me and use me as a door-opener. You are my center, my balance, my sanity. My peace. I just need to be you and me. Just for a while. Is that okay?”
Alyx nodded, emotion clogging up her throat so she couldn’t speak. 
He sighed and relief melted the frown on his face. He kissed her again and this time she let all other thoughts dissipate like sand to the wind.




Chapter Three
 
“Go to sleep.”
“I don’t want to.”
“Why not?”
“I’ll miss your dazzling conversation too much.”
“Be serious.”
“I am being serious.” 
“Cleo…”
“Fine. I’m not tired.”
“Yes, you are. I can hear it in your voice.”
“Cannot. You just don’t want to answer my question.”
Jordan sighed. He pushed back against the window, saying goodbye to those stars that shone outside, and turned. He sank into the chair by Cleo’s bed. Unlike the previous chair, this one was a soft, comfortable leather armchair. A vast improvement on the stiff-backed wooden one that was in Cleo’s room previously. How she had managed to get this as a replacement, he didn’t want to know. Cleo had a way with her hips and her lashes and lips that made any man within a hundred yards drop to their hind legs, tails wagging, to perform tricks or fetch at her whim. 
“What was the question again?” Jordan asked. 
Cleo rolled onto her side facing him, her hair fanned out across her white pillow looking like spilled ink. “Exactly how many women have you slept with?”
“What?” Jordan’s eyes bugged out of his head and his torso launched forward as if someone had kicked the chair out from under him. “That was not the question you asked before.”
One corner of Cleo’s mouth pulled up and her eyes sparkled. Jordan called this her trademark “I’m being wicked and you secretly love it” grin. “I know. I was just checking to see if you were paying attention.”
Jordan hmpfted as he settled back into his chair. It took him a second to realize that Cleo was still eyeing him. “What?”
“So,” she drew out slowly, “how many have there been?”
“I’ll tell you, if you tell me.”
Cleo visibly whitened. She quickly covered it up with a smirk that pulled her thick lips into a pout. “You do remember that I was one of Lady Bluesette’s girls at Purgatory for three or so decades, right?” The pout receded and she got a glint in her eye. “Despite this fact, I bet that your number is still greater than mine. Hmmm, the infamous Jordan Bonaven. The number has to be double digits. Maybe even triple…” She let off a wink.
“You’re jealous because I had a better reputation than you.”
“Had.” 
“What?”
“You said ‘had’. You were correct. You had a better reputation.” Cleo leaned forward. “Reputation no more. Rumor is that the great woman-charmer of the century has gone…soft.” She infused this last word, soft, with teasing. 
It was true. He had a reputation. He had bedded any willing woman he found any passing interest in. He never lied to them. They all knew what the deal was; strictly physical only. No commitment. No relationships. Distractions, he now knew they had been. Until Alyx came along. She had changed him. Had made him want more than he had ever wanted before. Life had taken on color again, a bright colorful gloss as if he were walking around in a dream. Turns out it had just been a dream. Because he soon woke up from it when she chose someone else. 
Cleo continued, “Rumor is…you couldn’t charm your way out of a paper bag anymore.”
Jordan put his feet up on the bed. “What do I care about what people say?” 
Cleo smiled. “We could prove them wrong.”
“We? And just how do you propose that we do that?”
Cleo stretched out along her bed; her red silky nightie drew up her long legs. Jordan averted his eyes. She was always teasing him with her body. He couldn’t help but be affected by that body; he tried very hard not to show it. She knew the power of her sexuality and she wasn’t afraid to tease him mercilessly with it. But he wouldn’t give in. He didn’t want to be that guy anymore. Besides, Cleo just toyed with him. She didn’t actually want him. And just the physical stuff, it wasn’t enough anymore.
Jordan forced a bored look on his face and closed his eyes, sinking into his chair as if he was going to sleep. “I would actually have to find you attractive to seduce you, darling.”
Cleo squealed in indignation. Jordan smiled inwardly to himself. She was so easy to rile up.
“Whatever, loser.” A pillow struck him squarely in the face.
 
In his sleep, Jordan became aware of a soft scent, sweet without being floral or sticky, and with a hum of musk. It was perfection. He reached out in the dark towards this musky heaven and found a soft, warm body. He pulled Alyx into his arms. To his surprise, she rolled into him instead of pushing him away.
Part of his mind wondered, did Alyx ever smell like this?
No, he realized. This isn’t Alyx. Soft locks fell across his chest as the familiar feminine body nestled into the nook of his chest and laced itself around him. Her hair too smelled sweet, but a different sweet to her body. This was more of a clean smell but it complemented the musky heaven just perfectly.
“Cleo,” he mumbled into her hair. Of course it was Cleo. As if he could ever mistake her for Alyx. She moaned at her name and pressed herself firmer into him. Her body seemed to melt around him and fissions of heat vibrated through his body. She fit against him so well. His arm curled around her shoulder like armor. And that’s what he felt like, strong as steel and ready to take any sword aimed for her head. 
She sighed with obvious happiness and if his head wasn’t already spinning with bliss, this sound just took him further into that state. If this exact position − this exact press and mold of their bodies − wasn’t such perfection, he would have pulled her up and onto him. But he didn’t dare to move in case he woke her. Or himself. Because, of course, this was just a dream.
 
Jordan woke slowly, cursing the ray of sun that slipped through the curtains and landed maliciously across one eye. He found that something soft was on his chest, partially pinning him down. Something soft and warm and smelling ever so like the heaven of his dreams. 
He must still be dreaming then. He stayed still, hoping to remain in this blessed state. She began to stir on his chest. Her fingers curled on his shirt and their tips found their way under the hem and brushed against his skin. She moaned and Jordan found himself stiffening at the noise. How many more of those moans could he coax from her? 
His eyelids fluttered open and he glanced down, stunned into thoughtlessness as he beheld the angelic face on his chest, chin tilted up towards him. That midnight hair tumbling across her smooth, tanned cheekbones, those thick lashes now closed, hiding dark eyes shaped like cats’, and that pouty smart-mouth.
It’s the most beautiful face I have ever seen in my life. This thought drifted up through his half-asleep mind. 
Her eyelids fluttered open. He first registered surprise in her eyes before they melted to liquid night and an inviting smile dragged across her face. What a delicious dream this was turning out to be…
“Good morning,” Cleo said, her voice husky from sleep.
This wasn’t a dream… Jordan snapped awake. He yanked his arm out from under her causing her to yelp as she rolled across the bed. He leapt out of the bed, shaking the blankets off him as if they were snakes. 
“Oh God,” he cried. 
How long had he been holding on to her. Did he…? Did they...? He froze, letting that thought terrify him into motionlessness for one moment. He stared down at himself. He was clothed. Thank God. There was a slight stiffness in his pants which he hoped Cleo hadn’t noticed. It’s just because it’s the morning and well, these things happen to men in the morning. Besides, he had woken up next to a beautiful woman. He would have reacted this way if it had been any beautiful woman. Not just because it was Cleo, right?
Cleo. What would she think of him? 
Jordan looked up at Cleo still swathed in her white sheets. He saw a glimpse of red straps falling daintily off her shoulder. This meant she was clothed too. 
He tried to remember what they had been doing last night that led him here. It didn’t start out any differently than any other night. He came into her room and sat in the chair by her bed and they talked and she teased him until she started to yawn.
Eventually her voice slowed to a sleepy slur and her questions grew further and further apart until she fell asleep and he spent the night in the chair… except last night he didn’t stay in the chair. He had woken up when she had a nightmare. They were coming less and less now but still coming. He had slipped in beside her and rubbed her hair, her soft silky hair that ran like water through his fingers, until she had fallen asleep. He must have fallen asleep too. In her bed.
“I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” he said, feeling like an ass when he said it because his words sounded so…stuck out there. He shouldn’t be this damned uncomfortable being caught in a woman’s bed. Lord only knows he had woken up in many before Cleo. He was Jordan Bonaven for Christ’s sake, he always knew what to say and when to say it to a woman. He certainly didn’t trip out of bed red-faced like a teenager with a hard-on when he woke up next to said woman. What the hell was wrong with him?
Cleo didn’t seem to notice the turmoil going on inside him. She yawned and Jordan found his eyes wandering to her breasts, which were pushing out against thin silky red material as she stretched. The stiffness in his pants stiffened even further. Oh great. He moved his hands in front of him, hoping it wasn’t too inconspicuous.
“Don’t worry,” she said, “you didn’t do anything ungentlemanly or untoward. Unfortunately,” she added in a mumble.
“I have to go.” He grabbed his shoes and socks, the only articles of clothing that he had removed, thank goodness. This would have been an even more awkward good morning if things had gone any further. He didn’t know why he was so damn flustered. It’s not like he hadn’t spent every damn night in this room and sometimes even in her bed, but he had always been sitting up. He had never slept next to her, let alone…groped her in his sleep!
“Relax, Jordan. Nothing happened.”
“No,” he began to back away toward the door, “it’s not that. I just remembered, I…” His mind drew a blank. His back hit the door and he dropped a shoe. Dammit. He snatched it up and shoved both shoes into one arm so he could grab the door handle with his other. He glanced at Cleo, who was sitting up in her bed, the sheet fallen now around her waist revealing her silky red top. It took everything for him not to jump back in there with her. 
Dammit. He had to get out of here before he totally and completely took advantage of his friendship with Cleo. “I…um…” He gave up on trying to come up with a valid-sounding excuse. “See you later.” He gave her an awkward finger wave and opened the door.
Jordan slipped out, stubbing his toe on the frame. He twisted awkwardly, still trying to hold on to his shoes while shutting it behind him. Thank God that awkwardness is over.

He turned and bumped into the last person on Earth that he wanted to see at this moment. Literally. 
Alyx fell back after bouncing off his chest. Jordan whipped out his free hand to steady her out of instinct, and in doing so he dropped one of his shoes. He was certain now. God was having a laugh at him.
“Sorry,” Alyx said, blinking at him.
“No. I’m sorry.”
“No, it was me. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”
Alyx and he both leaned down for his shoe at the same time. Their heads bumped together. 
“Ow.”
“Dammit. Sorry. Again.”
“It’s fine.”
Jordan grabbed his wayward shoe and stood up stiffly as Alyx straightened up too. They stood there for several seconds. Alyx chewing her lip. Jordan shuffling on his bare feet, the stone cold underneath them.
Welcome to Planet Awkward. Population me. 
Since their battle with Samyara several days ago, Jordan had been trying to avoid Alyx. He just needed some time and space from her to let his feelings fade. It was clear that she had chosen Israel.
Now, evident by the thick and awkward silence that had fallen between them, neither of them knew how to move forward from here. 
“How are you?” he blurted out.
She nodded a little too fervently. “Good. You?”
“Yes. Good. Thanks.”
“I just saw Mini.”
“Oh, good. How is she?”
Alyx’s face fell a little. Jordan recognized it and cursed himself for being able to read her so well. I should be with her. Jordan shoved that thought away. No good thinking these things. 
“Mini is asking for Ky. I just…I don’t know what to tell her.”
Jordan felt his heart thud a little. Ky had been Lukas’ and Ana’s son. He had been like a younger brother to Jordan. Jordan had barely any time to grieve for Ky after he had died. Jordan swallowed down the small lump in his throat before he spoke. “That’s a difficult one. I don’t envy you.”
Damned silence fell across them again. That damned silence that was filled with all the things that he wanted to say to her but couldn’t. Jordan cleared his throat. “How is Israel?” He forced his words around the boy’s name. Yes, he wanted to make things better with Alyx but he still didn’t have to like him.
“He’s good. He just came back from his outing with Tobias. You know, father, son, bonding time.”
“Good. Great.”
“Yeah.”
“That was crazy how they found out. Crazy that they were living alongside each other and didn’t realize they were related.”
“It was.”
“Crazy how quickly someone can suddenly go from a friend to meaning so much…” He stopped talking. Dammit, was he even talking about Israel and Tobias anymore?
“Yeah. Crazy, huh?” Her eyes flicked to the door behind him. A look of curiosity stole across Alyx’s face and for a second she chewed on her lip as if she was debating whether to say something. 
“It’s not what you think,” he said quickly.
“What isn’t what I think?”
“What you’re thinking, just then. You’ve noticed the door…it’s not what you think.”
“So that’s not Cleo’s room.”
“It is but...”
“It’s really none of my business.”
“She has nightmares…from her drug withdrawals…”
“She is very beautiful…”
“I feel sorry for her so I’m just helping her.” 
“…and very experienced.”
“Jesus Christ, Alyx. I just sleep in the chair next to her just in case she goes through a withdrawal because I feel sorry for her. Nothing’s going on between us. It’s more of a nuisance, really.”
“I see.” She didn’t sound convinced at all. “It doesn’t matter anyway.”
“It matters to me.”
Alyx inhaled. “No, Jordan. What I think shouldn’t matter to you.”
“Alyx, you taught me that I could love. How do I get over that? I can’t just turn my feelings off.”
“You…you need to try.” 
Alyx wouldn’t meet his eye. She mumbled some excuse and disappeared before he could stop her. Jordan slumped against the door and swore under his breath. That had not gone well.
 
* * *
 
Cleo remained leaning against the inside of her bedroom door, the fingers of one of her hands pressed hard against her lips, trying to hold back the sob that was building up in her chest. She knew that Jordan was still on the other side of the door and she didn’t want him to know that she had heard every word. Every single hateful word. He would have more reason to feel sorry for her then.
“…I feel sorry for her…it’s more of a nuisance really…”

She had to stop these feelings she was developing, whatever this was. She thought he was feeling them too but Jordan clearly wasn’t. He still loved Alyx.
“It does matter to me…Alyx, I can’t just turn my feelings off…”
Jordan wanted Cleo, even if he denied it to himself. Last night had been evidence enough. Jordan had been the one to curl into her, to pull her into him. But having Jordan want her wasn’t enough. She was beyond trying to deny to herself that her feelings for Jordan were just physical, although they had certainly started out that way. 
Jordan loved Alyx, not her. Even if Jordan did give in to his desires for her, she wouldn’t be in his heart.
 



Chapter Four
 
Tobias rushed down the wide curved stairs to the main entrance of the castle. Down at the bottom, Marin was waiting for him. Marin was a thick, tall, muscular FreeThinker, one of Lukas’ friends. He had only barely recovered from his torture by Samyara but he had insisted on going out to search for Ana too. 
Tobias stopped before Marin, relief filling his veins. In Marin’s arms he held Ana, asleep with her head tucked into his neck.
“Oh thank God, she’s okay. Where did you find her?”
“She just appeared at Tara,” Marin explained. “She was hysterical, nonsensical. Screaming for Lukas. I had to knock her out with a bit of borrowed DreamWalker.”
Tobias brushed the hair back from her face. There didn’t appear to be any bruising or abrasions on her. “At least she’s alright.”
Tobias looked up in time to catch the look on Marin’s face. There was something else that Marin wasn’t telling him. “What is it?”
“It might be nothing. A trauma thing from whatever she’s been through.”
“Tell me.”
“Tobias,” Marin said slowly, “when she arrived in Tara, she didn’t know who I was.”
 
* * *
 
Lukas barreled through the doors into Tobias’ office. He stared around the office. Tobias was behind his desk. Jordan was standing at one of the bookshelves in the office. But there was no Ana.
“Where is she?” Lukas demanded.
Tobias’ face was grim. “Come in. Close the door.”
Lukas did so and moved to the front of Tobias’ desk. 
“Have a seat,” Tobias said.
“I don’t want to sit. Where is she?”
“Lukas, I really think you should sit,” Jordan said.
They were stalling. But why? He spoke through clenched teeth. “Tobias. Tell me where Ana is.”
Tobias and Jordan traded a look. 
“What?” Lukas demanded, staring back and forth between them. In his stomach a cold fear began to percolate. Something was going on. Something was wrong.
“Lukas,” Tobias began slowly, his face lined with concern. “Before I bring you to her, I need you to be…prepared.”
A cold deathly grip curled its hand around his stomach and squeezed. “Oh my God. Is she alright? Is she hurt?”
“She’s not hurt. Not that I can tell but…”
Lukas’ hands flew to his hair, tugging at it. What were these games then? Ana wasn’t hurt but there was something very, very wrong. “Tobias, whatever it is. Tell me.”
“Ana…isn’t herself.” 
Lukas swallowed the hard, painful lump that appeared in his throat. “What do you mean ‘she’s not herself’?”
 
* * *
 
Alyx closed the door to her room. She swept the room for any demon-bug spying devices. She didn’t trust Balthazar one bit. She found none.
Only then did she pull out the charm Raphael had left for her. She sat in her chair, dangling it from one hand. It looked like a round metal coin on the end of a necklace wrapped in a mirage. When she touched it the mirage faded away to reveal an eight-pointed star within a circle all in silver. Engraved around the outer and front edges of the circle were the shimmering words, 
“Look within your soul to find the path to the truth.”
What the hell did that mean?
She stared at the charm, reading the words over and over again. She supposed that “the path to the truth” could be a metaphor to mean the location of Raphael’s missing Amulet piece as Balthazar suggested, but what did it mean to look within herself? What did she actually have to do?
Was the answer inside her? Did she have to say the answer to the riddle out aloud? So, what was in her soul?
“Um, love,” she tested, “love is in my soul.”
Nothing happened.
“Light.”
Still nothing happened.
“Eternal life.”
Nope.
“Abracadabra?”
The shimmering ink seemed to wink at her. “Come on,” she let out, frustration making her nerves jangle, “tell me what the answer is.” 
The charm, of course, did not reply.
Jesus Christ, she was sitting here talking to a piece of metal. She must be going mad.
Maybe Tobias could help. He might know more about Raphael. Or Jordan. He was good with riddles. But, she remembered, Mayrekk did say that only the Guardian could understand the riddle. 
“Alyx?”
She jolted from her chair and snatched the charm into her fist. She relaxed when she saw who it was. “Israel, you scared me. I didn’t hear you come in.”
Israel chuckled as he moved towards her and wrapped her in his arms. “You were concentrating pretty hard. Do you know when you concentrate you stick the end of your tongue out?”
“I do not.”
“You do. Makes me want to kiss you.” He leaned down her and brushed his lips against hers. His tongue grazed her lips teasingly but he kept his mouth just out of the reach of her greedy lips. It was teasing, tantalizing torture. Just before Alyx thought she might lose her mind, he closed his mouth over hers. She floated herself off the floor so that they could deepen the kiss.
Finally he pulled away. Alyx sighed happily in his arms. This, a girl could get used to. Who knew that one day she might find more time for kisses than blades.
“So,” Israel asked, “what are you working on that requires such concentration?”
Alyx had all but forgotten. Again. He did have that effect on her. She showed him the charm, explained what it was and read out the riddle hidden under the mirage.
“And you thought that ‘abracadabra’ would work, huh?” Israel said.
Alyx blushed. “You heard that? I thought it couldn’t hurt.”
“But it didn’t.”
“Nope. Nothing has so far.”
“Can I help?”
“Please, if you can make sense of it.” She handed over the charm to Israel. It looked so delicate in his strong hands as he turned it over. She watched his scar on his top lip dance as he spoke out the riddle on the charm under his breath. “Raphael said that only the Guardian could understand the riddle, which means me.”
“So all you have to do is to use your extra special Guardian powers to figure it out.”
Alyx blinked. “My…what?”
Israel frowned. “Well, it makes sense why only the Guardian would be able to figure out the riddle if figuring out the riddle requires you to use a gift or knowledge that only you have because you’re the Guardian.”
“Oh my God.”
“Just call me Israel.”
“Israel, you’re a genius. You deserves kisses for that.”
“It was nothing.”
“Big fat kisses.”
“Well, if you insist.”
“No. You deserve more than kisses. You deserve…naked kisses.”
“Naked kisses?”
“Ridiculously, scandalously naked kisses.”
Israel’s eyes widened and he made a strangling noise in his throat. Alyx took this opportunity to snatch the charm back from him. She began to turn away but he stopped her with a hand on her arm. He stepped closer into her, his eyes darkening that delicious devilish green when he was thinking of one thing. Alyx sucked in a breath as her body heated starting from when their skin meet. 
“I’d like my reward now,” he said, his voice dropping low and thick as his hands began to move up her arm. His nose and lips traced her neck and she could feel him breathe her into him. Her mind felt like it was short-circuiting, the air humming between them. “Alyx, my reward.”
“Your reward?”
“I do believe you said I deserved kisses…naked kisses…in fact, I do remember you said, and I quote, ‘ridiculously scandalously naked kisses’.” His gaze lowered to her mouth. “I want to claim my reward.”
“I…um…” she didn’t have a chance to finish her sentence. Israel lips closed on hers. Her world darkened around them as their connection twisted around them both. His fingers found her face and the skin on her neck as he deepened the kiss. His tongue running across hers made her body begin to tremble. I can’t get close enough to you, angel, he whispered in his head. I want to be under your skin. She hadn’t even realized she had fallen into him, something that her Guardian bond allowed her to do.
Her Guardian bond. The answer to Raphael’s riddle.
Alyx pulled back, her body moaning at her for pulling away from his sweet mouth. “We’re going to get carried away. Again. We’ll lose another day. I need to solve this riddle and find the missing piece of the Amulet and stop Michael from destroying our planet.”
Israel groaned. “What happened to the usual ‘sorry, honey, I have a headache’ excuse?” He sighed, seemingly resigned, but he didn’t pull away. He grabbed the back of Alyx’s neck and held her in place as he stared deep into her eyes. “Fine. But when this is all over, you and I are going to spend some major alone time without any distractions.”
“Major alone time?”
“Ridiculously scandalously naked alone time.”
Alyx felt her body flush. “Okay.”
Israel placed a kiss on her mouth. It was heated and full of promise and he gripped her as if he feared that she might disappear. Alyx felt herself melting into him, her mind disappearing into this complete bliss that only Israel could weave around her. Her resolve began to fall away. What was one more day? She deepened the kiss and pressed her body against his. 
This time it was Alyx’s turn to groan when he pulled away. “Why did you stop?” she moaned. “We don’t have to stop. What about naked kisses?”
He leaned his forehead on hers, his breath rushing hard around her cheeks. “I don’t know. Something about saving the world.”
“The world can wait.” She moved to kiss him again. 
But he wouldn’t let her. “No, no, angel, you were right. You need to solve that charm to keep the world safe. I need to stop distracting you.”
Alyx sighed deeply, staring at Israel with a great sadness as he pulled almost completely away. It seemed that there was always something more important than their love. Something else that had to be focused on. When would they have time for just them? Bitterness rose into her mouth. It wasn’t fair.
He noticed it immediately and pushed a strand of hair from her cheek. “What’s wrong?”
“Do you ever wish we were just two normal boring people?”
“Boring?” 
“You know, just two mortals with normal boring lives who met and fell in love and had wondrously boring problems like what movie we’d watch on a Friday night and whose turn it was to wash up…”
“Sounds lovely.”
“…and whether we would have two kids or three.”
He laughed and pulled her into a hug. She buried herself in his arms and allowed the familiar smell of him to soothe her. He whispered in her ear, “The answer is, of course, seven.”
“Seven?”
“Yes. We’d have seven kids.”
“Seven!”
“Yeah, I want a truckload of them with you,” he grinned. “Someday. Wait…can we have children? What would they be? Half-keye, half-Guardian badasses.”
“Badasses.” Alyx shook her head. “You’re as bad as Sparrow.” She poked his side and pushed her chin onto his shoulder. “And you’re avoiding the question.”
He sighed as he pulled her in closer. He held her so tightly that she was almost unable to breathe. Whatever…she didn’t really need to breathe anyway. “Sometimes I wish we were just two normal people. But we are who we are and we have what we have, angel. We’re so lucky just to have found each other.”
“But you’ll die one day,” she blurted out. Heaven have mercy, this was not the way to bring up this sensitive topic. Alyx recalled the vision that a demon had shown her once of Israel as an old man even as she remained immortal. In this vision Israel had died of old age. Something that she would be faced with one day even if they survived Michael. She hadn’t told Israel of this vision yet. 
“Everybody dies…” Israel trailed off. “Oh, right. You wouldn’t. Immortal being and all that.” In his voice Alyx could detect…jealousy. Jealous? Of her? But she would be the one who had to live without him. Why would he be jealous of that? For the first time in her life, she cursed her immortality. 
“Then what? What…” her throat squeezed up, as this familiar fear rose up in her, clogging up all her cells, and she sucked in a breath as if to let out a scream. What would she do when she lost him? Tears filled her eyes as she tried to imagine her life without his kisses, without his presence by her side, without his strength and his love. She couldn’t imagine a world without him. It wouldn’t be one she would want to live in. “I can’t live without you, Israel.” Her fingers clawed into his shirt as if she could forever anchor him to this Earth. “I can’t. Don’t make me try.”
Israel pulled her closer and shushed into her hair. “Angel, let’s not worry about that now. One earth-shattering problem at a time. We need to stop Michael first to make sure that there’s still an Earth for us to have these problems in.”
“You’re right.” Alyx took a deep breath and forced herself to let all these swirling questions go. One thing at a time. If they didn’t find this missing piece of the Amulet before Michael did, there wouldn’t be a future for them to worry about. 
“Of course I am.” Israel grinned. “I’m the genius, remember? So, what was your great idea spurned from my genius?”
“The things I have because of my Guardian status that no one else has are: the responsibility of protecting you...”
“I really am God’s gift.”
“My ability to go in your head…”
“Providing you hours of unbridled entertainment.”
“And my ability to find you in a sea of…souls.” The answer struck Alyx. “Of course.” 
“What is it?”
“It’s how I can sometimes find you. I can turn on some sort of…Soulsight. I can see all the souls on this planet. I am drawn to yours.” She placed the charm in her palm and evened her breath. Then she cleared her head and let go.
She felt her skin dissipate into everything and her vision blurred then shimmered as if she had just stepped though something. She saw Israel’s body disappear into a radiant light before her. His soul beckoned to her, looking more beautiful than anything she had seen before. But more importantly, she saw it. The blue shimmering dust trailing out like an arrow from her hand. 
Raphael hadn’t left her a charm. He had left her a compass. 
 



Chapter Five
 
Lukas paused at the door to the room where Ana was resting. Tobias placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?”
Lukas closed his eyes as the very conversation that broke his world in two echoed in his mind. 
“It appears that Ana has lost some of her memory.”
“She…what?”
“We’re not sure of the extent yet.”
“So what, you think she’s lost…a few weeks? Months?”
“I think more.”
“What, like, a few years?”
“We’re not sure yet,” said Jordan. “Marin said she was screaming for you when she burst into Tara.”
“So she remembers me. That’s good.”
“Lukas,” Tobias said slowly. “Ana didn’t remember who Marin was.” 
Lukas gritted his teeth. Tobias’ hand felt as heavy as a block of stone on his shoulder and pity exuded from Tobias like a smell. 
Was Lukas okay? Tobias asked. He lost his son and now…this, whatever this was exactly, had happened to his wife? How could he be okay?
“I’m fine,” he shrugged his shoulder out from Tobias’ hand. His voice came out harsher than he intended it to, but at the moment he was so focused on the woman sitting on the other side of this door he didn’t care. How much of her…his Ana, the love of his life, was left?
“I just need to know how bad it is.” If he just knew, then they could just deal with it, right? Lukas readied himself and knocked. 
Hearing her familiar soft voice calling out “come in” sent a stab of hope through his chest. It was her voice. Ana’s voice. He would recognize her voice in his sleep. How ridiculous he was being. Of course she was the same woman. It was her. It was his Ana on the other side of that door. She would remember him. Her love for him would shine through whatever gaps there were in her memory.
He pushed open the door eagerly. Ana was sitting up in a chair near the window. The bed was made as if she hadn’t slept at all. Her heart-shaped face was turned towards the door, pale and delicate features framed by soft golden waves. Her eyes locked onto his. Lukas felt his breath steal away the way that only his wife of almost a decade could do. 
She had taken his breath away the first time he saw her, over twelve years ago, lost and wandering through the forests around the outskirts of Michaelea, dressed in white and looking like an angel lost. He had begun to fall in love with her that day. The truth was he had never stopped falling in love with her.
Ana’s green eyes widened, her cheeks colored and her pink lips parted as she inhaled. She recognized him. She did. She recognized him. She stood up hurriedly from her chair but managed to do so in the fluid, graceful way she did everything, like her limbs were made of silk. 
“Lukas,” she said, and the sound of her voice breathing around his name brought the life back into him. All the hairs on his arm rose as if to reach out for her. Ana felt what was between them. He could see it. She knew him, deep down. She felt their love. “Thank God you’re here. I need you.”
His wife had come back to him. “Ana,” he said her name as if it were a prayer. Joy seemed to lift him from where he stood, moving him forward to her, his arms out so he could draw her in for a kiss. He ignored Tobias’ calls for caution.
She seemed to melt into his arms and she turned her lips up to meet his. At the last moment a shocked look came over her face and she turned her head. “What are you doing?” She pushed him away, her small hands flapping against him like a pair of dove’s wings. 
He let go of her, stumbling back like a wall had grown out of the ground between them. “Ana, I−”
She stared at him, blinking rapidly. “And why do you keep calling me Ana? My name is Siana.”
Siana. That was a name Lukas hadn’t heard in over a decade.
Tobias stepped up to stand between them, holding an arm out between Lukas and his wife. As if he were a danger to her. He wasn’t a danger to her! 
“An-Siana,” Tobias corrected himself, “how much of Lukas do you remember?”
Ana − he could not think of her as Siana − stared between him and Tobias. “I don’t understand why you’re asking me these questions. Everyone is being so strange.”
Lukas heard the fear in her voice and he moved towards her to comfort her out of instinct. He stopped when he saw her flinch at his approach. She was afraid of him. His entire body felt drenched in ice. 
“Please, Siana,” Tobias said. “Just answer the question.” 
Tobias, don’t call her Siana. Her name is not Siana.
“When did I meet Lukas?” She stared back at him and their eyes locked. He felt something pass through them. A flutter of hope lit inside his heart. She tore her eyes away from him and focused on Tobias. “I met Lukas just after I left Michaelea.”
“Which was when?” Lukas asked.
Siana frowned. “Lukas, don’t you remember when we met?”
“I remember. Please, just tell me, when did you leave Michaelea?”
“Why…only a few days ago.”
Hope within Lukas died, extinguished with her words. Ana thought that they had only met a few days ago. Which meant she remembered nothing of who they were to each other. She remembered nothing about falling in love with him and of the family they made. The stab of pain in his heart almost floored him.
“No,” he said. “No. When I came in, you said my name. You said you needed me.”
“I need help. Yael has been kidnapped and I need help.”
Jesus Christ. Yael is back.
When Lukas first courted Ana the ghost of Yael, the first man Ana had ever loved, hung over them. But time heals all wounds and soon Yael’s ghost had faded to nothing. Lukas had stopped seeing that faraway look in her eyes when he knew she was thinking of Yael, wondering where he was and what he was doing.
Lukas could do nothing but stare at Ana as Tobias spoke to her gently, trying to explain to her what had happened to her. She looked the same as his Ana, but she wasn’t his Ana at all anymore. 
He had already lost his son, Ky, and because of that his grieving wife began to withdraw from him. But now, Ana was gone completely. Gone along with all her memories of them, their love…and their son. The last twelve years of their lives, of their love, were erased just like that for her.
His already broken heart crushed under this weight.
 
* * *
 
Siana couldn’t believe her ears. Her memory, gone? All of the last twelve years, gone?
As Tobias spoke, Siana found her eyes being drawn continuously to Lukas’ face. With his strong nose and jaw and his dark deep-set eyes, he looked…regal, like a Native American prince. 
Lukas was a broad-shouldered man, not as broad as Yael, but there was a strength to him that she had liked the moment she met him those few days ago. But the way her heart fluttered before when he had touched her and almost kissed her... Why was she reacting to him this way?
Of course she had pulled back in time. But that didn’t lessen the horror she felt when she realized she was attracted to Lukas when she was in love with Yael. It didn’t matter that she had stopped the kiss; even momentarily wanting it was a betrayal. If Yael knew…
Lukas’ eyelashes raised and he caught her gaze. Siana felt her stomach flutter. She looked quickly away and forced herself to avoid Lukas’ eyes as Tobias finished speaking. 
“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Tobias said, kindness filling his voice.
“I just can’t believe any of this,” she said. “Lukas, I thought we were friends. Tell me the truth.”
Lukas spoke, although it appeared painful for him to do so. “We were…are…more than friends. You are my entwined, my partner. You are the love of my life and…I am yours.”
Her eyes widened at him in shock. She was in love with Lukas? They were entwined? Which means they had been intimate. He had seen her naked. They had slept together. Her mutinous body heated at this thought as her mind scrambled to remember. How could she forget falling in love with him?
No. This was a betrayal to Yael. She wouldn’t believe it.
“We had a child,” Lukas continued. “Ky. He died. It almost destroyed you. I think that’s why…that’s why you tried to tinker with your memory. But it all went wrong.” 
“We…what?” She shook her head, trying to dispel all these strange feelings and thoughts and things that just didn’t make sense. A child…an entire life and love and family missing from her memory. Her true love supposedly standing right in front of her instead of in a prison on an island. All these things spun in her head, trying to find a place of truth to land on. They didn’t fit anywhere. “No. No. I love Yael.”
“You got over Yael twelve years ago,” Lukas said, his voice rising. 
“No. You’re lying to me. Why are you making these things up?”
“You were asking for me at Tara. You were screaming my name. You know me.”
“Of course I know you. I met you days ago. I came to Tara to find you because I thought you would help me.” 
“You’re my wife, Ana. You love me.”
“I’m not Ana. I’m not…” Ana couldn’t hold it all back anymore; her worry for Yael, the horrible things she had seen, and now Lukas screaming at her, desperate for her to believe his story; everything piled up into a crushing weight that broke her façade of strength. It all spilled out as tears into her hands.
“Lukas,” she heard Tobias say, “I think you should wait for me in my office.”
“I’m not leaving until she admits that she’s my wife.”
“Lukas,” Tobias said his voice taking on a firmer tone. “You getting upset isn’t helping matters. Go and wait in my office. Now.”
“But−”
“Now. I will see you there soon.”
 
* * *
 
Lukas leaned against the wall near the door to Ana’s room, breathing as quietly as he could. He hated himself for making her upset. But she just needed to believe him. Why wouldn’t she just believe him?
He could hear Ana’s sobs slowly subsiding.
“I apologize for Lukas,” said Tobias. “He is understandably…upset.”
“I just…I don’t remember.”
“I know. I know.” There was a pause. “Do you want to tell me about what you do remember?”
“Yael. A few days ago I found him at our meeting place. He didn’t remember me.”
“I see.”
“That’s why he never left Michaelea to be with me as we planned. Do you understand? Yael loves me, he wants to be with me, but the Elders did something to his mind.”
“If memory loss happened to Yael, can’t you see how it could happen to you too?”
“I… I can’t think about that right now. Yael is in danger.”
“Tell me what happened.”
“Yael agreed to leave Michaelea but he wanted to go back one last time just to say goodbye to his friends. I had this horrible feeling, so I followed him.” Ana’s voice broke off in a sob. After she composed herself she continued, “He was taken, kidnapped, by his own flock members. He was taken to this island, to this Seraphim city…it’s hidden. I never knew about it.”
“An island?”
“I know it sounds unbelievable that the Elders would keep a fourth Seraphim city a secret from us, but it’s real. It exists. I saw it.”
“I believe you. Where is it?”
“Off the coast of Egypt. I can give you the coordinates. I followed him there, the seraph who captured Yael. I managed to sneak inside…” Her voice quieted. “At first I thought it was some kind of training center. There were rows and rows of Seraphim fighting with weapons, training rooms, huge steel barracks. These Seraphim were like the warriors from Michaelea but…they were relentless, so uniform, almost like machines. But it wasn’t just a training camp… There were other buildings, ones with no windows. I saw inside one of them, through a skylight. Oh my God, Tobias…” She broke down in tears again.
“You take the time you need.” Tobias shushed at Ana until she was able to speak again. 
“Inside…there were rooms. At first I didn’t know what I was looking at. I never in my deepest nightmares could conceive of such a thing.”
“What was inside?”
“The room filled with seraphelles. They were all pregnant and strapped, legs spread into beds like animals. It was some kind of…breeding facility.”
“Dear God.”
“I recognized one of the seraphelles. I knew her from Michaelea but she disappeared and the Elders told us that she had gone Rogue. How could they do that to those women, Tobias? How?”
“I… I don’t know.”
“And they have Yael,” Siana said with a sob. “We can’t just leave him there. We have to rescue him. Please help me.”
“If we can help you, we certainly will. But for now you need to rest. You’ve been through a lot. I’ll come back to check on you later.”
 
Moments later Tobias stepped out into the corridor. His eyes narrowed when he spotted Lukas waiting for him in the hallway. Tobias closed the door to Ana’s room before he spoke. “I thought you were going to wait in my office.”
“We can’t mount a full-scale attack on Michael’s army to retrieve one Seraphim,” said Lukas. 
“I agree,” said Tobias. “But we still need to know what’s happening on this island.”
“I’ll go,” said Lukas.
Tobias froze. “Lukas, there are others who could go. Vix or−”
“No,” Lukas all but yelled. “No,” he said again in softer voice. “I want to go. She is my wife.”
“Lukas, I don’t think that’s wise.”
“Tobias, there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”
 
* * *
 
Jordan stormed into Lukas’ room. It was an absolute mess. Lukas’ clothes and shoes were thrown around the room. He froze for a moment when he saw the single woman’s dress − a dress that Ana left behind when she had lost her memory − laying out on her side of the bed. 
Lukas glanced up from where he sat on his side of the bed, cleaning his sword, an array of blades lined up alongside him. “Sure,” Lukas muttered, as he went back to polishing the weapon in his hand, “don’t bother knocking, come right on in.”
“Lukas, what are you doing?”
“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m cleaning my blades.”
“I just spoke to Tobias. He told me about you and Ana.”
“Have you come to try and cheer me up? Don’t bother.”
“Why did you volunteer to go?”
“I just can’t stay here with her like that.”
“But you could stay, spend time with her, maybe jog her memory.”
“You really think it’s that simple,” Lukas hissed. “I can’t just show her a few photos of us together or tell her stories about our time together, Jordan. You, you, of all people know how completely memory is stolen from us. She has lost everything − everything − from the last twelve years.”
“She’s your wife. She needs you.”
“She doesn’t know who I am!” he yelled. He composed himself, taking several deep breaths.
“Lukas, I get that this is a horrible shock to you. It’s a shock to me too.”
“You have no idea.”
“You’re too close to this. You’re not thinking straight. You shouldn’t go to this island.”
“I’m thinking just fine.”
“Lukas, you just volunteered to rescue the man Ana thinks she is in love with. I mean, really?”
Lukas narrowed his eyes. “What are you insinuating?”
“You won’t be objective in rescuing Yael if indeed there is a chance that he can be rescued and with his mind intact.”
Lukas stared wide-eyed at Jordan. “Do you really think that little of me?”
“No. I’m saying that you’re hurting because of the woman you love. Men can do stupid things when they are hurting, even without knowing. Don’t do anything stupid.”
Lukas glared back at Jordan. “I’m going. You can’t stop me.”
 



Chapter Six
 
“Tobias, we need to speak with you.” Alyx stumbled into his office without knocking, Israel behind her. Hot on their trail was Tii’la who had been about to knock on Alyx’s door when Alyx and Israel rushed out. 
Jordan was also in the office, and he turned in his chair to look at her.
“Sorry to interrupt…it’s about the missing Amulet piece,” she clarified.
“Of course. Come in,” Tobias said. “Jordan and I can talk later.”
The three of them, Alyx, Israel and Tii’la piled into his office. Tii’la closed the door behind her. Alyx moved around to stand near Tobias’ side. She could feel Jordan’s eyes burning into her but she ignored him. She held up the charm. “Raphael left this for me. Engraved on it is a riddle hidden by a mirage. ‘Look inside your soul to find the path to the truth.’ Mayrekk said that it was only meant for me, the Guardian, to use. And when I use my…well, I call it Soulsight, I can see that it’s not just a charm, it’s also a compass. I can see a blue trail going out from it.” Alyx strode over to the old globe standing on the corner of the round table on the far side of Tobias’ office, the others following her to gather around it. She spun the globe, then stopped it. “Here. I followed the trail. It ends here.” She pointed to a blue space in the Atlantic Ocean. “But it leads to nowhere. I don’t know what this means.”
“Is it broken?” asked Tii’la.
“No,” Jordan said. “It’s not broken. There’s something there, you just can’t see it.”
“What are you talking about?” Alyx asked.
“Could it be?” Tobias said. He and Jordan traded a look.
“Could what be? What’s there that we can’t see?”
“Atlantis,” Tobias and Jordan both said at once.
Alyx blinked and stared at both of them, then back at the map. 
“Of course,” said Tii’la.
“What’s Atlantis?” Israel asked.
“See for yourself.” Jordan opened his palms and a blue mist rolled out, filling the room.
“What the hell?” Israel said. 
“Relax, I’m just creating a DreamScape.”
“Jordan,” said Alyx, “we’re all awake.”
“No problem. This one will be like a daydream.” The mist seemed to affect the air, changing it. Tobias’ office disappeared. Crystal structures rose up to the sky, like glass mountains, creating a city around them. The sun shone through them like prisms, breaking out rainbows across the sky and through the trees. The levels of the structures were open, making this a city of glass and air. “Welcome to Atlantis, the original Seraphim city.”
“Whoa,” said Alyx as she let her gaze run across the DreamScape. 
“They’re like manmade skyscrapers but made of some sort of crystal,” said Israel.
“We were never told how amazing this place was in lectures,” Tii’la said as she studied the closest building. “We weren’t even told about these buildings.” She turned to Jordan. “Why wouldn’t we build like this anymore?”
“For these buildings to have been made, it required teams of Seraphim all pitching their magic to work together. The DreamWalkers designed it in the ‘Scape and the MemorySong made sure that copies of all the details and plans were placed in everyone’s minds. The Alchemists would create the raw material and FireTwirlers forged the crystal while the AirWhisperers would blow the liquid glass into shape. The EarthSifters would create the stable foundations and the WaterBearers cooled the glass to let it set. The MirageWeavers would weave wards into the very fabric of the city in a way that it was self-regenerating, like a perpetual motion machine. That’s why these wards still stand even today. Everyone played their part, everyone worked together to build something that was greater than what we could do individually.”
“So no one lives there anymore?” Israel said.
“We abandoned this city before splitting into three under the three Original Elders,” Alyx explained to Israel.
“Why was this place abandoned? It looks pretty kept together if you ask me.”
“There was a growing feeling back then that The Elders were not leading our people correctly,” Jordan said. “There was an uprising led by Elder Raphael himself.”
“But it didn’t work,” Alyx said. 
“No. All those years ago, someone betrayed the rebellion and the uprising was crushed. Elder Raphael was killed. Atlantis was abandoned and the Elders separated and created the cities and society we know today. All to keep us from ever rising up again. Memories were altered, so that no one would remember what almost happened under Raphael’s leadership. Except some managed to hide these memories in secret and smuggle them out of the society so that some of us out here could remember. That’s why we, us Rogues,” Jordan used the Society’s name for FreeThinkers, “are so dangerous to them.”
“But why wouldn’t the Elders want us to know the truth about Atlantis…about what we’re capable of?” said Tii’la. “It seems so crazy that they would construct such a lie to hide our history.”
“If we all knew the real story of Atlantis, then we might realize how powerful we are if we work together.” Jordan turned to Tii’la, a fierce look on his face. “If we realized we could work together, imagine what we could do against the Elders. At least, that’s what the Elders think. They would rather keep us separate, chained and divided by class, and bickering amongst each other. Didn’t you ever wonder why the Elders structured our society in Michaelea and Urielos and Gabriela that way? Why did they create such a separation between us: Castus and Warriors, between Elders and Earth-borns, Society and FreeThinkers? Why do you think they separated the professions and chose them for us? Why, if we have the technology to build such incredible structures, are the pods in Michaelea made crudely by wood and canvas and straw? Built hand by hand? They don’t want us working together. They don’t want us thinking for ourselves. Together we could overpower them. That’s what almost happened here over a thousand years ago.”
Tii’la remained silent. Her eyes wide.
“That’s so sad,” Alyx said.
“As they say,” Jordan said. “‘Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely’.” 
Jordan let the DreamScape fade and Alyx found herself suddenly back in Tobias’ office.
“Well then Jordan, thank you for that informative demonstration,” Tobias said, clearing his throat.
Jordan smirked. “No problem.”
“Show off,” Israel muttered under his breath, but Alyx heard it.
“Alyx, it’s clear,” Tobias said. “You need to go to investigate Atlantis. Take Jordan with you. His knowledge of Atlantis will prove invaluable.”
Alyx felt her cheeks flush as she glanced at Jordan. Things were so strange between them now. Would he even want to help her, to go with her alone to investigate? Jordan wouldn’t meet her eye. That seemed answer enough. 
“I’m coming too,” Israel said.
“Israel, I don’t think that’s wise,” said Jordan. 
Israel swung towards him, eyes darkening. “I don’t think it’s your call.”
Jordan shrugged. “Nothing personal. Just trying to keep you safe. You were captured during the battle with Samyara, remember?”
“I freed myself and won us the battle by killing Samyara, remember?” his voice heated up.
“Boys, please,” said Tobias.
Israel glared at Jordan. Jordan met his glare with an indifferent stare. 
Alyx placed her hand on Israel’s arm. At her touch his anger seemed to diffuse. Angel? he said into her mind.
Please, Israel,” she thought back to him. You need to stay here until it’s safe.
But I’d be with you. I’m always safe with you.
I can’t do this and worry about you at the same time. Michael will have people out looking for the missing piece. And you. I can’t take any unnecessary risks with you.
But…the last time you and he went together alone…
Guilt stabbed her, opening up those wounds again. I love you, Israel. It shouldn’t matter if I’m forced to spend time with Jordan. It’s just for a mission. I love you.
Israel cupped his hands around Alyx’s face. To everyone else they would have just looked like they were gazing at each other silently even though so much was being said.
“Get a room,” Jordan muttered. But they both ignored him. 
I know you love me, Israel said in her head.
Then trust me. 
You really want me to stay, angel?
Please, you’re safer in the castle. I can’t lose you.
Then I’ll stay.
“What are they doing?” whispered Tii’la.
“They have a special bond,” explained Tobias. “They can link minds, share their thoughts, what they see and feel with each other.”
“That’s so cool.”
“That’s so overrated,” muttered Jordan. Then in a louder voice, he said, “You two can stop your little love-fight. I’m not going with Alyx to Atlantis.”
“What?” Alyx and Israel both turned at once.
Jordan smirked. “As fun as that might be, I have something else I need to do.” He turned to Tobias. “I was going to ask you when these three rushed in…I want to go with Lukas to investigate that island. Make sure he doesn’t get himself into any trouble. I’m worried about him.”
Tobias sighed and rubbed his forehead with his hands. “Yes. That’s probably a good idea.”
“Alyx, you can’t go alone,” Israel said.
“I’ll go with her,” said Tii’la. She glanced around the room, obviously seeking approval. “I may not have magic or that much knowledge of Atlantis, but I’m smart and I can fight. I can go with her. Keep her safe.”
“I used to fight alongside Tii’la in Michaelea,” Alyx said. “She’s a great warrior.”
“Thanks,” Tii’la mouthed to her.
“It’s settled then,” Tobias said, looking between Alyx and Tii’la. “Get some rest. You two leave first thing in the morning.”
 
* * *
 
“Israel, wait,” Alyx said. She had followed him to his room after the meeting with Tobias had ended. She knew he was still upset about Jordan. Israel spun and stared at her. She stood near his door, staring back at him. “I’m sorry. Jordan can be such an ass sometimes.”
Israel let out a breath and he seemed to deflate. “No. I’m sorry. I reacted badly back there. I just… I love you so damn much, sometimes it clouds my head. If it was anyone else I wouldn’t care, but…him.”
“Nothing is going on between Jordan and me. Absolutely nothing.”
“Anymore,” he said quietly. 
This word hung between them, making Alyx cringe at the guilt that rose up in her. What the hell was she supposed to say to that?
“I’m sorry,” Alyx said. What else could she say? She couldn’t tell Israel that the feelings that she once had for Jordan weren’t real because at the time, they were. “How many times do I have to tell you, I’m sorry?” She moved to him and reached her hands out. She knew if he accepted her touch, then they would be okay. Her fingers moved tentatively around his waist. She stared up at him and bit her lip. “I’m sorry. I love you. I love you so much. More than my own life. I would do anything for you.” 
Israel sighed and pulled her against him, wrapping his hands around her back. “I know I’m supposed to be okay with this. I know that. And I do trust you. I do. But…” A deep pain fell across his face and it stabbed at her heart. “Remembering you kissing him…just the thought of losing you to him…again…”
Her heart broke. “Hey,” she grabbed his face, “get inside my head. You can see my intentions behind wanting you to stay. You can sense my true feelings.”
“Alyx, I don’t doubt you. I don’t need to get inside your head to see what’s in your heart. I know we belong together. I just… I know I have to find a way to let this go. I thought I had. But obviously I haven’t completely.”
“Israel, it wasn’t the same…what I felt for him.”
He winced as he turned his face from her. “I don’t want to hear it.”
“No,” Alyx said fiercely, grabbing his chin so that he was forced to look at her. “You need to hear this. When I had forgotten you…the feelings I was developing for him weren’t anything like what I feel for you. There were parts of him I could never really accept and that meant that we could never work. I never fit him like I fit you. The connection was real but…it was just a shooting star. It was never going to last. Jordan and I were never meant to last. You and I are. You’re my soulmate, Israel.” 
She placed her hand on his heart where she knew his scar was. Under her palm she felt his heartbeat. God, she loved that sound. She could listen to his heart beating all day. Like yesterday. Yesterday when they were tangled up in each other, she rested her head on his chest and silently thanked each of his heartbeats for keeping him alive for her.
She noticed that Israel was watching her, a smile growing on his face. “What?”
“You really thanked each heartbeat?”
She realized that he must have gone inside her mind and had seen her thoughts. “Each and every one,” she admitted softly.
She felt the final piece of his cracked heart mend.
Sometimes, he said in her head, I watch you when you’re asleep. I play a game with myself. I look at you and try to see how long I can last without touching you.
Really?
Seriously. In fact, I’m playing it now. 
Her body heated as he approached her. How are you doing?
Terribly. He caught her in his hands. See, I just lost.
Well, we do have all night for you to practice…
Actually, we have thirteen hours and forty-two minutes until you’re due to leave. He lowered his lips towards hers. And I don’t plan on wasting another second.
 
* * *
 
That night, as he had done so many nights before, Jordan slipped through the halls of the castle from his bedroom towards Cleo’s. His mind was a whir as he pondered his mission with Lukas, leaving tomorrow. He didn’t know how to help his love-sick friend.
Jordan stopped by Cleo’s familiar door, distracted, only half glancing up and down the corridor to make sure that no one was watching. He turned the handle and pushed. The door wouldn’t budge. Jordan frowned. He shook the door handle slightly and pushed again. The door didn’t open. It was locked.
Why would Cleo lock her door? She had never locked her door before. A fear rose in his stomach. Something was wrong.
Jordan leaned his ear against the rough wooden panel. He couldn’t hear anything. No signs of struggle or that she was in pain. The anxiety in his stomach eased but only slightly. Was she even in there?
He knocked low twice. “Cleo,” he called through the door.
Her voice came back almost immediately. “Go away.”
Go away? He knocked again. “Cleo, it’s me.” He paused. “Jordan,” he added after a thought.
“I said, go away.”
His hand slid down from the door and he stared at the plain wooden surface as if it may have answers written on it. There were no answers.
“What’s wrong?”
“What part of ‘go away’ don’t you understand?”
“Cleo? Open the door.”
“Go away. As in don’t come back here, Jordan. Not at night. Not during the day. Not ever. You’re not wanted here anymore.”
Of all the ungrateful nerve. “What’s your problem?”
He heard movement, sharp and swift from behind the door. It sprang open in front of him and Cleo appeared, body blocking the door, lips twisted and dark eyes glaring at him like black daggers. “You just feel sorry for me, do you? I’m just a nuisance?”
Jordan’s own words from the other day came back to him and he realized in a dreadful flash that Cleo must have heard his whole conversation with Alyx through the door. Guilt, bitter and heavy sank low into his stomach.
“I didn’t mean−”
“I know what you meant. You didn’t want Alyx to get the wrong idea about us? Just in case she changes her mind about her true love, Israel, and decides she really wants you? Because you’re still hanging on to that hopeless hope that she might?” Cleo snarled. “What am I? Just a distraction until you get what you really want?”
“What? No, I−”
“Because I won’t have it, Jordan. Maybe other women in your life would have slunk back into their rooms to wait for you, repressing their anger and pretending that second best was fine, but not me. Go away and stay the hell away from me.”
Cleo slammed the door so hard in his face that the door frame shook and the noise echoed like a death toll through the cold stony halls. Jordan was left gaping at the door, his mouth moving slowly open and shut. What just happened?
 
That night Jordan stayed in his bedroom, in his bed, alone for the first time since Cleo had arrived at the castle. The moonlight filtered in through his window, draping silver across his blanket like a shroud. Jordan folded his fingers under his head, trying to relax. When had his bed gotten so uncomfortable? 
He growled and threw himself onto his side, hoping that it would lead him to comfort, the sheets crushing under his jerky movements. All this succeeded in doing was facing him towards the empty side of his bed. The image of Cleo’s sleeping face on the pillow next to him came to mind easily, pulling the ghost of a smile from him. 
He had joked with Cleo once that she was most beautiful in her sleep. It was the only time she would shut up. Now in the deathly silence, he found he missed the sound of her voice, which always filled whatever room she was in. 
He wondered if she was having any trouble sleeping. Probably not. She was probably sleeping like a baby, rudely unaware of the grief she was causing him right now.
What if she had a nightmare?
She’ll be sorry when she has one and I’m not there. The instant he thought this he chastised himself. You’re the reason you’re not there, idiot.
His cheeks burned when he remembered the things that he said to Alyx. Angel’s breath and Cleo had heard them all. He hadn’t meant those things he said. He wasn’t even sure why he said them. They were just words, thrown carelessly around like grains of corn.
Perhaps they had been harmless when he had spoken them, but they became daggers when they reached Cleo’s ears. I feel sorry for her…a nuisance, really. 
If only he could take them all back.
If only you could take words spoken and cram them back into your mouth like spilled rice and leave no evidence or consequence of their previous chaos. 
His words he couldn’t take back, but perhaps he could soothe their effects.
He hoped he could…
 



Chapter Seven
 
“I’ll miss you.”
Alyx laughed. It was soft and satin and angelic. “I just need you to leave me alone so I can get ready. You can come back in an hour.”
The morning light had long drawn across the room from that small crack in the curtains. 
“Even an hour sounds too long.” Israel eyed her body, wrapped only in a sheet. “Maybe I should stay, help you…get ready?” He moved towards her, his hands grabbing for the cloth. She twirled out of his reach and he growled. He would cut that damned sheet from her body, just wait and see. 
“It’s just an hour.”
“And after that hour you’ll be gone for…days, maybe. I don’t know what I’ll do with myself.”
“You said you’d go and look in on Sparrow for me.”
“I did. I didn’t specify when.”
“You could go do that now.”
“It’s too early. He’s probably asleep.” 
“Are you shirking your duties?”
“No, just…delaying them for more important things. Like making sure your naked body stays warm.”
“Israel, he only just arrived here and I haven’t had a chance to look in on him. I’ve been distracted by you−”
“You love my distractions.” 
“−so he’s been by himself all day and night.”
“So he’ll survive a few more hours.”
“Israel!”
“Yes, angel?”
“Officium pro amor.”
“What?”
“It’s a motto I read on one of the crests that lines the Great Hall here. It means ‘duty before passion’.”
Israel made a face. “That’s a terrible motto. Horrible. Don’t they know the world revolves around love? Why would I care about anything when everything I care about is here? You are more important to me than anything. Period. Here, I have a better motto for you. ‘Let the world burn. See if I care.’ Now hand over that beautiful body of yours.” He lunged at her again and this time he caught her. She laughed as his hands found their way into the crumpled sheets and against her warm skin. He placed kisses along her bare shoulder.
“Israel.”
“Hmm?”
“Israel, that’s not a motto.”
“Yes it is.”
“It’s not even Latin.”
He made a whatever noise but didn’t respond, his lips were too busy seeking out her skin under that damned sheet. Her soft, wonderful-smelling skin.
“Israel, we can’t stay in bed all day. Again.”
“I beg to differ.”
“Israel, I have to get ready to go,” she pleaded. 
“Alright, alright.” Israel sighed. 
“Come back in an hour.”
“One hour and not a second more.”
He took one last lingering kiss from Alyx and shot one last longing look at the bed that they had thoroughly messed up…several times… 
“Thank you,” she called to him over her shoulder as she began to dig through her drawers, the sheet dipping ever so distractingly down the curve of her back. God damn.
“Duty before passion. Jeez, what a buzzkill,” he muttered as he forced himself out her bedroom door. 
Duty before passion. Whoever invented that motto needed a slap in the face.
 
* * *
 
Jordan found himself taking the long route through the castle the next morning before he and Lukas were scheduled to leave. He was bleary-eyed from little sleep but a cold shower had roused some life into him. He was dressed simply in brown pants, a white shirt and a dark leather jacket that hid the daggers at his side. At his hip was a longer blade. 
This particular route this morning took him past Cleo’s bedroom, the scene of the crime. As he neared the closed door the shame rose up in him again. His words, stark as evidence, rang in his ears. I feel sorry for her…a nuisance, really.
Jordan shook his head as if he could dislodge these thoughts and shake off this layer of guilt. It didn’t work.
He stopped silently at her door and raised his fist to knock, but…
But…
But what?
In his head, his fist knocked. In his head, his brain commanded his arm to move. But in reality his fist didn’t move. Fear had him frozen as if it had lassoed a rope around his wrist and was holding him back.
He was afraid? Yes, he recognized this feeling. He was afraid. Afraid of…this conversation. What was going on with him? Why was he so damn afraid of this conversation? 
Because…
Because what?
There was no answer that he could see. Just a sense that there was something more going on, like the currants running under the surface of a calm sea. He felt that he should understand it, but he wasn’t even able to shape this “it” into a form that he understood. He couldn’t even rely on himself today, it seemed.
Jordan stared at Cleo’s door, her silent door that seemed to taunt him. It’s just a door, dammit, Jordan, just knock.
And say what?
It would have to be an apology. He didn’t like to have to apologize to anyone, but still…in his past he had expended a thousand cooing, soothing words to various females, all miffed and ruffled feathers. He was a savant in soothing non-apology apologies. 
So just knock already and get it over with!
I can’t. 
Because?
Because…
All of a sudden all those smooth and practiced apologies, those calming, cooing words, they all seemed so…fake. Without those words that had served him so well in the past, those easy, proven words, suddenly he was left feeling like he had…nothing. Cleo deserved more than those words from him. She deserved something real.
What would he say to Cleo? What could he say that would be enough?
His command of the English language suddenly failed him, his brain stuttering and spluttering out useless phrases like a dying car. None of them any good.
Jordan drew back from the door feeling utterly lost. 
 
* * *
 
Cleo sighed as she stared out her bedroom window. From this angle she could see onto the grassy area at the front of the castle. There, standing on the grass in a casual huddle were Tobias, Alyx, Israel and Lukas. Oh, and him. That damned infuriating, clueless and heart-twisting man. It seemed even immortal beings of the male persuasion were just as infuriating as the mortal ones. The mortal ones you could at least hope that they would die old and ugly.
“Stop torturing yourself,” said Xiang.
Cleo turned her head to the lithe Asian woman who was sitting with her legs tucked under her on Cleo’s bedspread. Xiang was Vix’s life partner and the only other mortal in this community. Xiang had sought Cleo out after she had first arrived at the castle, apparently taking it upon herself to be a one-woman welcome wagon for Cleo. At first Cleo had resisted, suspicious at Xiang’s intentions. 
After all, Cleo had never been friends with other girls, even other girls in Purgatory. Especially the other girls in Purgatory. Worthy adversaries, yes. Competitive frenemies, yes. Actual friends? Hell, no (pun intended).
But the sweet little Xiang soon won out over Cleo. “Won out” meaning that Cleo soon realized that this little Asian lady, despite looking as timid as a Chihuahua, had the gnawing persistence of a pit bull with a bone and was not going to let up until Cleo liked her, dammit. 
So, like her Cleo did. Besides, it was nice to have someone to talk to. Alyx, the only other person she knew here, had been more than preoccupied with Israel, Israel and more Israel. Oh, okay, and the pesky Armageddon that was looming. 
Cleo had been able to talk to Jordan, hereby renamed as “that ass”. Surprisingly easily. Annoyingly easily. But she couldn’t talk to him about them, it seemed. If there even was a them.
“Come away from the window, Cleo.”
“But I enjoy torture,” Cleo said. “Obviously, otherwise I wouldn’t have all these stupid feelings for that ass.” Cleo turned to stare out of the window again. Alyx and Israel were trapped in an embrace so intimate that she felt like she was voyeuristically intruding, like she had just walked into their bedroom. “That ass” was standing angled away from the two lovers, his arms were crossed over his chest. It might have seemed like a casual stance for Jordan, but she knew better. She could see his hands were tight fists. Jordan may have learned to keep his face totally removed from any emotion he was feeling, but not his hands. 
Alyx and Israel’s long goodbye bothered him. And this bothered her.
Cleo made an exasperated sound and tore her eyes away from the window. She flung herself onto the bed next to Xiang and made a strangling noise. “Kill me, please.”
“He’ll figure it out.” Xiang paused. “Eventually. He is a man.”
Cleo snorted. “You think he could do that while I’m still young and beautiful?” Now that I’m no longer in Purgatory, I age. That creeping fear, her mother’s voice began to fill her mind, but she shut that out. One friggin’ drama at a time, please.
“Jordan just needs some time.”
“He called me a nuisance.” 
“He didn’t mean it.”
“He didn’t even tell me he was sorry.”
“He will. Men take some time to work up to sorry. Sorry is a big deal for them. Like…sports cars. And root canals. He cares about you. He does. I’ve seen the way he looks at you when he thinks no one is watching.”
“But he still cares about her that way too.” Cleo hated calling Alyx her. Especially after she felt she owed Alyx so much. Alyx showed her that her life could be more. Alyx offered her friendship even after Cleo drugged her without telling her. Alyx offered her a place here with their community. Despite how hard it had been leaving Purgatory and coming off DreamDust, it had been worth it. Here, Cleo was finally starting to feel something like home and something like family.
“Maybe he does still have feelings for Alyx, maybe he doesn’t,” Xiang said. “But I’ve known Jordan a long time.” She let out a long dramatic sigh. “That boy is the king of avoidance strategies.”
Cleo blinked, a little confused. “He’s trying to avoid Alyx?”
“No, silly girl. He’s trying to avoid all his new feelings for you.”
Cleo shook her head, not wanting to believe it, not wanting to feed this seed of hope in her chest lest it grow into a real thing, only to be trampled on and destroyed when he figured out that he didn’t want her. Even if his body did, as evidenced the other night when he reached for her in his sleep and called her name. Her name. Not Alyx’s. Hers. It was too risky to hope too much. Or to hope at all. “That’s such a ridiculous explanation for his stupid, confusing, stupid−”
“You already said ‘stupid’.”
“−stupid, ass-sensical behavior.”
“Ass-sensical?”
“Something between asshole and nonsensical.”
“Oh, right. Of course. Ass-sensical. Men?” Xiang offered.
Cleo snorted. “Men, indeed. Even worse; beautifully sculpted immortal seraph men. I swear the immortality thing goes to his head and makes him even more…” Cleo’s hand waved uselessly in the air.
“Ass-sensical?”
“Yeah.” Cleo made an exasperated sound. “Can’t live with them. Can’t stab them.”
“Well, you could. Stab him, that is. But he’d just heal real fast and then what would be the point... Oh, right…” 
“Ugh. That’s it. I’m not talking about him again.”
“That’s a great idea.”
“I’m not even going to think about his stupid ass again.”
“Good for you.”
“Starting now.”
“Good.”
“Great.”
“Great.”
There was a pause. Cleo chewed her lip. “So what now?”
Xiang shrugged. “There’s always women?”
Cleo glanced over to Xiang. She looked so serious. Cleo couldn’t help herself, she gave Xiang a flirty little wink. “Are you offering?” The stricken look on Xiang’s face was enough to make Cleo burst out into laughter. “I’m just joking, Xiang. Unfortunately, I only love the things that hurt me.”
Xiang frowned for a second, then a look of realization took over her face. “Oh, right. A joke.” She let out a laugh then returned Cleo’s wink. Except her wink was more of a weird cheek-scrunch than a wink; the kind of wink that those who can’t actually wink do. 
“If it makes you feel any better,” Xiang said, “women aren’t that easy to understand either.”
Cleo wondered if anyone was easy to understand. She found her eyes going to the open window. Had he left the grounds yet? How long would they take him to get to this strange island? How long it would take for him to get back? Would he miss her? Was he even thinking about her like she was thinking about him?
“Dammit,” Cleo yelled. “I just thought about him. Ugh, and now I’m talking about his stupid ass.” Cleo grabbed the blankets with her fists and mimicked banging her head against the mattress. When Cleo finally looked up at her, Xiang looked worried. “Tell me, Xiang. What do I do?”
“I… I don’t know.”
“Great.” Cleo let her face fall into her arms. “I’m so screwed.”
 



Chapter Eight
 
Alyx and Tii’la flew side by side across the ocean towards Atlantis, the vast sea giving Alyx a sense of freedom she hadn’t felt since she used to compete in the illegal night races for the RaceKeeper. Alyx stretched out her body and enjoyed the rush of wind through her hair.
When Alyx glanced over to Tii’la she noticed the dark shadows under her eyes. “Are you okay? You look tired.”
“I just didn’t sleep well last night. I’ll be fine.”
“A mission like this can be nerve-racking.”
“Yes, that’s it. Just nerves. So, you and Israel…” Tii’la said, changing the subject. 
“Me and Israel,” Alyx breathed, happiness humming under her skin. 
“That thing you did yesterday with the mind-connection thing. I mean, wow.”
“Yeah, it’s pretty cool.”
“Do you guys have any other…you know, cool tricks?”
“Not sure I’d call it a trick but, yeah we do. I pull into his head when he feels fear, basically when he gets into trouble.”
“Does that happen a lot?”
“Unfortunately,” she laughed as she shook her head. “Sometimes I swear he just runs right up to trouble.”
“Hmmm,” Tii’la mused. “It must be even more difficult having to guard someone who you’re in love with. I mean, just being in love with someone means that you’re always thinking about them, worrying about them…I can’t imagine having all that extra pressure of Guardianship on top of it.”
Alyx was pleasantly surprised at Tii’la’s assessment. She had always passed Tii’la off as just another warrior, a good warrior, but she never realized how perceptive Tii’la could be. 
“It is hard,” Alyx agreed. “Sometimes I think that whoever chose me to be Guardian didn’t make the best choice.”
“Why?”
“Because I love him so much, I’d do anything to keep him safe…I make choices I usually wouldn’t make. Do things I wouldn’t normally do.” Sometimes things that she didn’t feel good about doing.
“Perhaps that’s what makes you such a good Guardian. Sometimes you have to do things you would normally never do…” Tii’la’s voice trailed off.
Alyx glanced at Tii’la out of the corner of her eye. Tii’la was staring off into the distance. “What about you?” Alyx asked. “Is there a special someone?”
Tii’la gave her a half-smile. “There was. But…it didn’t work out.”
“That’s too bad.”
“Yeah.”
“Who was it?”
Tii’la’s cheeks flushed. “Just…someone at Michaelea.”
“Someone I know? It’s someone I know, isn’t it?”
Tii’la’s face flushed just a shade redder. “No.” 
“Oh come on,” Alyx coaxed, “you can tell me. Who was it?”
“It’s no one.”
“I know…Varian.”
Tii’la squealed. “Curse you for even thinking that. That seraph is horrible. He’s such an uptight, joyless...” Her voice dropped. “God, could you imagine him in bed? He’d be all like, ‘do this, do that, bend over, now drop and give me twenty’.”
Alyx made a face. “Not appreciating the visual.”
Tii’la laughed. “It’s definitely not Varian.”
“Well, tell me who then.”
Tii’la paused before admitting, “Lutando.”
“Lutando!” Lutando was one of Alyx’s old flock mates in Michaelea. She knew him well. 
“He comes across as such a tough boy but inside he’s so sweet and kind. He noticed I was falling behind in one of the lectures we shared together. He offered to tutor me. He’s so beautiful I used to wonder why he even noticed me. I know I’m not ugly. But I’m not beautiful. Not like you.”
“Tii’la−”
“I don’t mind. It’s the truth. But he saw through all that. He made me feel beautiful, and that matters most.” Tii’la became very quiet.
“You’re still in love with him, aren’t you?” Tii’la’s face fell. “Sorry, Tii’la, it’s not my place. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“No, no, it’s fine. I guess it was probably obvious anyway. But it’s all in the past now.”
Alyx’s heart tugged for Tii’la. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re in our community now. Maybe out here you’ll find someone who will bring you lasting happiness.”
Tii’la smiled back at her, but it was a smile weighted with sadness. “I hope so too.”
Alyx felt the sudden urge to turn away consume her. “We’re approaching the mirage around Atlantis. Jordan said it’s strong so we’ll really be urged to turn away. Grab a hold of me so we can stay on course together.” 
Tii’la reached out and grabbed her hand. 
They pushed on forward, holding on to each other tightly as both of them veered and swayed. The tension from the mirage built up in Alyx’s body until she thought she might burst. 
There was the familiar pop in her ears and her body relaxed. They had broken through the mirage. A huge island appeared before her, jagged crystal structures growing out of the green jungle that covered the island like a proliferate moss. The lost Seraphim city of Atlantis.
 



Chapter Nine
 
The city was made of crystal towers, looking almost exactly as Jordan had shown them, except the structures were broken, partially buried in the encroaching forest and were now homes to birds and other wildlife. Plants and flowers reached out from the edges of the honeycomb-like openings as they made their slow journey towards the sun. It was beautiful. But eerie in the absence of Seraphim life. A silent volcano stood watch over the forgotten city.
Alyx and Tii’la moved through the city following the compass trail that Raphael had left her. As she passed near a building Alyx reached out her hand and rubbed along the crystal surface with her hand. It was cool to the touch.
Out of the corner of her eye she thought she saw a figure reflected against a piece of crystal. She turned her head but there was no one.
The blue arrow led Alyx and Tii’la through the buildings, past the edges of the city and towards the south side of the island, where the volcano sloped up to an open crater. They flew up to the mouth of the volcano. Down below in the center the blue trail disappeared into a hot lava pool.
“It looks like it goes into there,” Alyx said, pointing down. 
“Into the lava?”
“I never promised this adventure would be easy.” Alyx stared at the lava. Why would Raphael lead them into a volcano? Unless… “Maybe it’s a mirage?”
“Or maybe the volcano grew around the entrance to Raphael’s secret Amulet bank and was flooded by molten hot lava, molten hot lava that we, that’s you and I, should not try and swim in. Oh dear, looks like it’s a dead end. End of adventure. Let’s turn back.”
Alyx gave Tii’la a look.
“What? I like my skin where it is, thank you.”
“You can stay here if you like. I’m going in.” Alyx let herself lower down into the mouth of the volcano. 
She heard Tii’la curse behind her. “Wait up. I’m coming.”
As they got closer to the lava Raphael’s charm began to crackle. Blue sparks flew from the charm to the surface of the lava. The lava began to swirl into a vortex.
“Look!” Alyx cried.
The level of the lava began to fall as if it were being drained away until there was just a circular rock floor underneath and puddles of hot liquid. There was a pattern in the puddles as if the rock was depressed in a particular way. Before Alyx could figure out what the pattern was, the puddles steamed and evaporated into nothing.
“Am I the only one who thinks that was awesome?” said Tii’la.
But Alyx was barely listening as she looked at the ground with her Soulsight. From the rock, blue writing shimmered − writing that curved around the edge of the circular stone floor. “There’s writing here,” Alyx exclaimed with excitement. She read it out loud.
“You will find your treasure,
By solving riddles three,
But first to enter,
Your way here is the key.”
Oh goody. Riddles. Why was everything guarded by riddles?
Alyx frowned as she stared at the stone floor. She could have sworn that there was a pattern there. She flew down to the ground. Heat was still radiating from it, but it was cool enough to touch without being burned. She crouched down to study the patterns in the rock, running her fingertips over the rough surface. The pattern was familiar, the way the rock was depressed in this area…and in that area…in that shape…
“Alyx?” She could sense Tii’la beside her. “What are you looking at?”
“It’s a map!” Alyx stood up suddenly, causing Tii’la to take a step back.
“A map?”
Alyx knew she had part of a WaterBearer mark left on her ribs. She drew upon the magic and directed a pulse of water towards the ground. The water sprayed and splashed, then glided over the rock towards the lowest areas until puddles were formed. Alyx grabbed Tii’la’s hand and pulled her up so that they were hovering several meters from the floor. “Look!”
Below them the shapes of all the countries and continents rose out of the thin layer of water. “It’s a map of the world,” exclaimed Tii’la. 
“Exactly.” 
“What does it mean?” Tii’la asked.
“The answer is in the last two lines of the riddle.” Alyx read part of the riddle out loud again. “But first to enter, your way here is the key.”
Her way here was by the compass that Raphael had left her. It was obvious, Raphael’s compass was the key, but where was the lock?
Your way here is the key.
She stared at the engraving of the world in the floor again. There had to be a link from the riddle to this map of the world. There was a clue in this map. But what?
Your way here is the key.

What if…
What if the last line had a double meaning? 
She flew down to land in the miniature Atlantic Ocean. The island of Atlantis was indicated by a small circular piece of rock that jutted forward. If she wasn’t mistaken, there was a slightly circular depression in the rock…about the size of her compass. Here was her lock. And she had the key.
“I think I figured it out,” Alyx said, lifting the charm hanging against her chest. She felt Tii’la’s eyes on her as she pushed the charm into the depression. There was a small click as it landed home. There was a moment’s silence. Then the ground began to rumble deep and low like a bass note. 
The ground began to fall away like a ripple out from the lock. The charm fell against her again, its weight a small comfort. Tii’la’s hand gripped her arm, pulling her back from the widening hole. The sound of stone and grit pinging against something hard down in the void below. When the rumbling stopped and the air began to clear of dust, she could see the beginnings of a set of stone steps leading down into a bleak nothingness. 
Alyx sighed as she stared into the darkness. “For once I’d love a well-lit path with a set of clear directions.”
She spotted a shadow moving on the ground. She looked up, squinting. Against the sunlight were two silhouetted figures falling towards them. “Tii’la, look out!”
Alyx unsheathed her sword just as a blade came for her. She met it with a clash. But the force of the falling body hit her and they both tumbled to the ground. She rolled away and leapt to her feet to face her attacker. It was Do’hann, a warrior in her rival flock when she had lived in Michaelea. 
“Hello, Alyx,” Do’hann snarled, his sword clashing with hers again, knocking her back. Alyx ducked and rolled onto her side as his sword came down upon the ground with a huge crash. She leapt to her feet and swiped at his ankles. He flinched his feet away. But his size made him top heavy and he stumbled. Alyx lashed her blade at his hand and his sword clattered to the ground. She raised her point to his throat as he scowled at her.
“Give up, Do’hann.”
“You give up, traitor,” a familiar voice called out from behind her, “or your little friend gets her throat cut.”
Alyx glanced over in horror to see Varian, Do’hann’s flock leader, holding a blade to Tii’la’s back. Tii’la looked stricken. Dammit. How did Tii’la get overpowered so quickly? “If you kill her, I’ll kill Do’hann.”
Varian glared at her from over Tii’la’s shoulder before his face broke out into laughter. “You think I give a damn if you kill him? He’s just another foot soldier.”
“Sir!” Do’hann tensed against her blade and Alyx caught the flash of hurt quickly hidden.
Alyx eyed Varian. He was either bluffing or he really was a twisted bastard. She licked her lips slowly. 
“You’re making me impatient, traitor.”
“Okay,” Alyx said, snatching her blade from Do’hann’s throat. “You win.”
Varian shoved Tii’la towards Do’hann. “You handle her. The Guardian and I have got a few things to sort out.” Varian faced Alyx and trained his sword at her. “Now, unsheathe all your weapons and kick them over.” 
Alyx begrudgingly dropped her sword and kicked it to Varian’s feet. She removed her second sword from her back and the dagger at her hip before crossing her arms across her chest and glaring at Varian.
“And the rest of them,” said Varian.
“There’s no more.”
“Don’t lie to me, girl. If you’re a trained warrior, you’ll have at least one more in your boot, if not two. Let’s have them.”
Alyx kneeled slowly. Varian hadn’t yet noticed the small blade she kept strapped near her ribs. She removed both blades from her boots and threw them into the pile. She felt naked without them.
Varian grinned when he saw them. “Once a warrior, always a warrior.”
“Once an asshole,” Alyx muttered, “always an−” Varian stepped up towards her and smacked her across her face. Pain exploded across her cheek as her head snapped to one side. She tasted blood on the inside of her lip.
She watched bitterly as Varian tucked her weapons away on his person, her mind ticking over any escape options. Varian and Do’hann were smart. They were well-trained warriors. They wouldn’t be making too many mistakes.
Varian held a sword to her neck as Do’hann deweaponed Tii’la. “Were you really going to let her kill me?” Do’hann asked Varian as he took Tii’la’s weapons from her.
Varian snorted. “Come on, lad. I was bluffing for her benefit.” 
Alyx could see a hint of doubt left on Do’hann’s face. 
“You’re going to take us to the missing Amulet piece,” said Varian to her, “or you’ll die, painfully.”
Of course. They wanted the last piece of the Amulet for Michael. But how did they find her and Tii’la? How did they know that the third piece was hidden in Atlantis? Did they happen to be searching Atlantis when they spotted Alyx and Tii’la? Or…did someone back at the castle betray them? 
Whatever happened, Alyx couldn’t let them get hold of that last Amulet piece.
“You’ll have to kill me then,” Alyx said, “because I’m not helping you.”
“Oh, I think you will. You’ll take us to the Amulet to save your Rogue friend here.”
Tii’la.
A glance over to Tii’la showed the warrior keeping a defiant look on her face. But the fear was clear in her eyes.
“Even if I help you get the Amulet,” said Alyx, “you’ll just kill us both anyway.”
“How about, I promise to let you both go if you help us. Warrior’s honor.” Varian grinned and he eyed her body like a would-be lover. But the lust in his eyes wasn’t sexual, it was for violence. 
Alyx felt a shudder go down her spine. She didn’t believe Varian for a second. But for now she had to play along with it until she could figure some way out of this mess. “Fine. I’ll do it.”
“Of course you will.” 
“Alyx,” Tii’la gasped.
“It’ll be okay, Tii’la,” Alyx said. “I promise.”
Varian laughed. “It’s quite touching how you can maintain such optimism in the face of total defeat. “Now get inside. You first.”
 



Chapter Ten
 
In the Castle Speranza, Israel knocked on the door to Sparrow’s room. There was no answer. He knocked again before he tried the door and pushed it open. 
“Sparrow?” The small bed was untouched and no one was in. The small swallow that Alyx had befriended was sitting on the sill and chirping. Israel also noticed the chair at the small table by the only window had been thrown in the corner. And was it missing a−
Something moved to his left behind the door. Israel ducked behind the door, narrowly missing getting a chair leg to the head. The leg smacked against the side of the door with a crack. That wasn’t a practice shot.
“Jesus Christ, Sparrow. What are you doing?” Israel grabbed the splintery wooden chair leg that Sparrow was brandishing at him like a sword. Somehow the kid had managed to break the leg off the only chair in his bare room.
Sparrow struggled with the end of his wooden weapon before Israel pulled it clean from his hands. Immediately Sparrow’s eyes glanced all around the room, searching for… either a way out or another weapon, Israel wasn’t sure. Either way, he had to get Sparrow calmed down before he hurt himself or someone else.
“I’m not here to hurt you. Alyx sent me. I’m Israel. I’m a good friend of hers. She asked me to take you around.”
Sparrow turned his narrowed eyes at Israel, studying him all over. “Where’s Alyx?”
“She had to go somewhere on a mission. She asked me to take care of you while she’s gone.”
“If you’re really a friend of hers, then you’ll be able to answer some questions.”
Israel almost laughed at how serious he was. “Okay, ask away.”
“What’s her racing name?”
“You mean for the night races? Bullet.”
“What’s our swallow friend’s name then?”
The swallow chirped and hopped along the sill. Israel wasn’t sure whether that was supposed to be encouragement or whether he was being heckled.
“It’s Piki, isn’t that right?” Israel took a step towards the boy, but he backed up.
“Okay, so you’re a friend of Alyx’s. Doesn’t make you a friend to me.”
This kid had some serious case of mistrust. But from the story Alyx had told him about the boy’s past, no wonder he was this way. Israel had also been this mistrusting when he was younger. The boy just needed a bit of understanding and some time to see that he was safe here.
“We don’t have to be friends for me to show you around the castle.”
Sparrow didn’t reply.
“Maybe you can let me show you around, and you can decide later if you want to be friends.”
“Maybe.”
“Or you can stay in this room all day. Up to you.” Israel watched Sparrow’s little face contort slightly. He was considering it; that was a start. “I’ll make my way down to the training fields where we can check out some weapons that’ll make your broken chair leg seem like child’s play.”
Sparrow’s eyes widened slightly. But just as quickly they narrowed.
“Then I’ll probably swing by the kitchen and grab myself something to eat,” Israel continued. “I’m sure they’ll have leftovers for you too.”
That did it. Sparrow’s little tongue poked out to lick quickly at his bottom lip. Israel swore he could hear his stomach rumble. 
 
Israel took Sparrow down to the kitchen first. The cook told Sparrow he could take as much bread and cheese as he could carry. Israel watched, amused, as the boy stuffed his pockets and pants of his fill. He didn’t stop munching as they walked around the grounds. Good, Israel thought. He could use some meat on his bones.
“These are our training fields. We train everything here: magical training, hand-to-hand and weapons.” 
Sparrow’s eyes widened at the rows of Seraphim who were training. Since the battle with Samyara, most of the usually peaceful FreeThinkers had taken it upon themselves to continue training. They had seen how useful it had been, and they knew the battle with Samyara was probably not going to be the last one. 
“Do you want to have a go at a punching bag?” Israel asked as he stepped up to one and gave it a good smack. Their bags were made from mismatched leather pieces recycled from old jackets and furniture that some of the FreeThinkers had sourced. They had been cut and sown with thick string and stuffed with old couch stuffing and dried beans. “It won’t hit back, I promise.”
“No, I’m okay.”
“Maybe you’ll want to train with some magic? Do you know what powers you’ll grow into yet?”
Sparrow glanced away. “I don’t think I’ll get any powers.”
“Why do you say that?” 
“My parents didn’t want me. I’m a nobody. I’m not going to get any powers.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Why else would they have thrown me away? It doesn’t matter anyway.”
Israel knew the boy was trying to be tough, but he recognized the hurt in Sparrow’s voice. “I know how you feel, Sparrow.”
“No you don’t.”
“I was an orphan as well. My mother died when I was born and I thought my father never wanted me.”
“Oh,” said Sparrow. “That sucks. Sorry.”
“Being an orphan does suck. And for the longest time I thought I was going to have to go through this life alone. But you learn some things as you get older.”
“Oh yeah? Like what?”
“Like…do you know what the coolest thing about being an orphan is?” 
Sparrow stared at him strangely, as if he couldn’t believe that there was anything that Israel could say that was cool about being an orphan. “What?”
Israel glanced around at the castle and at the warriors training; he spotted Vix training with Xiang watching; he saw Tobias walking with Dianne on the far side of the field; he thought of Alyx and his heart filled close to bursting. Finally his gaze returned to Sparrow. “You get to pick your own family.” 
The skin around Sparrow’s eyes tightened and his bottom lip pressed against his top. The boy was so used to keeping his emotions to himself.
Israel was about to speak again when he heard a cry of pain. Israel turned on his heel. A seraph, who Israel recognized as Tebo, was staring at his hands in horror.
“What’s wrong?” Israel asked as he stepped up to Tebo’s side.
“I was practicing,” Tebo said, staring at his shaking hands. “I was just practicing my aim. But now…it’s gone.”
“What’s gone?” 
“M-My magic. My FireTwirler. I can’t raise it.”
“Are you sure?”
“Look at them.” Tebo thrust his shaking hands towards Israel. “There’s nothing. Nothing.” A crowd had started to form around them now, but a quick scan showed him that Sparrow was still there, standing back on the edge of it. 
Israel turned back to Tebo. “Maybe you’re just tired. Maybe−”
“No!” Tebo cried out so violently spit flew from his mouth. “I’m not just tired. My magic just stopped. I can’t even feel it anymore. Look, see.” Tebo cupped his hands in front of him as if he were holding an invisible ball. His fingers shook and his forehead creased with visible exertion. He let out the breath he had been holding. “It’s gone. My magic’s gone.”
A nervous chatter spread through the surrounding Seraphim. Israel stared around them. He needed to keep everyone calm. He turned to Tebo. “It’s probably nothing. There’s no need to panic. But you should go and tell Tobias. He’ll…. He’ll know what to do.” Israel turned to the closest Seraphim. “You go with him.” 
The crowd dispersed as Tebo crossed the training area towards Tobias. Israel went over to where Sparrow was standing. The boy’s eyes were wide as an owl’s.
“Tebo will be fine,” Israel said. “His magic…he’s probably just overexerted himself.”
But it didn’t seem like Sparrow had heard him at all. He looked like he was a thousand miles away. Sparrow was worried by something. Israel wasn’t sure what. But he was sure was that Sparrow wasn’t going to tell him. Not yet anyway.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
Alyx ascended the stairs first, Varian behind her, Tii’la, then Do’hann brought up the rear. The stairs ended in a square room, probably only five or so meters in diameter. The floor was carved roughly from the bedrock of stone from which this chamber seemed to have been excavated. 
Ahead were two large matching doors, lit only by the flames that flickered from iron torches. It didn’t seem like there was any way to distinguish between them. 
“So,” Varian said, “which one do we go through?” 
Alyx stood in front of the doors and studied each one. Both doors looked identical, both were large faded green wooden doors with steel reinforcing. Both had two brass knockers positioned in the center. There was no telling them apart.
“Stop stalling,” Varian commanded.
“I’m not,” Alyx said. “Give me some time.”
“You’ve got thirty seconds.”
Alyx moved around the chamber examining the walls and the floor with her eyes. 
“Twenty seconds.” 
She looked again, this time with her Soulsight, but there were no additional clues, no writing or symbols or hidden panels. 
“Ten seconds…”
Alyx moved back to stand before the doors. 
“Time’s up.”
“I-I don’t know. They both look identical and there’s no way to tell them apart.”
“Just open them both and see what’s on the other side of each,” said Do’hann.
“But…” This is when Alyx realized that there were no door handles, no visible locks on the doors. Did the doors have to be opened from the inside?
“Jesus Christ, just open one,” said Varian.
“We can’t just open one. This chamber has been silent and protected for centuries by hell knows what kind of magic tricks or creatures. God knows what’s on the other side.”
Varian grumbled and shoved her out of the way. “I don’t have all day to wait around for the stars to damn well align for you.” He strode up to the door on the left and reached his hand out, placing it on the wooden panel and pushing on the door.
It didn’t budge.
Before Alyx could say anything, an unfamiliar voice called out, “Oy, gee yee haaa orff mye nosh.”
Varian snatched his hand away from the door. “What was that?”
“I said, ‘get your hand off my nose’.”
Holy hell. This distinguished-sounding voice was coming from the door.
Varian unsheathed his weapon and pointed it around him. “Who said that?”
“Your shiny bit of metal won’t work on us.” This second voice, a deeper baritone, was coming from the other door. “Put it away before you hurt yourself.”
The first door was moving. The damn thing was moving. In fact it wasn’t just a door anymore, it had a small dimpled chin, a thin mouth and a nose, which it was wrinkling around. The second door had grown a face too, the one with the baritone voice. But this one had a soft round chin, cheeks like a cherub and thick lips under a trimmed brass moustache. What in the world…?
“Ahhh…” the first door said, his nostrils flaring.
“What in depths of Hell is it?” Varian said as he stepped towards it, peering at it closely.
“Varian, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said Alyx.
“You don’t damn well tell me what to do,” he snapped.
“Ahhhh….” The door said again.
“But I think he’s going to…”
“Achooo!” A stream of pale droplets flew out from his nose and all over Varian.
Alyx smothered a laugh behind her hand. “…sneeze.”
Even Do’hann let out a snort that he tried to hide. 
“Oh dear me, that’s better,” the first door said as he wrinkled his nose.
Varian yelped as he rubbed his face with his sleeves. “What the hell?”
“Sorry about that. But you did tickle the bejezus out of my nose when you pushed on it.”
Varian stared at the door for another moment before shaking his head. “What the hell are you?”
“I’m Righty. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
“But you’re on the left.” 
Righty screwed his mouth up. “Not if you’re facing where I’m facing. Learn to see things from the other point of view. You’ll be more likeable.”
“I don’t care about being likeable,” growled Varian.
“Obviously,” Righty stage whispered to Alyx.
“He’s always right, you know,” the other door said. “And when he’s right, I’m left without a right to argue with him.”
“Left, right, is anyone else getting confused here?” muttered Do’hann.
“So we have Righty. And let me guess,” said Varian, turning towards the other door. “You’re Lefty.”
“Lefty?” the other door shuddered. “What a horrible name for a door. No, my name’s Fred.”
Alyx smothered a smirk behind her hand.
“Whatever,” said Varian, his voice rising, “just…tell us which one of you is the right door to go through.”
“Well, we’ve already established I’m the right door,” said Righty.
“But on the other hand,” injected Fred, “if you’re facing the other way from us, then I’m the right door, right?”
“Right,” agreed Righty.
Varian growled, “God damn stupid doors.” He swung his sword over his head at Righty, screaming as he smashed down with full force. 
“Varian, no!” Alyx yelled out.
Righty’s face sank back into the door, rendering it flush just as Varian’s sword came down upon it with a horrible clang. But his sword just ricocheted off the wood. It didn’t even make a dent. In fact, all the shock of the blow went into Varian’s arms as shown by the howl that he gave out as he dropped his sword and clutched his hands together. 
Righty’s face pushed out through the door again. “Fred did tell you that your bits of metal wouldn’t work on us.”
“I did,” said Fred. “I did tell you.”
“The doors must be enchanted,” said Tii’la. “Which means we can’t get through them unless we unlock their riddle.”
Both Righty and Fred’s eyes lit up and Fred’s chin wobbled as he nodded approvingly. “Give that woman a knocker. She certainly knows her enchantments.”
Alyx turned to Righty and Fred. “Is Tii’la right? Do you have a riddle for us to solve before we can pass?”
“Indeed.” They said in unison.
“Why didn’t you bloody say that in the first place?” yelled Varian, red-faced and still nursing his wrist.
“Well,” Righty opened his eyes with feigned innocence, “you didn’t ask.”
Varian opened his mouth, probably to yell some more, but Alyx interrupted him. “What’s your riddle? Please.”
“Well…” said Fred.
“Since you asked so politely…” said Righty.
“A-hem,” the two doors cleared their throats in unison, then began to sing.
“To pass you have to decide,
Open door one or door number two,
Make no mistake, the fate is great,
Within this tune is your clue.”
“Enter this door,” sang Righty. 
“Don’t enter the other door,” sang Fred.
“Listen to Fred, he’s always telling the truth,” sang Righty.
Then both together they continued,
“Beware of these words,
You can’t trust all you’ve heard,
As one be the truth and two be a lie,
Hurry, decide before you all die.”
The strands of their song died down in a slightly flat attempt at a harmony. Then both Righty and Fred grinned at each other.
“Good show,” said Fred.
“You were superb,” said Righty.
“Why thank you. So were you.”
“That’s it?” Varian interrupted. 
“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Do’hann.
“Wait,” cried out Alyx, “what did you mean by the last line? ‘Hurry, decide before you all die’?”
Fred and Righty looked at each other, then both sighed in unison. 
“So sorry.”
“Terribly sorry, you see…”
“It’s the rules of the riddle.”
“So hurry.”
“Yes, hurry.” 
“You don’t have much time.”
Don’t have much time? A large stone slammed down, blocking the only passageway out. Dust billowed out from the base. A rumbling began and the entire chamber started to tremble. Pieces of stone fell from the roof and the chamber thickened with dust. The two sides of the walls began to move towards them, closing in on them.
 



Chapter Twelve
 
“This is the fifth incident where someone has lost their power in just two days,” Tobias said, rubbing his forehead with his fingers. Israel thought he looked tired and his voice definitely sounded strained. “I can’t explain why our powers are disappearing. Our community members are starting to freak out. We can’t have a mass panic on our hands.”
Israel placed his hands on Tobias’ shoulders. “We’ll figure it out, Dad.”
At that, Tobias’ shoulders relaxed a little. He looked up from his fingers at Israel and gave him a small smile. “I’m sure we will.”
Israel was sitting in one of the sun rooms of the Castle Speranza along with Dianne and Vix, as well as the other two Speranza community leaders, Belle and Aaban. Tobias had called an emergency meeting after yet another Seraphim came to him with news that his powers had disappeared. 
The room was in the higher part of the castle facing south with large windows overlooking the green forest surrounding the castle area. It was a long rectangular-shaped room with the longer side abutting the large windows to make the most of the sun. Stone benches were cut into the windows, making permanent window seats which someone had covered with colorful flat cushions. More cushions and low daybeds were scattered around the room among green leafy plants in clay pots. Israel hadn’t known about this room until now. He would have to bring Alyx up here when she returned.
“It started with Tebo, on the training fields yesterday,” said Israel. “I spoke to him just before and he said that his powers are still gone.”
“I am asking everyone who have lost their powers to stay in the infirmary just so we can keep them under observation,” said Tobias. He sighed. “But with Ana, our best Healer…not being herself, our resources are stretched thin.”
“I know of a WaterBearer, a girl in my old community, who has had some experience with healing. I can ask her to help,” Belle said.
Tobias nodded. “Thank you, Belle.”
“So,” Israel interjected, “we don’t know yet whether these effects are temporary or permanent.”
“God help us if they are permanent,” exclaimed Dianne. “I can’t imagine losing my powers.” Her voice got really quiet at the end, and her arms folded across her chest as if she was trying to keep her magic in.
“We don’t know anything yet, Dianne,” Tobias said. “We can’t panic.”
“Michael,” said Vix, “it has got to be that bastard.”
“We don’t know that,” said Tobias. “We can’t jump to conclusions yet.”
“Who else wants to see us suffering and defeated?”
“Is that even possible? Can magic do that?” Israel asked. 
“Only GiftKeeper magic,” Tobias said, his face grim. “And Mayrekk is…gone.”
Mayrekk had been the last GiftKeeper and a friend of Alyx’s who had died because of Michael’s torturing. His gift was the only magic that could conceivably “borrow” or “steal” magic off another.
“What if someone is using GiftKeeper blood?” asked Vix.
“If Michael, or someone, was using GiftKeeper magic on us, how would that work?” asked Israel. “Wouldn’t he − or she − have to know where to localize their magic?”
“Indeed,” said Tobias. “The location of our community is unknown to Michael, at least,” he glanced around the room, “to the best of our knowledge.”
“It doesn’t seem like Michael’s style,” said Aaban. “It’s too minor and random. It’s not showy or big enough. If Michael knew where we were, he would have sent in an army, guns blazing.”
Israel nodded. “I think Aaban’s right.”
“Then who is stealing our powers?” Vix said.
“We don’t actually know if our powers are being stolen or just blocked,” Tobias said.
“So what do we do about it?” Vix leaned back into her chair and crossed her arms over her chest.
Everybody was silent. Around the room, they shifted in their chairs or stared at their feet. What could they do? They didn’t know who was causing their powers to disappear or why. How could they stop it?
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
Do’hann and Tii’la ran against one of the walls, both trying to stop it from moving. It wasn’t working.
“What the hell is going on?” demanded Varian.
“I do believe the walls are closing in on you,” said Righty. “Duh.” Righty addressed Fred. “I think it’s obvious, don’t you?” 
“It’s so obvious,” Fred agreed.
“He’s not very bright, is he?”
Varian growled and looked like he wanted to attack the door again with his sword. He obviously thought better of it and kept his sword by his side, choosing instead to glare at both of them. 
“Alyx,” demanded Varian. “You better figure this out and do it now…”
All eyes shifted to her, including Righty’s and Fred’s. Great. No pressure or anything. 
“Let me think.” Alyx licked her lips. There had to be an easy way to figure out this riddle. Two lies. One truth. But which statement was true? She thought over the three statements again. 
“Hurry, Alyx,” called Tii’la as the walls squeezed closer and closer together.
Yeah, yeah, I’m hurrying. There had to be a way to figure out which was the truth and which two were lies. There had to be an easy way to figure out the truth. There had to be a trick to this riddle. A trick…
Her mind focused on Righty’s last statement, “Listen to Fred, he’s always telling the truth.”
An idea came to her. “Well…” she began, saying her thoughts out loud, “Righty told us that Fred is always telling the truth. If that statement was true, then Fred’s statement would also be true. But we know that’s not possible because only one of these statements is true.” She paused and glanced up. Varian was glaring at her. But Fred and Righty were beaming at her, go on, go on. “Therefore, Righty’s last statement is a lie and Fred never tells the truth. This makes Fred’s statement also a lie. Therefore the only true statement is Righty’s first one: ‘Enter this door’.” Alyx turned to Righty, who was grinning like a wildcat. “I think you were telling the truth when you told us to enter your door. You’re the right door.”
Righty glanced sideways at Fred and back at Alyx before saying, “If you’re sure, then knock on me.”
Alyx stepped up to Righty and lifted his knocker. “This won’t hurt you, will it, Righty?”
“Who cares if it hurts him? Just do it,” growled Varian. “The damn walls are about to shut on us.”
“Oh goodness gracious, no,” Righty said to Alyx. “Doors are meant to be knocked on. But thank you for your concern, young lady. So polite−” 
“−such manners,” injected Fred. 
“−unlike some of you.” Righty shot a searing look over her shoulder to Varian.
“Okay then,” Alyx said quickly, hoping to avoid angering Varian further. “Here goes nothing.” She hit the knocker against the door.
Knock, knock, knock.
She stepped back and sent a small prayer up to the sky.
The rumbling faded as the walls slowed to a stop. Tii’la and Do’hann both visibly sagged with relief.
Righty grinned. “Well done, Alyx. You are correct. Please enter.”
There was a great sound like a lock unclicking, then Righty swung open, revealing a slim passageway through solid rock. Alyx could see light coming from some sort of source at the end. 
“And Alyx,” Righty whispered to her as she stepped to the doorway.
“Yes?”
“Good luck. We’re rooting for you.”
“Thanks, Righty.” She heard Fred clear his throat. “And thanks to you too, Fred.”
“Come on, come on, we don’t have all day.” Varian shoved her forward and she fell into the passageway, scraping her arm on the rough rock.
 
* * *
 
Jordan flew low to the choppy waves towards where Siana had claimed this mysterious island was, Lukas flying along beside him. They were out over deep ocean now. Based on where Ana claimed the island was, he estimated that they were less than half an hour away. 
Something in the distance caught his eye. A black smudge like thick black smoke was rising from the horizon. Jordan grabbed Lukas, halting them both midair. “What the hell is that?”
“I don’t know,” Lukas squinted. “But whatever it is, I think it’s coming from Ana’s island.”
Hang on. The dark smoke wasn’t acting like smoke. It was moving too fast, and it looked…alive, like a cloud of flies. Whatever it was, it covered more of the horizon, spreading like an ink stain as it moved closer and closer to them.
Oh my God. Jordan realized as he made out the shape of the creatures at the forefront. They were limbed and the size of mortals. It wasn’t a swarm of flies. They were a swarm of Seraphim dressed in black.
“Warriors!”
Lukas swore. “We need cover. Now.”
They dove into the water and down to where they could still see the sky through the surface of the water. Then they waited. They watched silently as the great dark army flew overhead, fuzzy and distorted through the surface of the water. Like a giant cloud they blocked out the sun. Jordan felt a shiver go through him.
Only when the last of them had passed and the sun’s light hit the surface of the water again did Jordan and Lukas begin to float slowly to the top of the sea.
Carefully, Jordan broke his head through the water to the air. He wiped water from his eyes and swiped his wet hair back off his forehead. Lukas’ face appeared beside his. They both watched the dark cloud moving towards the mainland from where they had just come.
They turned to each other at the same time. 
“What the hell is going on?” asked Lukas.
Jordan shook his head, a knot of apprehension in his stomach. “It’s not good, that’s for sure.”
 
* * *
 
Alyx stepped through the end of the short tunnel. She had to blink to let her eyes adjust to the light. She was standing in what looked like a small section of valley squeezed in between two sheer cliff faces. Rock soared high above her towards an unnatural sky where the light was coming from. Alyx squinted but she couldn’t make out the source of the light. On one side of the pass was a perfectly round cave. Great, more dark, claustrophobic places. What’s the bet they had to go in there?
“What the hell is this place,” Do’hann said as he and Tii’la pushed through the gap in the rock to stand beside her and Varian. 
“More importantly, which way do we go?”
Before Alyx could answer, she heard a long, loud neigh like a horse approaching, but there were no hoof steps to accompany it. Alyx squinted as a dark figure flew above, casting a shadow over her eyes. It was some kind of bird. She heard the neighing again from above. A bird that neighed?
“What the hell is that?” Do’hann asked.
“I’m not sure, but I think we’re going to find out soon enough.” Alyx’s body tensed as the bird circled above in the thin gap between the rock faces, then swooped down towards them. This close Alyx could see that it wasn’t a bird. It was a small horse with wings like a bird no bigger than an albatross, a tail like a bird and claws instead of hooves. It was carrying something in its claws.
It circled their heads once, neighed once more and opened its claws, dropping the object almost perfectly into Alyx’s hands; she just had to open her palms for it to fall into them. The horse-bird took off into the sky and disappeared into the depths of the valley.
Alyx looked down at her hands. It was a wooden tube, similar to the communication tubes that the Elders gave to their eagle and falcon familias to transfer messages. The ends were capped with simple brass and tied together with a silken maroon rope. 
She began to untie the rope when Varian snatched it out of her hands. “Give that to me.”
Alyx held her tongue. Varian ripped apart the rope and pulled a brass end off, dropping it carelessly onto the valley floor. He knocked out the contents into one hand. It was a scroll on thick, creamy paper. 
Varian unrolled it and snorted. “There’s nothing written on it. It’s blank.” He turned it over roughly in his hands.
“Careful with it,” Alyx cried. “Let me see it.” 
Varian glared at her, holding the scroll of out her reach. “You don’t believe me when I say it’s blank?”
“You might not be looking at it properly.”
“You think you’ll be able to see something I can’t?”
Alyx folded her arms. “Actually yes, I do.”
“Why you cheeky little−”
“Do you want me to get you to the Amulet or not?”
“Just give her the scroll, Varian, and let’s be on with it,” said Do’hann. “The faster we get out of here, the better.”
Varian glared at her for another moment before he handed over the scroll.
“Thank you,” Alyx muttered. She knelt down to the ground and smoothed the scroll out, careful with the torn parts. She took a deep breath and opened her Soulsight.
Blue shimmery letters appeared on the page.
Well done, Alyx, you picked the right door, 
But your journey is just begun,
Follow the instructions written below,
And don’t forget to have fun!
Travel through the Rolling Caves
Where Up can be left, 
And Right can be down,
Just remember which is the right way round.
 
Enter the Caves,
Take your third Right,
And straight ‘til the Upside-down crossroads,
Remembering to inspect the real Up,
Then go Down for two, 
Then take your second Left.
When you reach the real golden door, 
You know you’ve reached your end. 
 
Alyx’s brain spun. What the hell did that all mean? The instructions seemed clear but the poem didn’t… Where Up can be left, And Right can be down…
She didn’t like the sound of it. She read out the poem and the instructions to the others. “I can’t figure out what it means,” she said when she had finished.
“What is there to figure out,” snapped Varian. “The instructions are clear as day. ‘Enter the Caves, take your third Right,’ and so on.”
“It can’t be that simple.”
Varian snorted and flicked his blade point at her. “You go first.”
Alyx sighed and stood, rolling the scroll carefully and slipping it into her pocket. She figured she would need to read it again before long. 
She stepped forward to the entrance of the cave, conscious of Varian’s eyes on her back. Her neck prickled with exposure. She took a deep breath…enter the caves…and stepped inside, the others following closely behind her.
She was grateful to see that although the cave was dim, there were odd little fireflies flittering around the air giving off a low glow, allowing her to see at least the next few meters in front of her. One of them landed on her hand. She lifted her hand to take a closer look and frowned. It wasn’t a firefly. It was a tiny horse with wings, glowing from its belly and hooves. It bent over and rubbed its nose against her skin, making a cheeping sound.
“Move it,” Varian demanded, shoving her forward. The horse-firefly launched off her hand and flittered away.
She began to move through the tunnel. The space inside was uniform, the side of the tunnel walls were smooth and cool to the touch. Each section looked like the one before it and the one after it. It would be easy to get lost in here, Alyx thought grimly.
They had been walking not a minute when they passed the first right, a round opening that shot off perpendicularly to the right. Take your third Right...
“See,” Varian said. “That’s the first right. Just two more to go. Simple.”
Alyx held her tongue and kept walking. If she knew anything about anything, this cave maze would not be that simple. With each step her nerves tightened, her ears pricked for any sound that wasn’t made by their movements. Her eyes peeled for any traps or tricks. It couldn’t be this simple as following a set of instructions, could it?
She passed the second tunnel off to the right. They needed to turn at the next one. An odd wind blew across her face and the sound of gears began clicking. It seemed to be coming across from the walls, not up from the tunnel. Her feet went out from under her and she caught herself in the air, her eyes wide. The whole tunnel was moving. It was rolling. She heard cries from behind her telling her that the others were tripping up too.
Just as quickly the movement stopped. Alyx froze, holding herself in the air, staring at the floor, which was now the left side wall. What used to be the ceiling was now the right side wall. Everything was tilted 90 degrees.
…Travel through the Rolling Caves,
Where Up can be left, 
And Right can be down,
Just remember which is the right way round…
Of course. Now the poem made sense. This cave, the aptly-named Rolling Caves, was going to keep turning on them as they moved through it. She had to make sure she remembered which was the ‘right way round’ to make sure she followed the instructions correctly. If she didn’t… If they made even one wrong turn, they would be lost in these caves. Forever. Alyx shuddered at the thought.
“Is everyone alright?” she called back.
Grumbles returned to her.
“What the hell was that?” Varian complained.
“That was the Rolling Caves, rolling over. We have to make sure we keep an eye on where the original floor was so we know which way is now right.”
“What?”
“Well, ten seconds ago the Right was on the right-hand side. But now that this tunnel has rolled 90 degrees, the Right is now down on the floor. Does this make sense?”
“Bloody Raphael and his damn puzzles. He was always such a crackpot.”
Alyx ignored this comment. “Let’s go. We’re looking for the next tunnel that goes down now.”
Finally they came to a tunnel that went straight down. Alyx floated down and paused as she held herself into the tunnel down to her waist. 
“Okay,” she said over her shoulder to the others, “so if we rolled 90 degrees before, it means that when we go down this tunnel, the original floor would be this side.” She reached out her left hand and touched the side of the tunnel. She shifted her position so that she was facing the direction where gravity was pulling her and feet were pointing towards the original floor. “We’re going to have to ignore gravity at the moment and travel as if this is the right way up if this is going to keep making any sense.”
“Whatever. Just get going,” Varian said.
Alyx floated down the tunnel, keeping her feet pointed at the original floor.
…And straight ‘til the Upside-down crossroads…
She kept going until she came upon where the tunnel branched out all six ways. She swallowed hard. There was a post sticking out of the “ground” pointing straight Up. From the top of the post were five arrows pointing in all directions, all the arrows reading “Up”. 
“Someone needs to sack the sign writer,” Tii’la muttered. 
Was this the Upside-down Crossroads?
“This is it. We need to go down,” said Do’hann from behind her.
Alyx shook her head. “I don’t think this is it. This crossroads is the right way up.”
“What are you talking about?” said Varian. “It’s clearly upside down.”
Alyx shook her head. “But remember the tunnels moved so that the ‘ground’ is now the ceiling. That means that this crossroads is actually the right way up. We’re the ones that are upside down.”
“You willing to bet your life on that?” asked Varian, a growl to his voice.
“I am.”
“Then we keep going.” 
Alyx started to move past the crossroads when she felt Varian grab her shirt, yanking her back against him. Her body tensed as his breath touched her ear and a slimy chill rolled down her spine. “This better not be a trick.”
“Hey,” Alyx said, “if you get lost, I get lost too, remember?”
Varian grunted. Then he let her go. She swallowed, composing herself, and kept going.
Moments later Alyx heard the sound of gears started to click. “Here we go again,” she called out. “Keep an eye on the original ‘floor’.”
The tunnel rolled once more, this time the other way and this time for longer. She stared intensely at the original floor rolling around her until it stopped moving, three quarters of a turn later. Now the original floor was on the ceiling. The clicking of gears stopped and a small thud sounded as if something had fallen into place.
She took another breath. Okay, Up is now Down.
“Everyone good to go?” she yelled back. She received affirmations, then kept moving.
Soon they came across a second crossroads. Exactly as before, the post came up out of the ground and five arrows pointed in each different direction. Like the previous crossroad, all these arrows said “Up”. But now that Down was Up, this crossroads was actually Upside-Down. “This is it. This is the crossroads the instructions were talking about. I think.”
“You think or you know,” Varian said.
“I know.”
“Then get on with it. The instructions were to go Down.”
Alyx nodded. “Which now means Up.”
Wait…a line of the instructions floated back to her consciousness.
…Remembering to inspect the True Up…
All the arrows pointed Up, but there was only one True Up. Alyx moved back to the crossroads post, reminding the others of this line in the poem.
“What do you think you’ll find, Alyx?” asked Tii’la.
“I’m not sure, but if it’s in the instructions, we can’t miss it.” She stared at the arrow pointing the True Up. It didn’t look any different than the others. But then nothing in this chamber had been what it first appeared. 
She opened her Soulsight. There, a line of blue light ran around a square section of the arrow. It looked like a seam of some sort. She ran her fingernail around the seam and found a small slanted insert that she could get the edge of her nail into. The section clicked away and she was able to remove the thin piece of wood. There was a shallow hollowed space in the wooden arrow. Within it was a small brass key.
Alyx pulled it out and showed it to the others. “We’ll need this, I’m sure of it.”
“I’ll hang on to that.” Varian grabbed it from her and tucked it into a pocket.
Alyx made her way Down the tunnel. They were silent as they continued through the caves, the gears clicking into place every so often. Alyx stopping and watching the walls intently so she could remember which side was the True Up. At times it made her dizzy, but she ignored the feeling and just kept leading the pack past the second Left as per the instructions.
Something shiny and large appeared ahead in one of the walls. As she approached she realized that it was a golden door. But wasn’t this too early for the golden door? Was this the golden door that they had to go through? 
“We’re here,” Varian said. “The poem said something about a golden door.”
Alyx frowned. They were missing something. She reread the instructions again. “No,” she said, as Varian slid the key into the lock of the door. “This isn’t the right one. It’s a trick. We have to make another Left. Remember the instructions: 
‘And Left again.
Only when you reach the real golden door, 
You know you’ve reached your end.’”

Varian glared at her. “How do I even know you’re not making these instructions up? How convenient that only you can see them.”
Alyx almost rolled her eyes. “You think I would doom us all? I want to find the Amulet just as much as you.” And get out of here alive. With Tii’la. “Look,” she said, as she scratched a section of the door with her fingernail. Flecks of gold flew from her nail, revealing copper underneath. “It’s not even made of real gold. It’s not a real golden door.”
Varian stared at her and the door for another beat longer before he snorted. “You’re just playing games now.” 
“No, don’t!”
Varian turned the key and pushed the door open. There was a loud growl and a thundering of hooves from whatever was on the other side. Alyx couldn’t see what was through the doorway, but she could see Varian’s face twist into horror. A curse flew out of his mouth. He shoved the door but it didn’t shut. The thing that was on the other side collided with the door with an awful crash and Varian was almost thrown back. Alyx threw her weight against the door before the thing could get through, but she couldn’t get it closed either.
“Help me,” she screamed.
Do’hann and Tii’la rushed forward, joining Varian as he slammed his back to the door. They kicked back against the other wall to brace themselves.
“Close it, God dammit!” Varian yelled as his face strained.
“I’m trying,” Do’hann yelled back as he pressed against the door. The door shuddered and groaned like a man in pain. Large claws scratched through the gap between the door and the frame closest to Alyx, leaving exposed copper gouges in the edge of the door. The creature’s claws were stopping the door from closing. It slammed against the door and the gap grew a little wider, allowing the thing to get more of its claws through. It rammed its weight against the door again. Whatever this thing was, it was smart and large and about to smash through the door if they didn’t do something. 
Alyx grabbed the thin hidden blade from her ribs and slashed at the creature’s claws. It howled as her steel found purchase and blood flung from his wounded paw. It withdrew its claw and the door slammed shut. Alyx glanced once at Varian and Do’hann. They hadn’t seen her blade. She slipped the blade back along her rib to hide it again.
Varian turned the key and snatched it from the lock. As soon as the key left the lock, something heavy rammed into the door from the other side. The creature howled and hit against the door again.
“Thank God,” Alyx breathed. “Is everyone okay?” 
Varian pointed the sword at Alyx. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice? Give me that blade.”
Dammit. “What blade?”
Varian scowled. “Don’t play smart with me.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
“Do’hann, kill Tii’la.”
“Okay, okay,” Alyx said. She reached for her hidden blade.
“Go slowly,” Varian demanded. “And no tricks.”
Alyx showed him her palm in a surrender to placate him and then moved her hand slower towards her ribs. She pulled the blade out by the handle using just her thumb and forefinger. “No tricks, see?”
“Drop it and kick it over to me.”
She did and her last weapon clanked onto the rocky ground like a death knell. Varian picked it up and studied the blade for a brief second. “Small but sharp. What were you planning to do with it? Stab me in the back?”
Something like that. But Alyx stayed silent. The last thing she wanted to do was to enrage Varian anymore. She knew from her dealings with him in Michaelea that he was unpredictable. In this bad situation she was in, she needed as much predictability as possible.
 
* * *
 
As they continued on several more curved golden doors appeared in the sides of the tunnel. Alyx kept moving past them. They weren’t the right ones and thankfully Varian had learned from his experience with the previous fake door not to just go opening them willy-nilly.
After several more tunnel rolls and another Left, they reached what Alyx believed was the real golden door. She scratched her nail on the door and this time, no flecks came off. This was it.
“You open it,” said Varian, handing her the key. He took a step back and held his sword at the ready.
Great, Alyx thought, use me as a shield.
She stepped up to the door with the key and wiped sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand. A bolt of apprehension flashed through her as she slipped the key in the door. What if it wasn’t the right one? Even though she had been concentrating on the tunnels when they had turned and she was sure she had followed the instructions, everything had looked so much the same that she couldn’t be sure.
What if something horrible was waiting for them on the other side of this door?
She turned the key. Please let this door be the right one.
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
Jordan felt his shoulders tense tighter and tighter as he and Lukas followed the dark army. They stayed well enough behind them that it looked like a menacing cloud. After they had reached the southern Spanish coastline, the army turned north-northwest. Now they flew over England.
“What is Michael doing?” said Lukas as they flew over the vast city of London, stretching out like a strange desert of gray and white below. Few square patches of green were dotted like consolations around the concrete sprawl. “This army isn’t even trying to hide themselves from the mortals.”
“You’re right,” said Jordan. “He’s usually paranoid about the mortals seeing us…he’s stopped caring. He’s stopped caring, which means…”
“Which means?”
Jordan gritted his teeth. If Michael was no longer hiding the Seraphim from the mortals, it meant that soon, to him, the mortals wouldn’t be a “problem” anymore. “It means, war is coming.”
They continued on, flying farther and farther north until they were almost to the Scottish border. Jordan frowned. This army was headed to the west of Scotland. What was in the remote west of Scotland that an army would be interested in except for… 
An icy fear gripped him as a growing realization reared its head. “Oh my God, Lukas. I think I know where this army is headed.”
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
Alyx tensed as she turned the handle and pushed the door open just a crack, ready to slam it shut if she heard any growling or the sounds of a beast charging at them. But nothing happened. No bangs came from the other side, no growling. She pushed open the door a little more. Still nothing. With confidence now, she let the door open wide and stepped into the room. 
It looked as though she was in some kind of lab. The room was long and rectangular, made of hexagonal crystal pillars, the edges making the walls undulate in a clean-edged pattern. More pillars dripped from the high ceiling and stopped partway down, creating a staggered honeycomb effect. The ceiling was comprised of more hexagonal pieces. 
Dust coated everything. Within the room were tables and benches covered in large sheets of crinkled brown scrolls. The contents of variously sized and shaped beakers had long since dried, leaving behind a pale film or brightly-colored crusty rings around the bottoms.
This must have been Raphael’s old office. Were they the first living beings to step foot into this place since Raphael died? It wasn’t cold in here but something about this chamber made the hair on Alyx’s skin rise… 
She moved along the wall, marveling at the construction of this chamber. The crystal was warm to her touch and a light seemed to radiate from it. It must be from the sun, she realized. These crystal pillars pull down light and heat to keep these underground chambers warm. At the end of the room was a red curtain. Alyx moved towards it, drawn to it, and drew the curtain back. Behind it was a rectangular display box, a shelf set into the wall like one that would be used to display art. But this one was long and started at her waist height. Up on the shelf − a flat gray stone with iridescent pieces − were five large copper vases. She ignored Varian, who fell in beside her. She opened up her Soulsight. Across the altar, blue cursive script appeared. 
“Only within the greatest power on Earth will you find your greatest treasure. Placing your faith in anything else will lead to destruction.”
Across the five vases was a word written in Soulsight ink. From left to right they read: Thought, Magic, Anger, Love, Death.
Alyx ascended the steps to the platform. She reached out to touch the first copper vase and gasped at the icy coolness of the metal under her fingers. She peered in. 
There! There it was! The missing Amulet piece shone like a gem at the bottom of the vase filled with water. 
Really? Was it this easy? She stepped aside to the second vase. There at the bottom was an identical Amulet piece. Her heart sank. All five vases had identical-looking Amulet pieces at the bottom. Four fake Amulets and one real one, she just had to pick which one was which. The riddle promised “destruction” if she chose wrong. 
Alyx spoke out the riddle of the vases to the other three and called out each word written across each vase. “We can only pick one vase. We can’t get this wrong, otherwise…” Placing your faith in anything else will lead to destruction. “It won’t be good, whatever the consequences are.”
“So what’s the answer?” said Varian.
“Magic is pretty kickass,” yelled out Do’hann from the other side of the room. He was bent over a bench inspecting a scroll.
Magic was…but the greatest power on Earth? Alyx stared at the vases, reading over the five choices: Thought, Magic, Anger, Love, Death. 
It wasn’t Thought. Thoughts meant nothing unless followed by action. 
What about Anger? No, she mused. It couldn’t be Anger. Anger was self-destructive. Look at Passar and his anger at the Elders over Elijah’s death, and look where it led him. His anger didn’t give him the greatest power, it only destroyed him and caused him to make weak decisions.
Love? Her heart skipped a beat when she thought of Israel. A smile spread across her face and her insides glowed, despite everything she was facing. But…he would one day die.
And if she let Michael get his hands on this final Amulet, thousands more would die.
Death, she thought, Death was final. Absolute. 
It must be Death.
Alyx stepped up to the final vase, the word Death shimmering around the curve of the copper vase like lines of sapphires. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Placing your faith in anything else will lead to destruction… 
Was it Death? Was she sure?
Alyx lowered her hand into the vase and hovered it inches from the surface of the liquid. It rippled at her as if a breeze was blowing across it. A memory entered her mind as if it had been blown in. 
Israel leaned down to kiss her deeply. His eyes so deep and dark that she felt herself being pulled into them. “I love you,” he said, his voice growing fierce. “I love you, in this life and the next. I would die for you and be glad to do it.”
Alyx pulled back into her body and snatched her hand away from the water. The greatest power on Earth wasn’t Death. 
Death was not absolute.
But Love was. She stepped to the vase named Love.
“Love,” Varian sneered. “Loving someone just weakens you. They can be used against you. You were right with your first choice. Death is final. Death is the end of love.”
She ignored him. Death was not the end of Love. She would put all her faith in Love, even over Death, and she would do it every time. She plunged in her hand into the water without another thought. The liquid was surprisingly warm, comforting. Her fingers hit the bottom of the vase and curled around the Amulet piece. 
Everything became very still, deathly still. Alyx frowned and glanced left. To her complete surprise, Varian had frozen, mouth partly open as if he were about to say something else. Do’hann and Tii’la had frozen too. What in the hell was going on?
Before she could move, Alyx felt the water from the vase travelling up her arm and across her body, tugging on her. She was being pulled in by the water in the vase. She barely had time to blink before she sank, totally submerged in water. 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
“Now swing your sword to block. That’s it. And again. Great work, Sparrow. You’re a natural.”
Israel lowered his practice sword. Sparrow withdrew his own wooden sword and beamed at Israel. He turned aside, waving the wooden blade in the air then thrusting as Israel had taught him to do. The kid was picking this up fast. He had natural speed and balance. He just needed someone to teach him the basics and he would be a great swordsman. 
Israel wiped his hand over his eyes at the sun that was dipping close to the horizon now. The training fields were empty, as the FreeThinkers were all inside now getting ready for dinner. It was the perfect time to train Sparrow. He had seemed to want to avoid all crowds. 
Sparrow turned the wooden sword over in his hands. “Do you think I could have a real sword one day?”
“Sure. Maybe you’ll get one for your birthday.” Israel grinned.
Sparrow looked away, an unhappy pout forming at his mouth. “Maybe,” he mumbled.
That hit a nerve. Better tread lightly here. “So, just out of interest,” Israel said casually, “when is your birthday?”
Sparrow snuck a look at him. “Dunno. Never had one.”
“But you know when it is, right?”
“No.”
Damn. The kid had never had a birthday. Israel knew his childhood didn’t rate very highly on the scale of happy childhoods, but at least his aunt always made sure he had a birthday cake. On the years she could afford it, maybe even a birthday present. 
“Well, we’ll have to rectify that. When do you want your birthday to be?”
“I can’t just pick when I want my birthday.”
“Why not?”
“I just…can’t.”
“Okay then, I’ll pick for you. Your birthday will now be…the 31st of October.”
“But that’s tomorrow!”
“Is it?” Israel grinned. “What a coincidence.”
Sparrow went all quiet, his hands folding into fists at his sides.
“Do you want me to show you anything else before we go in?” Israel asked.
Sparrow shrugged.
Israel was losing him. He had to think of something cool to show Sparrow before he lost this tender connection with him completely. He lifted up his fingers. “I have Air magic. Wanna see?”
Sparrow’s eyes widened, and if Israel didn’t know any better, he would have said that he saw fear in the boy’s eyes. “No, that’s okay.”
Israel raised an eyebrow. “Scared?” he said teasingly.
“No.”
“Don’t worry, it won’t hurt you.” Israel started to draw a small wind out from his palms, ruffling the boy’s hair.
Sparrow began to back away, his eyes wide like saucers. “Don’t.”
Israel frowned. The boy was actually scared. “It’s okay Sparrow, it won’t−”
“I said don’t!” Sparrow yelled.
Suddenly, like a battery draining of power, Israel felt his magic being sucked out of him. The wind stopped and Sparrow’s hair stopped ruffling. Israel stared at his fingers. He couldn’t pull at his magic. It was like it didn’t exist. What the hell?
He turned to look at Sparrow. The boy let out a small sob. “I told you not to.” Sparrow turned and ran away across the field towards the forest.
Sparrow? Oh my God, Israel realized. Sparrow was doing this. Sparrow was taking the magic away. It made sense. The magic started going haywire when he arrived. Exactly when he arrived. Israel thought back to the incident on the training fields when Tebo’s power had drained, just as he and Sparrow walked past him.
Holy hell. Sparrow was coming into his powers.
“Sparrow, wait.” Israel sprinted after him. 
The boy didn’t stop even as Israel called out after him. Sparrow didn’t even turn around to look at him. He just ran.
Israel caught up to him meters away from the forest. He grabbed Sparrow by the arm to try and stop him.
“No,” Sparrow cried, “leave me alone.”
“I just want to talk.”
“I don’t mean to do it. I’m sorry. Please,” Sparrow sobbed as he flung himself to the ground and curled himself into a ball. “Don’t hurt me. I’m sorry. I’ll go away, I promise. I won’t come back.”
“What?” Israel knelt down beside the shivering child. “Sparrow, I’m not going to hurt you. No one’s going to hurt you. I’m not mad.”
“B-But I’m taking everyone’s power away. I don’t mean to.”
“Sparrow, you don’t have to be upset. It’s your magic. You’re coming of age.”
“I don’t want to come of age.”
“It’ll be fine. You just need some training on how to control it, that’s all.”
“You’re lying. I knew I was born a devil. I knew it.”
“Sparrow, you’re not a devil.”
“What kind of evil magic steals from others?” 
“Sparrow, that’s not what your magic is.”
“What is it then? You’ve seen it. All it does is destroy other magic.” 
“Your magic is the ability to manipulate magic. One of those manipulations is to take it away, to borrow it.”
“So I’m destined to be a thief.”
“Your magic is vital to the Seraphim community. You are the way that Seraphim can share pure magic through making bloodink. You’re a GiftKeeper.”
Sparrow sniffed and peeked out from under his skinny arms. “A GiftKeeper?”
Israel smiled at him. “It’s the rarest gift of them all. This makes you special.”
More of Sparrow’s face appeared. “Really?”
“Truly.”
Sparrow lowered his arms. He sniffed again, wiping the sleeve of his shirt across his pink nose. “How rare?”
Israel held him gently by the shoulders and stared right at him. “Sparrow, you are the only GiftKeeper.”
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
Alyx’s vision was hazy and air bubbles rose up from her mouth. Her whole body felt wet and weightless. Across her skin she felt the soft pressure of being underwater. She spun around trying to figure out where she was. She couldn’t see anything but water around her. Nothing but water. Was she dying? 
No, she wasn’t dead. In her right hand she clutched the Amulet piece until it cut into her palm. It was the one thing that was tethering her to reality. The Amulet piece, Raphael’s chamber, Tii’la, Varian… This, wherever this was, wasn’t reality. So where was she?
Her feet touched the sandy bottom and she kicked up against it, following her air bubbles until she broke the surface. She gasped, rubbing away the water from her eyes with her free hand. Her feet suddenly hit the bottom again and she found herself standing knee deep in the middle of a lake of some sort. Alyx spun, studying the area around her. 
She gasped. Wherever this place was, the sky was filled with a thick black cloud, lighting casting a fierce shuttering strobe against the hungry clouds. Beyond this lake, the trees along the shore were on fire, spewing noxious sooty ashes to the sky and raining down black and gray ash. Beyond she could see the outline of a city, a spiked church spire, the teeth of buildings silhouetted in the blaze of a fire. All through the air was the scream of the dying and the rancid curl of burning flesh. Close by she thought she saw a bloated body bob to the surface. Then another. 
Oh God, she drew back in horror. She wanted to run but fear wrapped its hands around her throat like fingers and dug in. Where would she run to? Behind her, past the shore, was nothing but black charred remains of trees like black skeletons, wisps of smoke still rising from them. Did she just get pulled into Hell? Did she choose wrong? Was this to be her prison? Her “destruction”?
“Hello, Alyx.”
She spun towards the voice. Standing a few meters from her, also knee deep in water, having appeared from nowhere, was a Seraphim dressed in white. He had golden hair that curled close to his head and his soft boyish features seemed so familiar. 
“Who are you?” Alyx asked.
“You know who I am.” The Seraphim smiled and Alyx felt warm and safe. She knew it in an instant. This was Raphael. Raphael, the archangel whose Amulet piece she was clutching on to.
“But you’re dead.”
“The soul is eternal.”
“Am I dead?”
He chuckled. “No.”
“Am I in Hell? Did I fail the last test?”
He smiled and it seemed warm and friendly. He wouldn’t be this friendly if she had failed, would he? “No. You passed all my tests. As I knew you would.”
“So where am I?
“You are inside a message I left for you.”
“But this place…all those people dying. Everything on fire. Cities crumbling.” Her voice trailed off as an acrid wind picked up again, ruffling her hair and tickling her nose with death’s scent, causing her to shudder. 
“I just showed you what I saw coming, two thousand years ago. What I saw coming…”
Alyx felt her throat closing up. She was scared to ask, but she had to know. “You mean, this is Earth?”
“If Michael succeeds, yes. If you can’t find a way to stop him.”
Alyx felt that familiar weight of responsibility again pressing down on her shoulders. “Why me? I’m no hero, I barely have any powers.”
“Then you are looking in all the wrong places.”
“Why doesn’t God stop all this?” Alyx asked, her voice suddenly fierce.
“It’s not his place.”
She felt her anger rising as the questions and accusations she had been silently nurturing finally burst from their nest. “Not his place? Not. His. Place? So he just let us get locked up on Earth all those centuries ago and he just washes his hands of us? He’s just going to forget about all of us on Earth, all of his creations?” 
“Alyx, who do you think closed the gates to Heaven and Hell all those years ago?”
The legends said that it was Lucifer who had shut the gates and inadvertently shut them on himself too. But the Threads of Dusk, an important Seraphim scroll, had claimed that it hadn’t been Lucifer. In her mind there was only one other person that had the audacity, nay…the insanity to perform a trick like that.
Her features hardened. “Elder Michael.”
“Do you really believe that Michael would have the power to perform such an incredible feat?”
“No... But then who?”
“Think about it Alyx. If it wasn’t Michael and it wasn’t Lucifer…there is only one being that is powerful enough to do it.” 
She gasped when it came to mind. She almost couldn’t bring herself to say it. “God?”
The Seraphim nodded.
“God shut us away from himself? Why would he do that? Does he hate us?”
“No, Alyx. God has watched over this planet like a father for the last two thousand years.”
“But he hasn’t intervened. How can you say he cares if he hasn’t stepped in?”
“He has intervened. He chose you to be Israel’s Guardian, so you could help him.”
“Why me? I’m not qualified to be a Guardian. I have no powers, no magic of my own.”
“You have more power than you realize.”
“The power to get people killed,” Alyx muttered.
Raphael looked almost disappointed in her. “I thought you just solved the riddle of the greatest power on Earth. Don’t you believe it?”
Love. “I…do…but…” 
“But what?”
“You’re telling me that I was chosen to guard Israel because I love him?” Alyx shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. I didn’t even know him when I became his Guardian.”
“You always loved him, Alyx. You just hadn’t met him yet.”
“So…I was chosen to guard him because I was destined to fall in love with him?” 
Raphael nodded, the disappointment turning to a pleased look. “Exactly.”
“But why is that my power?”
“Because no one will know him like you, or protect him like you, or force him to change into what he needs to be, apart from you.”
Alyx let this sink into her bones before she spoke again. “But I’m not enough. What if I’m not enough?”
“You alone aren’t. But you aren’t alone in this, Alyx. You have never been alone in this.”
You’re not alone in this. Israel’s voice echoed in her memory. He was always telling her that. He had been telling her that since they first were thrust together. She knew intellectually that she wasn’t alone. Her mind accepted this fact. She had Israel but… Every fiber of her being, her life so far, her upbringing, had forced her into trusting almost no one, into believing that she had to do it alone and reminded her that even though she had Israel now, he would one day be taken from her. His delicate hold on life, his mortality, was just a ticking bomb, a crumbling base that would one day break apart from her to reveal that she was, fundamentally, still alone. Loneliness almost never comes from the outside, but from within. 
“Why doesn’t God just step in and stop all of this? Why work through me and Israel?”
“Have you ever watched a butterfly struggling to come out from a chrysalis?”
“What has that to do with it?”
“It has everything to do with it.”
“How?”
“Answer my question and you will find your answer.”
Alyx sighed, still doubting that she would find any answer to any great question in the life cycle of an insect. “Yes, I’ve seen it.”
“Why do you think God designed the butterfly to struggle? Why not design an easier escape? A cocoon with thinner walls, perhaps? Or one with a door?”
“I… I don’t know.”
“Let me put it another way…did you know that if you were to tear open the chrysalis for the butterfly, he would soon die, weak and lost. Why do you think that is?”
Alyx stayed silent as she let this wash over her. She remembered all the times in Michaelea training when she was fighting against a taller, stronger opponent and being knocked around. All those times Symon could have stepped in and ended the fight but he never did. So she just kept getting knocked around until she learned to use other means of defeating her opponent − her nimbleness, her size, her brains − rather than sheer muscle. Symon could have prevented her struggle and all her pain, but it also would have stunted her growth as a warrior. It was because of Symon that she was now able to take down men twice her size and triple her brute strength, like when she took down Terrapin, one of Mason’s street pirates in a one-on-one, hand-to-hand combat. 
“We must struggle to grow,” she realized.
“Exactly. Part of the growth of that butterfly is in the struggle. He grows strong because of the struggle and he finds himself within that struggle. Wouldn’t it then be cruel to prevent the butterfly from going through the greatest lesson of his life?”
“So you’re saying,” Alyx said slowly, “that we on Earth are butterflies?”
The smile on Raphael beamed and if Alyx wasn’t mistaken, he even looked proud. “And what beautiful butterflies you are.”
“That’s why God shut away the Seraphim on Earth. This is our cocoon.”
Raphael nodded. “The Seraphim have lessons that we needed to learn too.” 
“But weren’t the Elders made to be perfect? What did they have to learn?”
“There was a feeling growing amongst the Elders that He was being too kind to the mortals on the planet. We argued and fought. There grew a separation between us all.”
“So this was some sort of punishment.”
“Goodness, no. God knew that locked away on Earth the Seraphim would become more and more human as time went by. We were forced to work together, to build a society, rules, order. In our earthly bodies we discovered the deliciousness of sex and learned that we could have children. We began to feel, to laugh, to sing, to cry. We felt jealousy and pride for the first time. We learned to love and we learned to hate. We learned sorrow because these bodies could die. And for the first time for us, we didn’t know what would come next. There were no more instructions. We finally had free will. Free will to make all our own decisions, what to do, how to live, and unfortunately for some, this idea became dangerous. Some believe that control is the only way to maintain order.”
Some like Michael. “So we were forced to become more human so we would understand what it was like to be human.”
Raphael nodded. “The first step is understanding.”
Alyx took a deep breath and let this all sink in. She stared at this divine being before her who had followed the strands of time from the very dawn. It humbled her just to be in his presence.
“Is there anything you want to ask me before we go back?” he asked.
“Will I defeat Michael?”
Raphael laughed out loud but it wasn’t unkind. “Dear girl, I’m not a Magic 8 Ball. I can’t tell the future. That is partially up to you.”
Alyx smiled, a bit embarrassed. Then fleetingly wondered how he managed to even know what a Magic 8 Ball was. But before she could ask him, an image of Israel floated into her mind that caused her heart to tighten. It was the image of him as an old man, dying in her arms. If she could know where he would be going…
“Raphael,” her voice was nearly a whisper, “what happens when you die?”
He smiled. “Oh, Alyx. What you call Death is just another beginning.”
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
“Try again,” Israel said to Sparrow.
The boy’s shoulders fell and he blew out huff of air, ruffling the hair across his forehead. In his palm he held a small glass orb, a soulglobe, Tobias had called it. It was infused with MemorySong magic and contained a series of simple images that Tobias had implanted into it. 
Israel was standing with Sparrow in the indoor training room, a large space on the first floor of the castle with high windows and long banners that fell down the walls between the windows. He had been relieved to find that the jolt of GiftKeeper magic that Sparrow had worked on him had quickly faded.
Sparrow was trying to draw the magic out of the orb in a controlled way. They would know it worked when he was able to see the images implanted in the orb. Piki was fluttering around twittering as if he were trying to give pointers too. 
“Just focus on your breath first. Focusing on your breath will give you control. Only then do you slowly draw the magic in.”
“Easy for you to say,” Sparrow said. “Your control is perfect.”
Israel tilted his head at the boy. He looked so dejected. Israel wondered if that was what he looked like when The Elder had been training him. That wasn’t so long ago.
“You know, I only started training a few weeks ago.”
“That’s a lie.”
“No, I swear. And when I started,” Israel said, “I had worse control than you.” He laughed as he remembered his first training session with the Elder. “My teacher tried to get me to move a feather around. The damn thing went every which way except for the way I wanted it to go.”
Sparrow pressed his lip together with a grim determination on his face. He glared at the orb as if glaring at it might force it to reveal its secrets. Israel could feel the anger and frustration bubbling out of him. The boy was wild just like he had been. Israel felt the change in the air pressure and the hair on his arms rose up. “Sparrow, I think−”
Too late. The magic crackled out of Sparrow like a dark ebony firework had gone off. Sparrow jumped and dropped the orb. It hit the floor with a loud cracking sound. The magic lashed out at Israel. Out of instinct, Israel raised up his palms in defense and all of his magic pushed out of him. His Air magic met Sparrow’s magic. But instead of exploding, the strangest thing happened. Israel’s Air swept around Sparrow’s magic and held it like one would hold a bird in a fist.
Holy hell. 
Israel hadn’t realized that he could use his Air magic to hold other magic. Could he control it? 
Israel directed his magic, moving it slowly, Sparrow’s GiftKeeper pulse still curled in a tight ball inside it, quivering like an angry wasp. Holy wow. It looked like he could control other magic with his own.
Israel made patterns in the air with these duel magics, then he gently let them fall to the ground where they broke apart and soaked into the stone floor, dispersing harmlessly.
When Israel turned to look at Sparrow, his eyes were like saucers. “That was so cool.”
Israel shook his head, still slightly stunned at this revelation. “I didn’t realize I could do it. There’s a lot about my magic that I’m just learning. My situation, what I am, it’s unique and there’s no manual for it.” He grinned lopsidedly at Sparrow. “Kinda like you. Guess we can figure out our magic together?”
For the first time that morning, a small smile appeared on Sparrow’s face. “Okay.”
“Do you want to try again?”
The smile fell from Sparrow’s face. He stared at the orb on the ground as if it were a snake. Israel walked over to it and picked it up. It was a wonder it hadn’t actually broken against the stone. 
“You won’t scare the thing out of its secrets. You need to relax. Now try again.” When he turned his head to look at Sparrow, a ray of sunshine danced across Israel’s eyes from one of the high windows. It gave him an idea. 
Alyx had told him not to venture farther from the training grounds while she was away, but if he could take Sparrow somewhere quiet, maybe into the nearby forest, it might help him relax into his magic. A little sunshine and fresh air always helped him concentrate better. Definitely better than training in a dusty room in a cold castle. It’s not like he was going off the castle grounds… What would be the harm?
“Come on, Sparrow,” Israel said. “Let’s get out of here.”
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
Alyx suddenly found herself back in Raphael’s lab by the copper vases. Her skin and clothes were dry, her arm was dripping water on the floor and in her palm was the Amulet piece.
Varian, Do’hann and Tii’la were all still frozen exactly as they were before she was swallowed by the water. They looked like statues made of marble. Everything was the same except now Raphael stood near her.
“How are they all frozen?” she asked.
“It’s a kind of magic. We’re existing in the space between time.”
“So they won’t know that I left.”
“No. Once I take us out of this in-between time, barely a split second will have passed for them.”
“They won’t have seen or heard you here?”
“No.”
Alyx narrowed her eyes at Varian. “So if I kicked him in the−”
“Alyx,” admonished Raphael.
“Sorry,” she said sheepishly.
Alyx caught sight of the fake Amulet in the vase next to her. She got an idea.
“Raphael, what would happen if I took an Amulet from one of the other vases?”
“But they’re fake.”
“I know that. You know that…but they don’t.”
“Ah, I see,” Raphael looked to Varian. “Smart girl. Yes, you can take one of the fakes.”
“No certain ‘destructions’ if I remove it from its vase?” 
“The riddle has been solved. The ‘destruction’ has been disabled.”
“Good to know.”
Alyx stuck her hand into the vase marked Death with her left hand and pulled out one of the fake Amulets. It looked exactly like the real one in her right hand. Better not confuse the two, she thought. She glanced around. Now, where to put the real one? It couldn’t remain with her, just in case Varian or Do’hann realized that she didn’t give them the real one and searched her. It would have to be somewhere safe…retrievable…and the last place that Varian would look…
Alyx moved towards where Tii’la was standing. Tii’la’s eyes were wide with concern and fixed on the vase marked Love. Alyx held Tii’la’s right hand, down by her side. Her skin was soft and warm but Alyx couldn’t feel her pulse; her heart was in between heartbeats. Alyx tucked the real Amulet into her fingers.
“Before you let time speed up again,” she said to Raphael, “can I just do one more thing?”
Raphael’s look was quizzical. “Sure.”
Alyx moved over to Varian. Even in his non-moving state, she felt her body become apprehensive as she neared him. She could see where he had tucked one of her swords into his hip. It was a beautiful thin silver sword with a simple handle that one of the FreeThinker Alchemists had forged for her. It hadn’t the elaborate metalwork of Ferrum, her old blade maker in Michaelea, but it was all the things a sword should be: light, sharp and weighted just right. She wanted it back.
Alyx carefully unsheathed the sword from his hip; she didn’t think he’d have time to notice. She moved back to the vase marked Love and slipped the sword into it, point down. It just fit. Perfect.
She placed her hand back in the vase with the fake Amulet so that she was now exactly as she was when time slowed down. She turned to Raphael to speak but she paused when she saw he look on his face. “Why do you look disappointed?”
“Oh. Well, I was sure you were going to kick him in the−”
Alyx choked on a laugh. “Raphael!”
He grinned. “Are you ready?”
She nodded. “Thanks, Raphael. For everything.”
“I knew you wouldn’t disappoint.”
“Just out of interest, what exactly would have happened if I had chosen the wrong answer?”
“You wouldn’t have.” He smiled as his image began to fade. “And Alyx…don’t forget what you learned on the last test.”
“You mean the greatest power?”
Raphael nodded. “Remember that love is greater than death.”
Alyx felt a chill run down her spine. “I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me.”
Raphael’s image was translucent now and fading fast. She could see all the way through him to the benches and beakers on the other side of him. “You will.”
From one second to the next, the silence was filled with breathing, stillness became movement and all the general vibrations of life.
Did that all really happen with Raphael? She might have believed that she imagined it all except for the faint smell of smoke in the back of her nostrils reminding her of what would happen if she failed.
“Give it to me.” Varian stood before her scowling at her with his hand extended. His blade in his other hand was pointed towards her throat. Alyx hesitated. She didn’t want to appear too eager to hand him over the fake. The tip of Varian’s blade pressed against her throat. “Or I take it from your lifeless body.”
Alyx slowly extended her left hand and Varian snatched it from her. He held it up and stared at it as the charm twisted on the end of its chain. “Beautiful.”
Alyx chanced a look at Tii’la. Her eyes were alert. She glanced down quickly at her hand, curled at her side so that neither Varian nor Do’hann could see its contents if they happened to look at her. Her mouth parted when she saw the gift in her hand. Tii’la’s eyes darted to Alyx. Alyx could see the wonder and a how the hell did you do that look on her face. 
Come on Tii’la, control your face. Do’hann and Varian could look at you at any second. 
Thankfully neither of them noticed her. They were too busy admiring the Amulet they had come here to steal. The fake Amulet. Tii’la slipped the real one into her pocket. 
The chamber began to tremble. Dust began to rain down on them. The vases clinked as they shook on their marble shelf. Varian glared at Alyx as if she were the one to blame for starting this. A small ray of light shone on the ground, distracting him. It grew larger and larger. Alyx looked up. The crystal pillars that made up the ceiling were moving, pushing apart to create a small space between them as if they were people in a crowd. And there was the sky. The ceiling was opening to reveal a way out.
Now was her chance. Alyx punched her fist through the vase, closing her hand around the sword handle as the pottery burst. She ignored the shards of pottery cutting into her arm.
She brandished her sword and moved towards Tii’la, yelling, “Get behind me.”
Tii’la did so, disappearing out of her periphery. Do’hann and Varian both unsheathed their swords.
“Put down your weapons before you hurt yourself,” Alyx said.
“You think you’re so clever,” said Varian. “Well, don’t we have a surprise for you.” 
 



Chapter Twenty
 
What if Cleo is hurt…or worse?
As Jordan and Lukas flew as fast as they could towards their home, this was the one though that kept repeating in Jordan’s mind. Ahead of them the dark cloud moved like a storm towards everything they loved. Zulu, one of Lukas’ swallow friends, was flying on the other side of Lukas, screeching out a desperate message to any other feathered friends to pass on, to try and warn Tobias and the community that Hell was coming. Would the message get to them in time?
I didn’t get to say sorry to Cleo.
Jordan cursed himself for hesitating that morning at her door. He should have knocked. He should have told her that she wasn’t a nuisance, okay maybe an adorable nuisance with her constant teasing and inappropriate questions, but it was a nuisance he had come to need in his life. He should have told her that he had been an idiot to even say anything to Alyx. I should have said sorry. It was just a word, just a simple tiny word. Why had he been so scared to talk to Cleo that morning?
Now she might never know. She might die without knowing he was sorry. She might die hating him. This thought he couldn’t bare. 
He was pulled out of his thoughts when Lukas spoke. “Someone has betrayed us.” Lukas’ lips were white as he pressed them together. “Otherwise how would Michael know where the castle was?”
“But who? Everyone was cleared.”
After the last culling, the FreeThinker communities had implemented a policy to investigate their newest community additions before accepting them. The locations of the other communities were kept secret, even among community members. Only a select few including elected Chiefs knew them and even then, not a single FreeThinker knew them all. Potential members had to be vouched for or verified before they were granted a residence. Informants were contacted to verify the story of any potential FreeThinker to avoid spies from being able to infiltrate their community and betray them as happened at the last Rogue culling. Tobias had been sure that there were no traitors at their community. He had been sure.
But he had been wrong. He had been fooled. They all had been.
“The stories of past Society members had been checked out,” Jordan continued, “There were no inconsistencies.” 
“What if she was never part of the Society?”
Jordan’s blood ran cold. ”What are you talking about?”
“Cleo.”
Jordan’s head spun as his insides reacted violently against this. “No.”
“Think about it,” Lukas continued. “She’s new to our community.” 
“There are others who are new to our community.”
“She worked in Purgatory for Lady Bluesette for−”
“Her past career choice does not make her a spy.”
“But it gave Michael potential access to her.”
“We don’t even know if Michael ever went to Purgatory.”
“Her cover was thin to begin with. Do you really buy her excuse for leaving Purgatory and wanting to reside with us? She just happened to have a change of heart and wanted to leave her old life behind? After decades working as a whore in Purgatory, she just decides to come good?”
“Shut up. You don’t know her reasons for leaving. You don’t know anything about her.”
“What? And you do?”
“Alyx vouched for her…”
“Alyx barely knew Cleo when she vouched for her.”
“Alyx wouldn’t have vouched for Cleo if she couldn’t be trusted.”
“I’m not saying she would. But what if Alyx didn’t know Cleo was working for Michael?”
“Alyx would have seen past it.”
“Would she? Like she saw past her old friend, Passar, betraying her?”
Jordan grit his teeth. He couldn’t believe it. He wouldn’t. Or did he just not want to believe it… 
All those nights he sat by her side, talking, seeing the real Cleo underneath. Was it all just lies? Could she have fooled him too?
“No,” Jordan said firmly. “It’s not Cleo. She wouldn’t…”
“Oh God. Don’t tell me… You have a thing for her.”
“I do not have a thing for Cleo.”
“You do. How could you? She’s not one of us.”
“Why does that even matter?”
Lukas drew back. “Do you really think that a Seraphim and a mortal can really be together?”
“But Vix and Xiang, Alyx and Israel…”
“Israel’s going to die one day, Jordan. So will Xiang.”
Jordan clenched his jaw. “Cleo didn’t betray us. End of discussion.”
“We’ll see.” 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
“Well, don’t we have a surprise for you?”
Alyx felt the point of a blade in the back of her neck. 
Tii’la’s blade.
“Tii’la?” Her blood went cold.
“You… You better do what he says.” Tii’la’s voice came from behind her and it was trembling slightly. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
Tii’la had betrayed her. Tii’la had volunteered to join her on her mission to recover the Amulet with this purpose. Tii’la had told Michael where the missing Amulet piece was. This was how Michael knew exactly where and when to send Varian and Do’hann. This was why Tii’la had been “deweaponed” so easily against Varian when they had been ambushed. What else had Tii’la told Michael? 
“Listen to your friend, Alyx,” Varian sneered.
Alyx squeezed her fingers tightly around her blade. “You don’t have to do this, Tii’la.”
“I’m sorry,” said Tii’la. “I do. Let go of your weapon.”
Reluctantly Alyx released her fingers. Her sword dropped from her hand to the ground with a clatter.
Tii’la moved around Alyx to stand beside Do’hann so that the three of them stood facing her: Tii’la, Do’hann, then Varian. Tii’la reached into her pocket for the real Amulet, the real Amulet that Alyx had trusted her with.
“Please. Don’t,” was all Alyx said, but those words were filled with desperation.
Tii’la pulled out the real Amulet and handed it to Do’hann, who, with a confused look, handed it to Varian. 
“What’s this?”
“She gave you a fake one,” Tii’la said. When Tii’la turned her eyes back to Alyx, there was pain in them. “I had no choice.”
“You always have a choice,” Alyx said. “It might be a choice between two terrible things, but you always have a choice.”
“Tricky little bitch. I should have expected something like this.” Varian scowled at her as he dropped the fake Amulet and placed the real one around his neck. 
Alyx glanced around the lab. Her eyes landed on the door back into the maze on the other side of the room. She had to make a break for it. But that door was too far away and Tii’la and Do’hann were too close. She’d never get to it in time. 
“I have the Amulet and I have my way out. Looks like I have no use for you now,” Varian continued. “Kill her.”
Tii’la looked horrified. “B-But you said you’d let her go.”
“I lied.”
Alyx was out of time. The choice was try or die. She sprung aside, kicking up off the ground with as much force as she could. She flipped sideways through the air, her focus on that door. She heard a commotion behind her, a thud and a clatter.
“Get out of the way, you oaf,” she heard Do’hann say.
“Sorry,” said Tii’la.
Alyx didn’t look back. She flew through the air towards her only possible means of escape with every shred of speed that she had. She slammed against the door, her hand finding the handle and pushing it down. She tumbled through back into the maze. 
Alyx heard the sound of metal slicing through air behind her, then felt something brush against her hair. She heard the sound of metal swallowing the sharp edge of a blade as the sword that almost took her head embedded in the door. There was male swearing behind her. 
Alyx kept going, never stopping to look behind her as she flew deeper and deeper into the maze. The clicking of gears started and the tunnel rolled. But she kept going, one part of her brain focused intently on trying to keep a mental “map” of where she was, otherwise being found by Varian and Do’hann would be the last of her worries. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Ana heard the commotion as it spread through the castle. She stuck her head out of her room. From the halls she could hear the sounds of metal against metal and of screaming. She grabbed the arm of a seraphelle rushing past her door. “What’s going on?” Ana demanded.
The seraphelle’s eyes were red and wide with fear. “They’ve come to kill us all! Get out while you still can.” 
They?
Ana let go of her and the seraphelle fled down the corridor screaming. Out of the corner of her eye, Ana saw a shadow moving along the floor. Someone was coming up the circular stairwell down the end of the hall and was almost to this landing. Ana turned her head, her breath caught in her throat. 
She could barely believe her eyes. Yael was coming up the stairs. She must be hallucinating. But his foot stepped solidly on the landing and his huge body almost blocked all the light from the slim window behind him.
“Yael,” Ana cried. Her feet started moving her towards him of their own accord. “My love. I thought I’d never see you again.” 
Yael’s gaze locked onto her. Please, she prayed, please recognize me. But his eyes remained dead without recognition. “I don’t know you.”
Ana’s heart dropped into her stomach and she skidded to a halt meters from him. “Yael?”
Yael’s mouth pulled up into a snarl. He raised his sword and swung it. She stumbled back, tripping on an uneven stone in the flooring. It saved her life. Yael’s sword missed her by inches. She fell like a vase, her heart shattering as she hit the ground. She had lost him, again.
“Yael, please. You know who I am,” Ana said as she shuffled herself back along the cold stone floor, her heels slipping on the edges of her long skirt. 
No emotion flickered across his face as he advanced towards her. “I do not.”
“You do. How then do I know your name?”
“It matters not.”
“We love each other. You love me, you just can’t remember. But you can. Just look deep inside you.” If he just looked deep enough, surely their love would shine through any memory loss he may have suffered through again.
He flinched but he kept advancing. “It’s a trick.”
“It’s not.”
“They told me to be wary of tricks. You must be a sorceress. A devil woman.”
His dark eyes sparkled with deadly purpose. Yael was lost to her forever. He would kill her here and not a shred of remorse would ever pass through his mind. Whatever mind of his was left.
“Please, Yael. I love you.” 
He stepped out onto the hem of her skirt, pinning her. Her hands slipped on the stone. His eyes narrowed. “This was fun. But the game’s over now.”
He lifted his sword again.
Ana squeezed her eyes shut, throwing up her arms to cover her head. She held her breath as she waited for death, praying it would be quick and painless.
Ana heard a roar to her right and a clang sounded inches from her head. She was still alive. In shock, she opened her eyes. A sword was crossed out in front of her, blocking Yael’s sword from coming down upon her head. Holding that sword was Lukas. Lukas, who had appeared from the open door to her room that she and Yael had stopped right in front of.
“Get away from her, you brute,” Lukas yelled. He kicked out at the side of Yael’s knee. Yael cried out as Lukas’ foot struck. He stumbled back down the hall, away from Siana. Lukas stepped out to follow him.
“No,” Siana cried, jumping up and grabbing the back of Lukas’ shirt. “Don’t hurt him.”
“He tried to kill you,” Lukas said, whirling around to face her. “You’re lucky I got here in time.”
“Look out!” Siana screamed as Yael appeared behind Lukas swinging his sword again. Lukas turned and raised his sword just in time to avoid being cut. 
Siana could do nothing but watch as these two seraphs attacked each other, both of them throwing themselves behind every sword swing. Their grunts of exertion became louder as each strike landed blow by blow, each getting more and more bloodied as the fight went on.
“Stop,” Siana begged. “Please stop.”
There was a horrible squelching sound of metal tearing into flesh. Everything stopped. Both men froze.
Oh my God. Someone had been hurt. Badly.
Who?
Siana found Yael’s gaze over Lukas’ shoulder. His eyes widened in surprise. For a second she thought that he finally recognized her. His eyes deadened.
“Yael,” his name slipped from her mouth in a whisper. He slipped to the floor off the end of Lukas’ sword.
Oh my God.
Lukas had killed him.
The man she loved was dead.
Dead.
Bile rose in Siana’s mouth and she turned, collapsing on her knees just in time to be sick on the floor. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
The ball of heated magic cut through the air like a knife and it was coming straight for Israel’s head.
Israel didn’t have time to counter-attack the magic. He just had to move. Israel leapt aside, narrowly missing being hit. He landed on his side on the forest floor with a thud. His breath whooshed out of him.
Sparrow ran through the trees towards him, a stricken look on his face as Piki flew alongside him. That swallow went everywhere with him, it seemed.
“It’s okay. I’m okay,” Israel said, forcing himself to remain calm. He pushed himself up, ignoring the dull pain in his right side, and brushed himself off. Sparrow stood near him, his arms limply by his side, his eyes wide with guilt. “I’m okay. Sparrow. Really.”
Sparrow had a long way to go in terms of training. Even now he couldn’t gain even the slightest control over his power. As the boy grew ever more frustrated, his power became even more erratic. “But maybe we should call it a day,” Israel said.
A figure appeared between the trees in the distance. Whoever it was stumbled, as if they were weak or hurt. 
“Hey,” Israel called out. “Are you okay?” Israel shielded his eyes from the sun and squinted. It took a second for him to recognize the female FreeThinker. It was Tii’la. 
But Tii’la had gone with Alyx to Atlantis. She was back, hurt…and alone. Oh my God. His heart began to beat in his ears. Israel momentarily forgot about Sparrow, forgot about training, forgot about everything else. As he sprinted towards Tii’la, his footsteps thudded along the ground and his breathing pulsed in his ears in time with the only thought in his head.
Where is Alyx?
As he neared he could see that Tii’la’s clothes were torn, her hair was wild. Her clothes were covered in blood. There had been a fight. With whom?
Where is Alyx?
“Help me,” she croaked as he neared. Tii’la’s knees gave out. Israel lurched forward and caught her just before she hit the ground. Her arms went around his neck, holding her tightly to him. Her grip was surprisingly strong for someone so weak. He lowered her to the ground before pulling back so he could study her. Her eyes were wild, darting around the place. She could not meet his gaze. 
“Tii’la, where’s Alyx?”
“I…” she tried before her eyes rolled back into her head.
“Stay with me, Tii’la. Come on, stay with me.”
Israel shook her, a growing frustration making his hands shake just a little too hard. Her eyes fluttered open. He tried again, “Where is Alyx?”
He caught the sadness in her eyes as they filled with tears. The look stabbed him as if it were made of needles. 
“I’m…” she whispered, but Israel didn’t hear what she said. 
“What?” Israel lowered his ear to her mouth.
“I’m sorry.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
After hiding for a time, Alyx moved through the maze carefully, working backwards from the instructions, pausing each time the gears clicked and the tunnels moved around again. Up ahead Alyx saw the round circle of light signaling the start of the maze. She was almost through. 
She decided the best thing for her to do was to go all the way back through the maze and out the original entrance. She couldn’t risk going back through Raphael’s lab. Do’hann might still be there waiting for her. Or Tii’la.
Alyx could still barely believe that Tii’la had betrayed her. Tii’la must have been planted by Michael from the very beginning; Tii’la fought alongside them against Samyara to gain her trust. And gain it, she did. She had just been faking it, Alyx thought bitterly.
But she knew, deep down, that Tii’la hadn’t been faking their blossoming friendship. She had seen the pain and guilt in Tii’la’s eyes as she pointed her blade at Alyx and handed over the real Amulet.
Tii’la had been the reason that Alyx had escaped. She shouldn’t have made it through the door into the maze in time. But Tii’la had gotten in Do’hann’s way as he chased after her.
Tii’la had said she had no choice. But why? 
Why did she have no choice?
What did Michael hold over her?
Alyx had no answers. She felt like she might go mad if she focused on the things she might never know. She just had to let it go. And get the hell out of here because soon Michael would have the complete Trinity Amulet. Which means that all he would need was Israel…
Alyx felt the pull of her Guardian bond. Oh no. Please no, she begged as she slipped into Israel’s head.
Israel held Tii’la, on the ground before him. She was covered in blood.
“I’m sorry,” Tii’la whispered. 
The hairs on his neck rose. He felt a prick, like a needle on the back of his neck. She pricked him with something. Israel’s blood felt crystalized. What had she done? Out of the corner of his eyes he spotted two figures moving out from behind the trees. 
Israel recognized one of the two dark figures as one of the Michaelea warriors that Alyx and he had escaped from in the sewers. The other had a thick neck and a face etched in scowl lines, his muscles bulging through his warrior’s uniform. He did not look friendly.
Israel felt his vision starting to shudder as whatever Tii’la injected him with started to take effect. There was a whimper beside him. Oh God. Sparrow. He heard Piki twittering and fluttering, obviously in distress.
“Run, Sparrow!” Israel yelled. 
Sparrow didn’t move.
“Go. NOW!”
Sparrow jolted into action and ran, his face pale and full of terror.
Israel felt his muscles seizing as he tried hard to push away from Tii’la’s grip. She had betrayed him. She had betrayed Alyx. The two Seraphim began to close in, their swords pointed at him. One had a rope slung over his shoulder. Israel fought against Tii’la, managing to clock her in the jaw with his elbow. Her arms let go of him and for a second he thought he might be free, but she quickly wrapped her legs around him instead. He was rapidly losing strength.
Israel’s eyes flicked open and shut as he fought the darkness for as long as he could, staring at Sparrow, who was now just flashes of color disappearing through the trees towards the castle. Then he couldn’t hold on anymore.
 
Alyx smashed back into her body, inhaling for air. Israel. She had no time to waste. She had to get out of Atlantis and back to the castle.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Tii’la moved through the Michaelea forest with Varian and Do’hann. Varian led them while she and Do’hann carried Israel’s body between them. 
“That was a nice spot of work back there in Atlantis, Tii’la,” said Varian from up ahead. “For a moment I actually believed that you were on her side.”
Tii’la tried to swallow but found she couldn’t, the guilt coated her throat so thickly.
They stopped at the designated meeting spot near the mouth of the Hollows. She and Do’hann let Israel’s body down to the ground with a thump. He didn’t move. He was out cold. 
People had always underestimated her. They underestimated her strength, they underestimated her intelligence, and they underestimated what she was prepared to do. Even Alyx. She was just fade-into-the-background Tii’la. Write-her-off Tii’la. Too-innocent-to-be-a-threat Tii’la. She had been the perfect plant and Tii’la hated this fact. 
Guilt made her feel sick. Alyx had been so kind to her. All of them had been so kind. But she did what she had to. She had no choice.
When Elder Michael had picked her to carry out this plan, she had initially refused. When Elder Michael had told her exactly what would happen if she didn’t carry out his plan and succeed, she had been horrified. So she gathered up all her strength and courage and did what she did. She infiltrated the FreeThinker’s community that Alyx had aligned herself with and gained her trust. She couldn’t fail. Too much was at stake. 
Every day that she had lived in their community she began to see them less and less as Rogues and more and more like friends. Every night that she had slept under the same roof as the friends she would eventually betray, she had nightmares. But she had no choice. 
Every time Alyx showed concern for her, Tii’la had almost blurted out what was really happening. So many times she had been so close to warning Alyx. But she couldn’t.
Despite the fact that she was sure that guilt had been written across her face every second of every day living with them, none had been any the wiser. Unfortunately she had played her part to perfection. 
Regrettably, Elder Michael’s plan had been perfect. Elder Michael had worked out a story for why Tii’la was being kicked out, and they had even staged a small scene, just in case the Rogues had had spies in Michaelea working for them. It meant that Tii’la’s story would match up. It did. They believed her and let her become a part of them. She had fought alongside Alyx in their battle against Samyara to gain her trust, and it had worked. 
Tii’la spotted the tawny eagle with the Animale bracelet around its ankle, one of Elder Michael’s watchers. It landed on a branch near them and stared at her with beady eyes, unblinking. 
“Tell Michael we have what he wants,” Varian said to it.
The eagle squawked once. Then flew off.
 
They didn’t have to wait long. As the dusk was beginning to settle its smoky light on the world, a set of five figures moved through the trees towards her. It was Elder Michael flanked by two guards in front and two behind him. 
Elder Michael stopped before them. Two of the guards stayed by his side and the other two moved behind her. With Do’hann and Varian on either side of her, she was completely surrounded. Tii’la felt herself shrink under the gaze of the most powerful and deadly Seraphim in the universe. 
Elder Michael lowered his gaze to the body lying face down at her feet. “I needed him alive.”
“He is. He’s just knocked out with a sleeping drug.” 
“Why didn’t you just knock him out with DreamWalker?”
“Because he can break out of a DreamWalker sleep,” said Tii’la, feeling like she was betraying them all over again with every word she said. “He did it against Samyara. His mind is strong against other magics.”
“Interesting.” Michael scratched his chin. “Sleeping drug, you say?”
Tii’la shifted her weight. “It’s made from berries. It deadens his body as well as his mind, and he can’t fight that off.”
Michael stared at her for a moment. “Ingenious.” For some reason that didn’t seem to sound like a compliment. “Anything else I should know about the Rogues?”
Tii’la paused. She didn’t want to say any more but… 
Elder Michael’s eyes narrowed at her. “There is something else. Spit it out. You know the consequences if you don’t.”
Tii’la’s eyes closed momentarily and Lutando’s face, his strong, handsome face appeared in her mind. Her heart squeezed so much that it hurt. Lutando had been Alyx’s friend.
Alyx cared for Lutando, not like Tii’la did, but Alyx still cared for him. Alyx would understand why Tii’la had to do this, right? 
My love. I promised I would do anything to save you and I will.
Tii’la opened her eyes, her guilt having been firmly locked away again. It was the only way she could do all the horrible things that had to be done. She swallowed. “Alyx and Israel have this special magic through their Guardian bond. They can communicate through their minds. She can even slip into his head and see what he’s seeing, feel what he’s feeling, hear what he’s hearing. But only when he’s conscious. You need to keep him unconscious to stop her from finding him in two seconds flat.”
“Anything else?”
Tii’la shook her head. She just wanted this all to be over.
Michael indicated to one of the guards. They moved forward into action and rolled Israel over. Israel’s head lolled to one side but it was unmistakably him. This was when Elder Michael’s face broke out into a smile. Tii’la felt her lungs loosen… This nightmare would all be over soon.
“Excellent,” Elder Michael said. “Take him.” Another guard joined the first. They picked up Israel under his arms and he hung limp between them.
“Wait,” Tii’la cried as Michael turned to leave. “Where’s Lutando? You said you’d let him go.”
Elder Michael eyed Tii’la. “And get rid of her.”
The warriors at Tii’la’s side grabbed her arms. Tii’la’s heart jammed up into her throat. “No, let me go. You said you’d let us both go.”
Elder Michael sneered at her. “What, and litter this Earth with your ungifted pups?”
“You demon. You-You lied to me!”
“Yes,” Michael smiled at her, thin and cruel. “Feels terrible when someone does it to you, doesn’t it?” He turned away, waving his fingers at her as if she were just an insect to be shooed away. 
As he walked away, Tii’la screamed. She screamed and screamed and screamed. Until she stopped.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Alyx saw the smoke rising up from the horizon like a black stain against the sky. She knew it was the castle. She had flown here as fast as she could from Atlantis, but she was too late. Fighting complete exhaustion, she pushed herself on. Maybe there were survivors? Vix? Sparrow? Mini? Tobias?
As she neared, her hope extinguished. Thick black smoke poured from every window of the castle like a noxious tar. Parts of the turrets had been knocked over by some great force. Sections of walls had been damaged beyond repair, leaving great gaping holes in the building where solid walls once stood. Furniture had been thrown out of the higher windows, smashing them and littering the ground with splinters and torn bedsheets. A few bodies laid across the grass. She flew to each of them and checked their pulses but found none. Where were the others?
A familiar swallow careened towards her, fluttering and screeching at the top of his lungs. “Piki!” Alyx accessed her Animale magic from her bloodink mark.
“…out but he’s still trapped inside.”
“What?” Alyx replied. “Start again from the beginning.”
“The dark men came to destroy the castle. They killed the ones who couldn’t get out.”
“Where are the others?”
“Sparrow was able to warn most of them. They’re safe. Not far from here.”
“Take me to them.”
“But Sparrow… He never listens to me.” 
“Where’s Sparrow?”
“No. No. There was nothing I could do.” Piki fluttered his wings violently, his chittering becoming incomprehensible as he got more and more flustered.
“Calm down, Piki. I can’t understand you.”
“Sparrow was so scared. He hid in the stables. He’s still trapped inside.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
“Sparrow!” Alyx screamed into the gaping hole in the horse stables. They were located on the grounds of the castle but separate from the main building. The community didn’t keep horses here so the stables were empty. They should have been empty. Inside, fire was licking up all the pillars and doors, the whole structure being made of wood. 
She squinted through the smoky darkened haze into the stable, praying to see him. There! She spotted the small limp body of Sparrow down the far side of the stables, half hidden with hay. A beam of wood had come down on his leg, pinning him down. 
Alyx had promised Sparrow she would look after him. She had promised him a better life when she took him from the RaceKeeper. Her heart crackled like it was being dried out by the fire. Please, please, don’t let him be dead.
She glanced up towards the flaming roof of the stables and the wooden beams, all on fire. She wasn’t sure how much longer it would hold up. She had precious seconds to get him out.
“Piki, you stay here. Guard the entrance.”
Piki chirped in agreement.
“Hang on, Sparrow!” she yelled even though she was sure he couldn’t hear her. She climbed through one of the open stable windows, her gaze now focused on Sparrow and the fire inching closer and closer to him. 
Inside the air was thick with smoke that stung her eyes. The fire radiated heat like she was too close to the sun. She moved through towards the back of the stables, weaving around and through sections where the flames had taken over.
She heard a crack above her. A beam broke, swinging down towards her. She leapt forward, rolling on the hay-strewn dirt. The beam splintered behind her with a smash. She didn’t look back. She kept going. 
Finally Alyx landed on the hay near the boy. “Sparrow!” she screamed over the roar of the fire. He didn’t answer nor did he move. Please, be alive.
She didn’t have time to check for life. Alyx grabbed the thick beam across his leg with both hands and pulled. It was too heavy. She couldn’t get it off him. What now? Around her the hungry fire roared as it consumed the structure. It would consume them both too if she didn’t think of something quickly. 
She had no WaterBearer magic left… But she did have part of an EarthSifter mark. She got an idea. Aiming her palms at the ground, Alyx let out a long wave of the EarthSifter. The earth underneath Sparrow’s legs began to blow aside, removing a layer of dirt from underneath him. She felt the last of the magic leave her hands. She prayed it would be enough.
Sweat rolled off her forehead and back from the heat of the flames. Her clothes were sticking to her. Alyx grabbed Sparrow under his armpits and pulled. He slid out from under the beam and she stumbled back. 
Thank God, it worked.
She rolled Sparrow up into her arms and aimed for the exit. She could barely see the open window through the smoke now. The beam that had smashed down around her now blocked the path that she used to come in. She would have to go another way. She spotted a path around near the side of the stables. She kept moving, using her arms to keep Sparrow tucked in close to her body. 
She was almost at the opening now. She could feel lashes of cool fresh air coming in from it. Piki was fluttering at the opening, urging her on with his chirping.
There was a loud groan as the wooden pillars of the stable buckled. Alyx pushed up off the ground and leapt out of the opening, gripping Sparrow’s limp body tighter in her arms and covering his body with hers. The buildings collapsed behind her with a horrible crash as soot and ash and embers spat out in clouds around them. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
Only in the cover of the forest nearby did Alyx stop and lay Sparrow down. Piki landed near the side of Sparrow’s head and rubbed his earlobe with his small head. Alyx placed two shaking fingers to Sparrow’s neck. Her heart skipped for joy when she felt a pulse. There was an egg-sized lump and bruise on his forehead, probably where he was hit when the beam fell on him. Apart from that he looked unharmed.
Sparrow moaned. Alyx called his name and his eyelashes fluttered slowly open.
“Alyx,” Sparrow choked out. He began to cough. Alyx pulled him to a sitting position and patted his back until he stopped. “Israel and I…then Tii’la…and then bad men…and…” 
“I know, Sparrow. It’s okay. I saw it through Israel’s eyes.”
“It’s all my fault,” Sparrow said. “It’s all my fault they have him.”
Alyx pulled back and grabbed the sides of Sparrow’s face. Her grip was firm but gentle and she forced the boy to look straight at her. “It’s not your fault.”
“But I didn’t even try.”
“You couldn’t have done anything, Sparrow. There were three of them and one of you.”
“But I just… I just ran.”
Alyx nodded. “I know. You did the right thing, Sparrow.”
“No I didn’t.” His little voice shook with fierceness. Alyx could read the shame on his face as if it were painted on. “I left Israel behind. I ran without trying to save him.”
“But you managed to warn the guys at the castle.”
“Yes, but−” 
“You saved an entire community. They managed to get out because of you.”
“When they stormed the castle, I just hid,” Sparrow said bitterly. He pushed his face into his hands. His next words came out muffled, “I’m such a coward.”
Alyx brushed a lock of hair back from his forehead. “Sparrow, you were outnumbered, outsized and you don’t have any combat training. You made a strategic decision and sometimes the strategic decision is to run and hide. You did the right thing.”
He snorted. “I bet you’ve never run or hidden from a fight.”
“Actually, that’s not true at all.”
“You’re just saying that.”
“In Atlantis I was ambushed by two warriors and betrayed by a friend. I ran instead of fighting them so they got away with something very important. But I’m alive right now because I ran and hid. I’m alive, which means I can try and get it back.”
Alyx told him of how she and Israel ran from Yael and Do’hann in the streets of Saint Joseph and hid in the sewers instead of fighting them. She told him of how she and Jordan hid from passing night guards in Urielos as they sought to gain entry to the library. 
“Okay, alright. I get it,” Sparrow said. “You choose not to fight sometimes. You choose instead to hide.”
“That’s the decision you made and it was the right decision because here you are, alive.” Alyx grabbed him suddenly and pulled him into a hug, all the previously restrained emotion ebbing out from her all at once so she couldn’t dam it back. “Thank God you’re alive,” she whispered in his ear. 
To her surprise, Sparrow gripped her back just as hard.
 
Piki led Alyx and Sparrow to where the community of Castle Speranza were hiding. They were all huddled and dirty like scared sheep in an abandoned barn several miles away. The air in here was their collective breaths, smelling sour with fear.
Alyx stood talking with Jordan and Tobias a little away from the crowd. Sparrow stood slightly behind Alyx. “Thank God you’re okay,” Alyx said.
“We managed to find our way through the secret passageways. Most of us did.” Tobias lifted his eyes and guilt shone through them. “I should have seen this coming. I should have posted guards on the towers to watch out for attacks. After Samyara was killed, I just didn’t think…”
Jordan hushed at him. “Tobias this isn’t your fault.”
“They just came and trashed the place. They killed anyone unlucky enough to get in their way and left,” said Tobias. “They didn’t even search the surrounds of the castle or anything. It’s the only reason we’re all alive. I guess we should be thankful.”
“It was a distraction,” Alyx said. “They just wanted Israel. And they got him.” Her voice grew cold. “Michael doesn’t see the rest of us as any real threat. The attack on the castle was just a warning for us to stay away and not to fight against him. That’s why they didn’t bother finding the rest of us.”
Alyx looked out among the Seraphim. The FreeThinkers of this community had gone through so much over the last few months. They had lost friends, family, loved ones, and this was the second time they all lost their home. Their faces were all strained and desolate.
“Unfortunately,” Tobias said, “I think it worked.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
Lukas glanced down at Ana’s unconscious form. The only way he had been able to calm her was to send her to sleep with borrowed DreamWalker. He had carried her out of the castle in his arms and now stood watching over her high in the hay loft of this barn as the other Seraphim milled about below with a nervous energy. 
Vix flew up to where he stood and stood near him, but she didn’t speak. Lukas remained staring at Ana, asleep in the hay. She looked like the woman he loved. He could almost convince himself she hadn’t changed, that the love she had for him was still there. But now that he had killed Yael…
As he stood there gazing at Ana, he could tell that Vix was staring at him.
“Just say it,” Lukas said finally.
Vix swallowed and cleared her throat. “Say what?”
“Whatever it is you’ve been thinking for the last two minutes as you stare mournfully at me.”
“You noticed, huh? Sorry.”
“It’s fine.” He sighed. “Even I feel sorry for myself.”
“It’ll work out, Lukas. You two are perfect for each other. You love each other so much. This is just a blip in the road.”
A blip in the road. Lukas snorted. “Vix, she’s in love with someone else.”
“Someone who she got over once, remember? She got over him once and fell in love with you. She’ll do it again.”
“Do you really believe that?”
“I believe that everything happens for a reason. And I believe that history repeats itself only because some things are inevitable. You and Ana are inevitable. She may have loved Yael once, but he wasn’t her true love. If he was then she would have never gotten over him. She would have fought harder to be with him twelve years ago.”
“This time…” He shook his head. “This time things are different.”
“How different could they be?”
“I killed him, Vix.”
Vix’s shoulders tensed up. “Killed…who?”
Lukas closed his eyes and in his mind he went back to the moment when he truly lost the woman he loved. The moment when he killed any chance that she could ever learn to love him again. When his sword pierced Yael’s heart. Don’t do anything stupid, Jordan had said to him. But that’s exactly what he had done.
“I killed Yael.” 
“Oh.” There was a pause. “Shit.” It slipped out, a single word that encompassed his situation. 
Shit indeed. It was an impossible situation. If it didn’t break his heart every time to be reminded of it, he would have laughed at the absurdity of it. 
Lukas stared back at Ana. When she woke she would be Siana again and she would remember why she hated him. Until then, he would stand guard over her and keep her safe and imagine that she was still his Ana. 
 



Chapter Thirty
 
“Where do we go now?” Jordan heard someone cry out. The crowd of FreeThinker survivors had mostly gotten over their shock at being attacked − again − and their relief at staying alive; now they were starting to get restless. They needed a plan − and a good − one to reign them all in, otherwise there would be chaos among them.
Belle and Aaban looked to Tobias. Even though the three of them ruled as one, Tobias was the unofficial leader. Other Seraphim followed suit and hundreds of pairs of eyes peered at Tobias, waiting for his word. Jordan didn’t wish to be Tobias in that moment; how heavy that burden must be on his shoulders now. 
To his credit, Tobias was holding his chin high and still held the air of confidence that he always exuded so naturally and that made people instinctively want to follow his lead. 
“Well,” Tobias started slowly, “it’s clear what needs to be done. We need to find a new community, but for the meantime some temporary emergency accommodation will do.”
“That’s obvious, isn’t it?” someone yelled out. “So where do we go?”
“None of the other communities will have us. Twice attacked. We’re cursed,” called another voice.
“It’s that Guardian and her mortal half-breed,” someone spat out. Instinctively Jordan searched around the crowd for Alyx and he spotted her at the back edge of the crowd. He began to slip towards her. A grumble spread through the crowd and Jordan could smell dissent coming. He had seen this before. He feared this might turn violent. His hand went to his sword. He didn’t want to use it but he would if he had to.
“I have an idea,” called out a feminine yet authoritative voice. The crowd hushed as everyone became distracted trying to figure out who had spoken. “Let me through.” The crowd started moving as someone began to walk towards the front of the crowd. 
Jordan felt his heart skip a beat. He knew that voice. He knew it so well he would know it if she spoke to him in his sleep. But…the seriousness and authority with which she spoke…it was so unlike her. It couldn’t be Cleo, could it? Jordan craned his neck trying to confirm who it was. When the crowd parted enough that he could make out her dark bob, he knew it for sure. It was Cleo. What the hell was she doing? Cleo stopped when she reached the front and stood near Tobias, turning to face the crowd. 
“Who is she?”
“She’s mortal!”
“She’s that mortal…”
“Why is she living with us?” 
Whispers could be heard throughout the crowd. Although Cleo had lived and fought among them for the last few weeks, she had mostly kept to herself as she detoxed from the drugs that she had been addicted to while she had been living and working in Purgatory. Jordan knew because he had been the one to spend the most time with her in her room. Their community was a large one, so many of them may have never seen her before.
“Yes, I am mortal,” Cleo addressed the crowd. “Many of you don’t know me or why I’m here among you. Those of you who do, probably won’t admit it. My name is Cleo and I used to work as one of Lady Bluesette’s girls in Purgatory.” 
There was a clipped hush that went through the crowd and a couple of leers, which she ignored.
“Regardless,” she continued, “I owe a debt of gratitude to this community, a few Seraphim in particular, for saving my life and giving me a second chance while I…recovered.” Her eyes found Jordan’s and oddly a lump developed in his throat, which he pained to swallow away. “You’ve let me into your home and have become something of a family to me. So I’d like to let you into mine.”
“What is she talking about?” Jordan heard someone near him whisper.
“I own a large property in the English countryside, not two hours south from here by flight. It’s been sitting mostly empty for a decade or so, but with a bit of elbow grease we can make it something wonderful again. I’d like to invite you all to stay there with me.” 
She owned a what?
Tobias turned to Cleo, the surprise evident on his face. “Cleo, this is beyond generous. But are you sure? We’re a large community and we’d take up a lot of space. You’ve seen what can happen to the places that house us. Do you want to take that risk that we may get attacked again?”
She nodded. “I’m sure. Did I say I own a large property? I mean I own an obscenely monstrous mansion on grounds the size of a small country. Trust me, the property will fit you all.”
Tobias blinked several times before he pulled her into a hug. Cleo patted his shoulder awkwardly. “Thank you,” he said when he pulled back. “We are forever in your debt.” 
Cleo waved her hand dismissively. “It’s the least I can do. Besides, it’d be nice to create some new memories for me in that house.” Her voice grew quiet. Jordan wasn’t sure that anyone else noticed the sadness that appeared in her dark eyes. But he did.
 
As Tobias, Belle and Aaban began making preparations, Jordan squeezed out after Cleo and grabbed her hand before he remembered, too late, that she was angry at him. She turned her face towards him. He waited for the onslaught. 
Her face showed some relief before that familiar snarky pout was back. “Well. Jordan. Looks like you survived.”
Jordan snorted. “It’s good to see you’re alive too.”
Cleo rolled her eyes. “Great. We’re both alive. Anything else you want to say to me before we go on ignoring each other?”
“Cleo,” Jordan tried to grasp for words to express the confusion, awe, surprise and all of the above that was swirling around in his chest. “I wanted to say…”
“Yes?”
“That is, I realized…but…”
Cleo placed her hands on her hips. “What do you want, Jordan? Spit it out. I have several hundred guests I need to accommodate.”
“I wanted to say…” he lost his nerve. “What the hell?”
“Dear Jordan, as straightforward and clear as ever. Perhaps you can get back to me when you are properly able to explain yourself.”
She turned as if to walk away. He grabbed her and turned her back around. She smiled again but this time it was forced. “Yes?” Impatience clouded that one little word.
“What do you mean you own a large property in England?”
“I don’t.”
Jordan stared at her, confused. “But I thought you said−”
“I said,” she interrupted, “that I own an obscenely monstrous mansion on grounds the size of a small country.”
“Dear Cleo, as secretive and mysterious as ever. I thought you said you had no home on Earth, no family.”
Her face soured. “That place is not a home. And I don’t have any family left. My father died when I was little and my mother,” her face twisted, “thank God, she died long ago while I was remaining ageless and fabulous in Purgatory. I inherited the mansion and the estate. Along with a few other things,” she added.
Jordan blinked at her. “Inherited…mansions…estate…what are you, royalty or something?”
Cleo sighed and pouted. “If you must know, my father was Duke Ellington of York. I guess that makes me a Duchess.” She made a face as if the title tasted sour in her mouth. “Or something.”
Jordan’s brain felt like it short-circuited for a second. “A Duchess?!”
“Shh.” Cleo glanced around them with furrowed brows. “Keep it down. I don’t need everyone knowing.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“What are you talking about? I just did.”
Jordan made an exasperated sound. “I mean, why didn’t you tell me earlier? Are there any other bombshells that I should know about?”
Cleo screwed up her face. “Firstly, it’s not something I’m particularly fond of telling people. Trust me, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Secondly, you don’t have any rights to know any secrets of mine.” 
She whirled around and stormed off before Jordan could react.
He stood there feeling like an idiot. What did he say to upset her? Was she really that sensitive about being a Duchess?
Jordan pressed his lips together. He didn’t have time to think about this. He turned to find Tobias so that he could help with the relocation efforts. 
Damned women. Would he ever figure them out?
 
* * *
 
Alyx was helping to organize the FreeThinkers into small groups so they could travel more discreetly to Cleo’s mansion. As she moved through the crowd, she spotted a willowy seraphelle holding Mini in her arms. 
“Dianne?” Alyx said, moving towards her in surprise. Dianne had been so opposed initially to letting the half-demon, half-mortal girl stay in their community. To see her now in Dianne’s arms…everything seemed upside down. Alyx pushed towards them until she stood face to face with Dianne and a sleeping Mini. 
“She’s fine,” Dianne said. “Just sleeping.”
Mini looked so peaceful, it didn’t seem possible that she had just been evacuated and her home destroyed. If only Alyx could be so lucky to sleep through everything as the fate of the world was being decided. If only she could just close her eyes and dream until it was all over. No deaths to hang around her neck. No cursed Guardianship. No bleak destiny that they were all hurtling towards at a hundred miles an hour.
“Alyx,” Dianne said, shaking Alyx out of her thoughts. “Are you okay?”
Alyx shook herself. She had to keep it together. Just hold on. “I’m fine. Thank you for getting Mini out of the castle. I was so worried that she had been forgotten.”
Something flashed across Dianne’s face. She opened her mouth, then closed it, and creases appeared between her brows. “I know I may have seemed like I didn’t want her around. But it was never about her. I just wanted to protect my home, my family. Do you understand? I would never want her to come to harm. She’s…a sweet girl.” A smile came across Dianne’s face as she watched the sleeping child. 
Alyx nodded and attempted a smile. “Thanks, Dianne.” Mini’s life was just one more responsibility. One more person to worry about. Alyx reached out her arms to take the girl. “I can take her now.”
Dianne shook her head. “No, it’s alright. I’ve got her. You have enough on your plate.”
“I…” Alyx paused, stunned as Israel’s voice echoed again in her mind. You don’t have to do this alone.
 
* * *
 
Symon collapsed on his bed in a pod in Michaelea. He closed his eyes and tried to relax. It had been a bad training session. He was distracted and his flock could tell. He had even accidentally yelled “Alyx” at someone. His flock had grown silent after that.
Alyx.
Damn Alyx.
That damned bracelet that Alyx had left him, now hidden under a mirage among his things, was burning a hole in his consciousness. That strange bracelet of twisted metal. He remembered what Alyx had said to him when they last saw each other.
“Michael has a secret chamber in the woods near the top of the far side of the mountain. That’s where he was hiding Mayrekk’s prisoner’s apex. He’s keeping more secrets there. When you get to the tomb-like boulder, use this pick to help get through the shield. When you get inside, you’ll know I’m telling the truth. Don’t let Michael see that you have it.”
She was lying.
If she’s lying, you won’t find anything in the woods. No harm in looking. You can prove to yourself her words were rubbish and cease these infernal questions.
But looking would mean that he was questioning and even to question his Elders was a sin. His gaze flicked over to where the pick was hidden. He shouldn’t even be thinking about it.
Damn it. Symon flew up from his bed towards the pick.
 
Symon’s ears prickled as he made his way through a section of forest. The bracelet that Alyx had given him was pressed in his palm. He had been berating himself for even coming out here. What would he say if he was caught by someone? How would he even explain himself?
His thoughts cut off when he spotted a boulder shaped like a tomb, just as Alyx had said. Don’t go jumping to conclusions just yet. I’m sure that many boulders around these mountain woods could look tomb-like.
He scanned the area, his ears pricked for any sounds. When he was sure that he was still alone out here, he veered towards the boulder. His skin rippled with the presence of magic as he neared. There’s a shield here. An entrance. An entrance to what? As he neared, goosebumps raised on his arms. 
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
Cleo’s mansion was so familiar… Cleo’s memory of this place, her childhood home, invaded a DreamScape that she had once entered with Alyx. It just went to show how much a person’s perception of things clouded their memory of it. In Cleo’s DreamScape the mansion loomed taller and seemed more sinister and darker. But in real life the mansion was indeed large, monstrously so, but clean and pleasant and light with large windows everywhere. Under the cover of dusk Alyx landed on the huge manicured lawn of Cleo’s mansion along with the other Seraphim. 
“This place is humongous,” Sparrow said from her side.
“Humongous, huh?” Vix said, Xiang at her side.
Sparrow grinned. “That’s the technical term.”
Alyx was thankful that Vix and Xiang were keeping Sparrow entertained. Her mind was on Israel. Her whole body was drained. She felt helpless, sick with worry about where Israel was now. She hadn’t been able to reach him through their bond yet.
An eager Sparrow tugged Vix and Xiang towards the front doors that had been thrown open. Cleo was standing on one side welcoming people through. Alyx followed wordlessly behind them like a ghost.
“Cleo, this place is something,” Vix said. 
“I thought you said that no one had lived here since your mother passed away?” said Xiang. “It looks so fresh and well kept.”
“That’s one of the benefits of being ridiculously wealthy,” Cleo said without even a hint of showing off. “You can pay people to do things for you. I may not have been living here, but I had people looking after this place for me. I’ve sent them all away, of course, so your supernatural abilities won’t be exposed. The fact that I haven’t aged in the last several decades wouldn’t be lost on the ones who knew me back then.” Cleo grabbed Alyx’s arm as she walked through. “Alyx, are you okay?”
“Yes. No. Just…worried about him.”
Cleo nodded. “Find a room. Lie down. You’ll feel better after you rest.”
“Rest.” All her body wanted was to lie down and sleep forever. She felt the weariness right down into her bones. But how could she rest when Israel was… God, he could be anywhere now in any horrid state.
“I hate to say this,” said Vix, “but Michael needs Israel alive. He won’t have hurt him. After you’ve had some sleep you’ll be able to think clearer. You’ll figure out a way to rescue him.”
She hoped so. Everything depended on it.
 
* * *
 
After bypassing the entrance, Symon moved slowly down the dark tunnel. His heart thudding in his ears. His head, good Lord, his head was spinning. If this indeed was Michael’s chamber as Alyx had claimed it was, then it would contain proof…proof of what? He didn’t know.
Symon stayed against the wall as he descended, relying mainly on the feeling of the wall as he moved lower into the ground. He kept his ears pricked for any noise and his skin was hyper aware of any movement of air not created by him. Soon the passage became lighter up ahead. It appeared the tunnel opened into something, a chamber that was currently brightly lit. He drew slowly toward the opening, pausing when he heard someone speaking. 
“I call it my Tree of Knowledge.” The voice belonged to Michael.
“What does it do?” Was that Elder Bezebel?
“How about I show you? Just sit inside, here. That’s it.”
Symon dared to stick his head out further. His eyes widened when he saw the giant tree-like monstrosity in the center of the room. Huge pod-like things hung off the ends of the branches.
“What are you doing? Elder, let me out,” Bezebel’s voice betrayed her fear.
“You wanted a demonstration. I’m giving you one.”
“Elder, Michael, please−”
Michael slammed the glass door to the pod shut on Bezebel and her begging was shut out too. He floated unhurriedly down to the base of the trunk. He pressed something and the base swiveled, revealing a throne-like chair in the center of the trunk. Michael turned and sat in the chair as if it were an actual throne, then pressed and played with a control panel. The tree started to hum, a deep humming noise coming out from within and a black pulse grew from the trunk and up towards the pod. Immediately the air began to crackle with static. The hairs on Symon’s arm started to rise. It was magic. The black pulse was magic, but what the hell was the magic doing to Bezebel? What was this machine?
Symon watched in helpless horror as Bezebel’s palms smacked against the glass of the pod while the black magic seeped into the pod, filling it like a noxious gas. Her smacking became weaker and slowed until her palms slid off the glass and disappeared. The black gas began to suck back into the branch of the machine. The black pulsing river was carrying with it a white shimmering pulse. Symon recognized the white-colored magic. It was AirWhisperer. Bezebel was an AirWhisperer. 
Now the hairs on Symon’s neck rose further, not from the static but from fear. Michael laughed as the electricity flowed down the branch and into him until it finally stopped. Michael stood up from his chair, brushing his fingers together. His fingertips crackled with a white electricity. “Powerful, aren’t you, Bezebel? Dare say you’ve been training your magic in secret? Time to test your powers out.”
Michael sent his palms out towards the air, and a huge wave went out. It pulsed around Symon, feeling him, before he could move. Oh crap. The AirWhisperer sucked back towards Michael, carrying with it his presence.
“Seems like we have someone here who shouldn’t be,” Elder Michael’s voice boomed out. “Come out, come out, whoever you are.”
Symon turned and flew back up the corridor, not even looking around to see whether he was recognized. He crashed and ricocheted off the walls as he flew through the darkness, his haste making him sloppy.
“Come out, come out, whoever you are,” echoed up the tunnel, spurring him on faster. There, the exit. He was almost there. If he could just get out of this tunnel, maybe he would escape unseen. He stuck his wrist out, hoping that the shield would retract fast enough that he wouldn’t crash into it head first. Almost there. Almost−
A huge movement of air rushed around his ankles like a giant hand, yanking him back. He kicked against it and urged himself forward, but it was useless. How do you kick off air?
He was dragged back through the tunnel, the exit in front of him so close before, now fading and shrinking as was his hope. He was yanked out of the tunnel and into the bright dome space across the floor, his skin burning at the grazing contact along the ground. He stopped at the feet of Elder Michael. Symon gulped in air as he stared up at the Viking-like figure. Elder Michael’s large biceps bulged in his sleeveless tunic as he held his palms out towards him. There was an eerie glow to his eyes and a sheen of sweat coated his skin.
“Well, well, well. Symon. And how did you find your way down here?”
Symon pressed his lips together. He pushed himself up to his knees and tried to stand. Elder Michael flicked one of his fingers. Symon felt a giant force, like a huge heavy hand pushing down on him, flattening him to the ground.
Michael’s eyes roamed over Symon and stopped at the bracelet on his wrist. He scowled. “Alyxandria. That annoying pest of a girl. She got to you, did she? I should have known.”
Symon kept his mouth shut as his eyes glanced around the room searching desperately for something to use. His magic. 
Symon slid his arm out from under him and curled his fingers, pushing hard against the force that kept him on the ground. He opened his palm to Michael and sent out a pulse. Michael countered with his own DreamWalker magic. Their pulses met in the air with a lashing crackle. Blue sparks whizzed off into the air. For a second their pulses held steady against each other, but then Michael’s magic started to push back against his. 
“You fool,” Michael said. “Do you really think you could beat me in a duel?” Michael laughed and the menacing sound added to the crackle echoing through the dome.
Symon wouldn’t give up. As he stared at the pulse moving closer to him, he gathered all his magical strength and directed it into his palm. One last ditch effort. He was able to push back for a few seconds before he felt his energy starting to fail. His body and his palm trembled with the effort.
It was for nothing. Michael was too strong. Symon screamed as his magic collapsed. The wave of darkness rolled over him as Michael’s magic crashed through his consciousness.
Just before everything went black, he heard Michael laughing. “What a genius idea. What poetry…. Use the ‘father’ against his ‘daughter’.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
Alyx closed the door behind her and leaned against it, closing her eyes, now alone in one of the many bedrooms of Cleo’s mansion. She was supposed to rest.
Rest. 
She didn’t want to sleep, but she was just so tired. 
It was the physical weariness of the last few months, one fight after another, which sank into her bones and gripped them like weighted chains. She wanted to collapse with the weight of all the responsibility that rested squarely on her.
It was emotional weariness, the tearing of her heart between Jordan and Israel, and her guilt over it. And other guilt: accepting a deal with Balthazar that almost cost Israel his soul, lying to her friends to keep this secret. It was knowing that a second friend had betrayed her, that she had cared for someone who would seek to ruin her. Now their community had once again been destroyed and with it, it appeared so had all of their hope.
It was losing one friend after another…Elysia, Mayrekk, Passar. She hadn’t had time to breathe, to mourn them; instead she was forced to keep going. There was no rest for her heart, which bled even now, begging with every sickly beat for a ceasing of this torment so it could start to heal. This world, it seemed, would not allow it.
Now she had let Michael get hold of the last Amulet piece, a piece that Raphael had entrusted to her to keep safe, but she had failed. She had lost Israel. And she couldn’t find him.
Her soul now felt like a ghost in her body, thin and transparent. There was no sleep deep enough that could color it. Not until Israel was back by her side. And that, right now, looked so very impossible.
She was so tired but she needed to stay awake. Just to rest her body but to stay awake in case Israel was able to contact her. She barely noticed her surroundings as she stumbled towards the bed.
She laid down on the covers, not even taking off her boots. She would not close her eyes. Alyx forced her pupils to stare at the elaborate painting on the ceiling. She thought she saw within the painting an image of an angel flying across the sky. The colors swirled before her eyes. She was so tired, she was going cross-eyed.
She just needed to close her eyes for one minute. Just one minute. She just needed a second’s respite from the pressure, otherwise her mind would burst with all these thoughts. Just one moment of peace…
 
“Alyx,” Israel’s voice came to her through the dark. Her eyes flew open, her skin prickling at the sound of his voice caressing her skin as he said her name again. It couldn’t be real. It was her imagination. Surely.
It was him. Israel. He was there, right in front of her, looking as alive and solid and well as she’d ever seen him. Her heart felt like it restarted again.
“Israel,” she ran at him, throwing herself into his arms, almost toppling him over. 
He laughed softly in her ear. “Hey, babe. You’re excited to see me.”
Babe? That was a new nickname for her. She pulled back to look at him close up. She brushed her fingers across his hair, his cheekbones, the scar across his lip. His hazel eyes stared back at her, amused. “Looking for something?”
Alyx shook her head slightly, as if she was trying to shake something loose from her mind. “How are you here? Why are you here?”
“I’m here to see you, of course.” Israel pushed his nose into her cheek and breathed her in. She almost lost her train of thought when he brushed his lips across her mouth. She sucked in a breath. She could almost forget that…
Alyx couldn’t shake this strange feeling. She leaned back so that her mouth was out of range of his. He pouted. 
“But, you’re lost,” she said, “I… I lost you. How…?”
“You did lose me, didn’t you?” Israel’s fingers, splayed across her back, tensed and clawed into her as he gripped her closer. It wasn’t painful but the feeling wasn’t a tender one. It was passionate but underneath the passion was anger. His eyes became hard as stone as they narrowed. “You let him take me.”
Alyx tried to push him away but his fingers clawed even harder into her body. “Israel, what are you doing?”
“You lost me. You failed.”
“Let go of me.”
His eyes took on a strange menacing glare as his hands gripped her so hard that it pinched. She winced. “Kiss me, Alyxandria,” he growled as he pushed his mouth towards her. His voice was hard like stone. “Kiss me.”
Alyxandria. He never calls me Alyxandria.
“Israel, please.” Alyx tried to lodge an elbow in between them to push him away. 
“I just want you so badly.” One of his hands pushed under her shirt, his mouth sucking along her neck. The feeling of his tongue on her skin made her skin erupt in tingles. His fingers found the skin under her breast and the odd feeling intensified. 
She shoved his hand down. “Don’t.”
He wasn’t deterred. His other hand slipped down her back and over her ass, pulling her even closer to him. He rubbed his hips against hers. “Come on, baby,” he crooned. “I want to be with you. Show me you love me, babe.” 
Wrong. This was all wrong.
His hand went for her breast again. This time she shoved him away with every ounce of strength. He stumbled back, a look of pain on his face. Immediately she regretted it. Her hands went out towards him out of instinct. “Oh God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean−”
His face screwed up and he pushed her, knocking her back against a wall. His hands ripped at her shirt; she heard the sound of tearing and felt cold air rushing around her stomach.
“Israel, stop.” Alyx flung out an elbow between them again, but it clocked him right in the mouth. He let go of her and Alyx slid sideways along the wall to get some space from him. What was going on with him? 
His head snapped back to her, a manic look in his eyes. He put his hand to his mouth and it came away with blood. “You made me bleed, darling.”
“Please stop it,” Alyx cried. “Israel, what’s wrong with you?”
“What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you?”
Alyx unsheathed her dagger and held out the point to him. “Stay back.”
“Or what? You’ll make me bleed again? Or is this some kind of sex game you want to play? I didn’t pick you for a kinky type.”
“I’m not playing games.” For every step she edged back, he advanced. She glanced over her shoulder. Another wall was coming up and she was running out of room. “Stop right there. I don’t want to hurt you.” Her back hit the wall.
“What if I want to be hurt?”
He lunged at her. Alyx sidestepped and moved out into open space. He turned and kept advancing towards her. “Please, Israel. Don’t.”
“Please, Israel,” he said in a mocking tone. He leapt at her again, his hand grabbing for the wrist that held her dagger. Alyx moved, leaping back, but the edge of her blade sliced against his palm. He hissed as he stared at his injured hand. When he looked up at her, his eyes looked like two dead orbs. “You’ll pay for that.”
He roared as he ran at her. This time she didn’t have a chance to move out of his way. She raised her dagger out of instinct as his body knocked into her. She felt him tense and a sharp, tortured gasp heaved from his mouth. Oh God.
His body fell heavy against her and she let go of the dagger handle as she tried to use both hands to hold him up. Her right hand was spotted with blood. She didn’t hear the clatter of the dagger falling. “No, please,” she whispered as she stared at his face. His eyes were wide and full of disbelief. 
“Y-You…” he started to say. His chin fell onto her shoulder and he was silent.
Oh God. Oh God, no.
Shock, disbelief, something, everything was gripping her body like icy hands. Alyx’s whole body started to shake. She lowered him onto the ground and his body fell heavy and useless like a sack. Heavy and useless. He fell back, the knife handle protruding from his chest, surrounded with red like a warning. 
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
She killed him. She killed Israel.
A hand on her shoulder startled Alyx and she spun, holding her hands up in defense. A lump lodged in her throat when she saw his familiar face, his ruddy cheeks and soft brown eyes, staring back at her. “Mayrekk?”
“Hello, Alyx.”
There was a reason why he couldn’t be here. She struggled to remember why. Why couldn’t Mayrekk be here?
It came to her. “But…you’re dead.” 
When Mayrekk answered his voice was cool but his eyes glinted hard like ice. “Thanks to you.”
Alyx drew back, horror curling like fingers inside her. “W-What?”
Mayrekk’s face softened and the hardness in his eyes slipped away as if it had never been there. She thought she might have imagined what Mayrekk had said to her. 
“I’m dreaming,” she realized. “I have to be dreaming.” Alyx traced her finger along Israel’s arm and tried not to look at his open, lifeless eyes. Yes, that’s it. She was dreaming. She would never kill Israel. Her heart released with relief.
“I’m sorry, but this isn’t a dream, Alyx.”
“What is it?”
Mayrekk’s jaw set. “This is a premonition.”
Alyx sucked in her breath. “No.”
“Yes. But it doesn’t have to be this way.”
“How…what should I do?”
“Just accept what is meant to happen.”
“What is meant to happen?”
Mayrekk stared at her for a moment. “Let me show you some things. Take my hand.”
Alyx hesitated for a moment. Why was she hesitating? This was Mayrekk. She loved Mayrekk, trusted him. She fought the uneasy feeling in her belly and took his hand. Israel faded into nothing and the world around them dissolved, the colors swirling around them as if caught in a storm. Alyx had to shut her eyes as pieces flew into them like gritty sand. She could feel that they were flying, Mayrekk pulling her along, the wind whipping through her hair and ruffling along her clothes. 
When she opened her eyes the air was thick with black smoke as they flew through it. Alyx could barely see, but Mayrekk seemed so certain about the way he was going. She trusted him, right?
They broke through the smoke. Alyx felt her stomach drop at the sight below. The forest that stretched out burned with fire, leaving in its wake a black smoking scar and charcoal stumps where trees had been. Was this Raphael’s vision of the world’s predicted destruction? 
Mayrekk spoke. “We’re above one of the decreasing numbers of forests in Northern Sumatra, Indonesia.”
“What’s happening?”
“The mortals call it ‘slash and burn’. It’s the cheapest way for them to clear an entire forest.” 
Alyx stared at the charred crater that stretched out far, almost to the horizon. Her heart choked. “Why?”
“They want this land for themselves. To make a profit out of it. This one is going to be a tobacco plantation. A tobacco plantation. These humans are killing this planet so they can kill themselves. They can’t stop themselves, so we must do it for them.” 
“But they can learn. They can change.”
Mayrekk snarled. “If they keep going at this rate, this country will run out of forest in the next three years. Three years, Alyx. We don’t have time to wait for them to change.”
Alyx scrambled to think of a response. “But…think of Brazil. They managed to slow their deforestation down in the last few years.” 
“Slow. But not stop. What do you say about a species that, in the best case scenario, can only slow down their destruction of Earth?”
The world underneath them swirled into a river of colors. It reassembled into a sea below. But it was a sea with something very, very wrong with it. A huge oil tanker had gone to ground and was spewing its belly up with black sticky oil. On the nearby shore the lifeless bodies of seals and birds were coated with it, slick like a death shroud. Those animals still alive were dirty with it. Alyx knew they would soon meet the same fate. The air retained a chill and Alyx found her breath coming out in a fog.
“Will you be the one to say that the lives of these humans are worth more than the other species on this planet?” Mayrekk said. “Should they be allowed to live at the expense of other life?”
“But there are innocents on this planet. Not every human is involved in burning trees or spilling oil. There are good people on this planet, innocents…children…”
“Children.” Mayrekk said. “You think the children on this planet are innocent?”
The ground dissolved again like sand caught in a wind and reassembled itself once more. The ground below was a rich red earth with patches of lush green grass and tall trees swaying in a breeze. Hot and humid air blasted up from the ground, blowing away the cold. The tall grass swayed as if a herd of tigers was stalking through it. 
“What are they?” Alyx asked.
“Just watch.”
The first animal broke through into the clearing. It wasn’t a tiger. It was a dark-skinned boy dressed in fatigues. In his arms, where he should have held a toy, was a large gun made of metal and bullets.
“Innocent, you say?” said Mayrekk. “Here, the children play with real guns.”
Alyx couldn’t speak. Her heart felt like it was bleeding from everything that she saw. The hopelessness of trying to change anything that was happening on this planet overwhelmed her.
“Don’t you see,” Mayrekk said softly, “Elder Michael isn’t trying to destroy this planet. He’s trying to save it from the real monsters. The humans. They need to be stopped.”
“By wiping out their entire population?”
Mayrekk’s face became stone. “It is no less than what God would do if he were here.”
Alyx drew back from him. “You can’t really believe that!”
“He did it during the Great Flood, he would do it again now.”
“Who are we to decide−”
“We’re immortal, celestial beings. We are the hands of God. We shouldn’t be hiding in our tiny cities while these humans inhabit every corner of the world like a plague of rats.” Spit flew from Mayrekk’s mouth. “We need to reclaim this planet, for the sake of this planet. Elder Michael, he has a vision for us.”
“Power corrupts,” she said softly, repeating something Jordan once said. “Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”
“What did you say?”
“This can’t happen. It’s wrong.”
In his rage Mayrekk’s eyes seemed to flicker: brown to blue and back to brown, as if she was seeing a corner of a set of blinds lifting up to reveal a hint of what was lurking beneath. Finally the flickering stopped on the set of cold blue eyes looking so wrong within Mayrekk’s soft face. They stared at her. Those icy blue eyes, those cold, determined eyes were all too familiar… 
This wasn’t Mayrekk. Alyx tugged against him, trying to get her hand free from his grip. “Let go of me.”
He snarled at her efforts. He wouldn’t let go. She couldn’t get free of this imposter. “Stupid child. Why do you fight against me when you know you can’t win?” 
Mayrekk lifted his right hand towards the sky and black clouds drew to a point above him as if drawn by a magnet. As he did this more and more of the façade started to drop, his face reassembling itself into Elder Michael, rippling out, starting from his eyes. Magic exploded out from every cloud around her, hitting her from all sides at once. She felt a tearing inside her. A tearing so painful that her pain became her entire universe, each flare of hurt a star, each cluster of stars a galaxy. He let go of her.
She began to fall.
Alyx tumbled, her limbs flapping out against the wind like broken wings. She couldn’t push against the wind. She couldn’t fly. The air was too heavy, gravity was too strong and it pulled her down, down, down towards the ground, twisting and turning underneath her, growing ever closer. She got the sense that whatever had been torn away she might never get back.
She hit the ground.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
Alyx’s eyes felt glued shut. The ground underneath her seemed to be gripping her into it so that she could barely move. Behind the darkness of her closed lids she could hear whispers echoing as if she was in a closed space. And footsteps. Footsteps echoed along the ground into her ear.
“Get her up,” a voice boomed.
Immediately several hands grabbed her arms and hoisted her up. Her head spun as she tried to stand on her own feet. She pried her eyelids open and for the first few moments while her pupils adjusted to the light, she was blinded by white.
She scanned the area around her. She was standing in the Heart of Michaelea, the soaring roof curved over her. In front of her on the platform were the three Elders: Michael, Gabriel and Uriel. The Heart was full of Seraphim, clustering in rows and rows of benches, all jostling to get a better look at her, their faces full of curiosity and contempt. 
Alyx knew instantly where she was and what this was.
Alyx screamed and her little girl’s voice pierced the night air of Michaelea. Symon was at her side in an instant. He pulled her shaking body into his arms. She wanted to hug him back but fear made her arms dead. They remained at her side. Symon didn’t appear to mind that she wasn’t responding to him.
“It’s okay, Alyx.” He pulled back and wiped the damp strands of hair from her face and cheeks. “It’s just a bad dream. A nightmare. It isn’t real.”
Alyx nodded stiffly. A nightmare. Not real. 
“They’re getting worse.” Symon’s face etched with concern. “Do you want to talk about it?”
She did. 
She wanted so desperately to trust him, to tell him about her bad dreams, dreams about her parents. Somehow she felt that sharing them with him might make them hurt less. Symon, her latest foster parent, seemed different with her than all the others.
No, a voice inside her said. You can’t trust anyone. They’ll just leave you.
So she didn’t.
Alyx tucked her fear and her guilt away inside her, deep down where no one could reach them. “I’m fine,” she forced out.
“Okay.” Symon smiled. “If you ever decide you want to talk about it, I’m here. I’ll always be here.”
Alyx stared around the Michaelea courtroom. This was how her nightmare started. The nightmares that she used to have as a child. This was her trial.
Alyx did tell Symon eventually. Back then she had told Symon and only Symon about the nightmares. She had all but forgotten about them when she got older. When she had met Israel she shared her nightmares with him. Now she was standing in her nightmare.
All those old fears came flooding back. She was suddenly nine again. She knew what was coming. She knew she couldn’t escape. She turned to run anyway. She felt a flare of pain around her wrists and was tugged back by the chains wrapped around them, held to the ground by thick clamps that disappeared into the floor. 
The invisible judge’s voice boomed over the vicious whispers of the courtroom. “Who of her accusers wants to speak first?” 
Alyx’s eyes found the witness area. There, standing in a cluster facing her, were her parents: her father, Sebastian, with the same green eyes she had, and Elise, her mother, a near-perfect copy of Alyx but with dark, deep-set eyes and long hair. In Alyx’s nightmare they had stood alone. But now they were joined by others. 
Beside them was Mayrekk, Passar, and Elysia, her old flock mate. Clinging to Elysia was Ky, Lukas’ and Ana’s son. There was also standing there all those who died during Samyara’s raid or who died fighting against him. All dead. All their eyes were on her. Alyx’s hands went to her throat as it began to close up. They were here because she had failed them.
Her father stepped forward pulling her mother, tucked under his arm, with him. “We died trying to rescue you.” 
All at once something lashed at her back. She felt her skin split open. Alyx drew an inward breath as the pain blazed into her depths. There was a second lash. This time she whimpered. She closed her eyes and sank to her knees, warm wetness trickling down her back. “I was just a baby,” she whispered.
“You stabbed me,” Passar’s voice declared. “When I was trying to do the right thing.”
The whip lashed and another strike of pain crossed her back, mingling with the first two lashes. “I thought you were Michael.”
“I died to be a message for you from Samyara,” said Elysia.
Lash.
“I died because of your botched plan to steal the Black Stone.”
Lash.
“Hello, kid.” Mayrekk’s voice came to her from across the room. Alyx opened her eyes and stared into his face.
“Mayrekk, please. You don’t blame me too, do you?”
Mayrekk’s lips pressed together. “I died because I helped you.”
Alyx sagged against her chains. She would not cry. She would not…
There was the largest, heaviest, loudest crack of the whip. Alyx’s back burst into fire. She couldn’t help the cry that tore from her mouth. 
And on it went…
Until all of them had spoken, their accusations against her laid bare. Voices from the gallery began to repeat a single whisper over and over, and it pierced her brain and echoed inside her. “Guilty.”
Alyx squeezed her eyes shut again, her head shaking back and forth to try and block out all the noise. 
“Alyxandria,” the judge’s voice boomed out across the hall and into her ears, “it is clear. You have been found guilty.”
The ground began to shake. Alyx’s eyes flew open. From beneath her a wide circular platform of stone broke up out of the wooden floor of the Heart, her chains attached to it. It rose into the air, taking her with it. 
It broke through the roof of the Heart, splinters and thatching showering her and piercing her skin like tiny needles. The platform rose higher and higher into the sky until she could not see the ground over the wide edge of the platform, just the horizon as the Earth curved underneath her.
Up here Alyx lay on her side, her chains around her like a heavy sash, the sun beating down upon her. Soon her throat was parched and her lips broken and cracked. She could barely feel it though, just another small addition to her overwhelming pain. Her wounds wept where she had been lashed. One for each death that she failed to prevent or death that she caused. They were wounds that would not close. She didn’t fight the chains. She accepted this. She deserved to be here.
Through her half-closed lids she watched a dark figure with wings circle the sky beyond. It circled closer and closer until Alyx began to make out the details: wide dark brown wings and a wide feathered tail, a red-skinned face and a curved beak like an animal of Hell. 
The vulture swooped down towards her and landed on the far end of her platform. His sharp claws made terrible scratching noises as he moved towards her, piercing her with accusatory eyes. Alyx shut her lids as the bird neared her. She must be close to death now.
“Get away,” a familiar male voice said.
There was an indignant squawk and a fussing of wings, and the vulture took off from the platform. Alyx squinted against the sun as a translucent figure kneeled down beside her.
“Symon,” she croaked. It hurt to speak.
Symon flickered. He was but a ghost here. Had he died too? Symon shushed her. “It’s me. I’m here.” He tried to touch her face, but she barely felt his fingers against her cheek as she pushed her face against him. He pulled back his hand and stared at it. Alyx could almost see right through him. “I’m weak,” he said. “I can’t affect much here.” 
“Where is here?”
“Michael is using some sort of machine, he calls it the Tree of Knowledge. He’s using it to steal magic. He’s stealing my magic. He’s used me to find you in the DreamScape and he’s using my knowledge of you to try and break you.”
It worked.
“With the added strength of the magic he’s stealing from me, he’s able to keep you trapped in here. He’s keeping your wounds open. And you’re letting him. Fight back.”
“I…can’t.”
“Alyx, listen to me. Michael’s going to open one of the gates to Hell tonight. I just don’t know which one. You can’t let him. You have to break out of this DreamScape.”
“I don’t deserve to live.”
“That’s rubbish. That’s what he wants you to think. Think about Israel and−”
“I failed Israel. I lost him.”
“Israel isn’t lost. Not yet. Now close these wounds. Break out of these chains and get out of this DreamScape.”
At the mention of Israel she felt a throb of life trickling back into her limbs. Alyx pulled against the chains that held her to this platform. They felt like steel cables. She couldn’t budge them. “I’m too weak, Symon. Everything hurts. It’s all just too much. If I just sleep a little…” She closed her eyes.
“No, Alyx. You have to fight against him.”
“I can’t fight him. He’s too strong. He won’t stop until I’m dead.”
“Alyx, Michael won’t stop because he’s scared of you.”
Alyx blinked. “What?”
“He is scared of you and Israel.”
“Why?”
“Raphael’s Prophecy says that a sacrifice made for love is the only thing that can save an entire race. You love him. And he loves you.” 
This had been what Raphael had told Israel’s mother too. She had to fight. Alyx opened her eyes and struggled to sit up.
“Yes, that’s it,” Symon urged. “You can do it.”
Alyx gathered all her remaining strength and tugged at the chains. But they were so thick and strong she could not break them. They didn’t even bend against her efforts. She swore she heard laughing in the background. The sun seemed to flare even hotter, burning her exposed skin and causing sweat to flood precious water from her body.
Alyx dropped her arms and stared at the ghostly form of Symon. “I’m sorry. I’m too weak.”
“You will not die. I won’t let you.” Symon’s face became grim. “There’s only one thing left to do.” The gravity in his voice struck a chord of fear in Alyx. 
“What are you doing?”
Symon’s ghostly figure bent down so that he was kneeling on the platform. Alyx’s eyes widened as she watched Symon’s fingers shake as he reached for the dagger in his boot. “I won’t let him use my powers to kill you. I won’t. If…if I take away my magic, then he will weaken enough for you to break out.”
“No, Symon.” The growing realization of what he meant to do gripped her like a thousand sharp claws. “Please, don’t!”
“It’s the only way, or he will destroy you. You need to live. The survival of an entire race depends on you and Israel.” Symon reached out with his free hand towards her face to brush her cheek. Alyx grabbed at him, desperate to find some purchase, but her fingers just went straight through his body. 
Symon’s hands closed around the handle as he turned the point to face himself. 
“Symon, please don’t.”
“All my life I wanted to make a difference. To do something good and right. I thought that becoming a warrior would let me do that, but I was wrong. Where I made my difference was with you.” Symon pressed the ghostly tip to his heart. 
Alyx couldn’t watch. She just sobbed into her hands, begging him over and over not to do it. 
“I love you, Alyx,” she heard him say.
“I love you too.” She squeezed her eyes shut even tighter. 
She heard Michael roaring in the background in her ears. It sounded so far away yet everywhere at once. “No, you stupid, stupid man.” 
She felt the DreamScape fading and the chains around her wrists slipping away. She knew that it was because Symon was dying and his magic was draining, no longer able to be stolen by Michael, no longer being able to be used. She felt her wounds close up even as this fresh wound in her heart split open just a little bit further.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
Alyx’s face was wet across both cheeks. Warm arms were wrapped around her. Israel. 
No. The smell was wrong. The shape of him was wrong. But still familiar. Jordan was holding her. She was in one of Cleo’s bedrooms, sitting up in bed, and Jordan was holding her. She froze. 
His hand stilled on her back. 
A clock ticked. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…” Jordan began to mumble apologies as he pulled his hands off her. 
The loss of Symon, the closest thing to a father that she had ever had, broke over her like a wave. She began to sob. She needed someone to hold her. She didn’t think Israel would begrudge her this so she clung to Jordan like he was her life raft.
Jordan rocked her softly and let her cry. And she cried. And cried. Until all the tears inside her dried up. She tried to feel glad that she had survived, but she couldn’t.
Finally she pulled away and when she did, Jordan let go of her. Alyx could see the strain of morning light through the lush, thick curtains of the bedroom. She must have been trapped in that DreamScape all night.
Jordan shifted back a little, giving her space between them on the bed. He was sitting on the edge, beside her, facing her as she sat up. “I was coming to get you,” he said quietly, “I didn’t mean… You were thrashing around in your sleep. I couldn’t wake you.”
Alyx wiped her eyes. “Why,” her voice croaked, so she cleared it and tried again. “Why were you coming for me?”
He shook his head. “Alyx, you scared me. Is everything okay?”
Alyx felt the pressure of the well of sadness rising up inside her again. She pushed back. She couldn’t give in to it right now. She couldn’t. “I don’t want to talk about it. Just tell me what you came here for.”
Jordan opened his mouth, then shut it and nodded. “Okay. Lukas just got word from Zulu. After the dark army left the castle, Zulu followed them. They turned south and eventually headed towards Morocco. They stopped in the Atlas Mountains where they remain now. They look like they’re guarding something.”
“Jordan, is there a Gate in the Atlas Mountains?”
“Yes, it’s the largest Hell Gate.”
“Alyx, listen to me. Michael’s going to open one of the Gates to Hell tonight. I just don’t know which one.”
Now she knew. 
Michael would open the Gate with Israel tonight in the Atlas Mountains of Morocco and let in a demon army. 
Tonight.
Which would mean that Michael would have to take Israel out of hiding; he’d have to bring him to Morocco. This was her chance, her chance to stop him and a chance to save Israel. 
Her grief reformed into an impenetrable steel that wrapped itself around her heart. Symon’s sacrifice would not be wasted. Elder Michael wanted a battle. She would bring a war to him.
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
“Michael is going to open the Gates to Hell tonight,” Alyx said to their small leadership team around the table. 
“His army is stationed around a remote section of the Dades Valley in the High Atlas Mountains of Morocco,” said Jordan. “We know that there is a Gate in that valley, the largest one on Earth.” 
“He’ll call forth Lucifer’s army using the Trinity Amulet, and he plans to use them, along with his dark army, to take control of this whole planet. This means wiping out every single mortal and Rogue Seraphim on Earth.” 
Alyx continued, not stopping to acknowledge the gasps that came from around her. There was no time. “This is why he attacked us at our home. We are his greatest threat. Michael wanted to distract us so that we were too focused on finding a new home and rebuilding rather than stopping him. He didn’t realize we would have Cleo and the use of her large home. There’s one more thing he won’t see coming.” 
“What’s that?” asked Tobias.
“We’re going to fight back.”
This was met with more loud astonished cries.
Tobias shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Alyx, we don’t have the numbers.”
The plan that had been formulating in her head swirled again, folding itself over and over, trying to make itself as tight and as waterproof as possible. For her plan to work, she needed help. A lot of help. 
You don’t have to do this alone.
Alyx had to ignore, to push past her gut reaction to try and defeat Michael by herself. She had to trust that she would get the help she asked for, and she would have to place her faith in those who would help. All these things made her nerves tremble like a guitar string being plucked over and over again. But she had no choice. She couldn’t do it alone. But with help, maybe…
“I can get the numbers,” Alyx said. 
“How?”
“Who?”
“Where from?” These questions flew at her from across the room.
She ignored them. She didn’t have time for them. “I can get the numbers. I know I can.” She turned to Jordan. “Remember when you said that with enough Seraphim working together, we could do incredible things?”
He was watching her strangely. “I do. What are you getting at?”
“How many DreamWalkers do we know? How many would help us?” 
Jordan shifted in his chair. “We have a few here in our community. I know several more in the other communities, and a few of the nomads who live outside of us. So maybe…fifteen in all. Give or take.”
“Good. I need you to contact them all and get as many of them as possible to meet me in the Great Ballroom at midday. That goes for all of you,” she said to the rest of them, all in various stages of open-mouthed shock. “I need all of you to reach out to any DreamWalkers you know. Tell them we need their help and we need them to be here by midday.”
“But that’s only three hours away,” said Jordan.
“Are you saying you can’t do it?”
“No, I−”
“Then do it. Please,” she added after a small pause.
Jordan stared at her for one long moment. Then he nodded. “Okay.”
“I’ll see you all at sunset,” she said, grabbing her sword off the table and rushing for the door.
“Wait, where are you going?”
“To start building us an army.”
 
* * *
 
Alyx stood atop a cliff ridge gripping Balthazar’s Communicator. She had salvaged it from the remains of her room in the castle. It was activated so the demon bug now fluttered in its cage. 
“Would it be too much for me to think that you called me just to invite me to tea?” Balthazar appeared through the forest, alone, his own Communicator around his neck pulling towards her like a magnet.
“Sorry,” she said. “We ran out of scones.”
Balthazar stopped before her. “No mini-cupcakes sprinkled with candy, then? No tiny buttered cucumber sandwiches with their crusts cut off?”
“Not even tea.”
“You’re not a very good host, are you?”
“This isn’t a social call.”
Balthazar sighed dramatically. “You never call, never write. Only when you want something.”
“I need to know how the Trinity Amulet works.”
Balthazar narrowed his eyes at her. She thought he might not answer but then he began to speak. “Lucifer’s demon army has a link in their minds to him. He calls an order to them through this link and they obey. Without fail. No questions. Total obedience. The Trinity Amulet allows the wearer to override this link. Which means that any command he or she gives is as good as having come from Lucifer himself.”
“Does everyone in Hell have this link?”
“Not everyone. Only those conscripted to Lucifer’s army.”
“Do you have this link?” 
“No. Lucifer and I have a separate and different link.” 
At least that was a relief. “Couldn’t Lucifer send a call down his link to refute the Amulet’s command? Like a counter-command to confuse the army?”
“Alyx, I really don’t like where this is going.”
“Please just answer me.”
“No. The Amulet, once activated, overrides Lucifer’s link.”
“So if the wearer of the Amulet told Lucifer’s army to kill all humans, they’d do it.”
“Like I said, total obedience. Without question.”
“And if the wearer of the Amulet told his army to kill Lucifer…”
Balthazar hissed as if she had splashed acid on his face. “Don’t you dare threaten him.” He drew his weapon from his side. “I will cut you from ear to ear−”
Alyx snatched her blade and countered Balthazar’s sword. “Balthazar, stop. I’m not threatening you. I don’t have the complete Amulet.”
Balthazar paused but his blade remained against hers applying a steady pressure. “Why all these questions?”
“I don’t have the Trinity Amulet.” She swallowed. “But Michael does.”
Balthazar blinked at her once. Twice. He seemed to have frozen.
“Balthazar?”
Balthazar snatched his blade away from her in a flick. It flew from her hand towards a tree, striking it directly in the center of its trunk, small pieces of bark scattering from where it embedded. A string of low guttural utterances left Balthazar’s mouth. Alyx guessed that this was some sort of demon swearing, but she dared not ask what he had said. This went on for some time before he stopped, seeming to remember himself. He drew himself up, brushed down his clothes and tucked part of his shirt that had come out of his pants before retrieving his blade and sheathing it. Alyx resheathed hers.
“Okay,” he said, considerably calmer now. “Michael has the Trinity Amulet. But he can’t command Lucifer’s army while the Gates between Earth and Hell are locked. At least he doesn’t have the keye.”
Alyx remained silent.
“At least he doesn’t have the keye,” Balthazar repeated. He lifted an eyebrow at her. “Right?”
Alyx pressed her lips together grimly.
Balthazar let his head fall back and he sent out another string of harsh sounds towards the sky. His arms began to flail as he erupted into shouts. “How could you let this happen? How could you let the only keye, your protectee, fall into the hands of that maniac? I knew this would happen, I knew it. He is a danger to us all. That boy should have died in Port Safaga years ago!” Balthazar’s eyes went wide, then he clamped his mouth shut like he said something that he shouldn’t have.
Alyx latched onto the very last thing that Balthazar said… That boy should have died in Port Safaga years ago!” Port Safaga, Egypt…why did that sound so familiar?
Israel was almost killed in Port Safaga when he was a boy. He survived, but only because his heart was on the left side of his body. It was why he had all his scars. Those pale diamond scars across his body and on his lip.
“You…you were the demon that tried to kill him?” Rage grew in her body as she imagined a young Israel, pain consuming him from the knife in his chest, blood leaking from him, as his distraught aunt fought to save his life. She drew her blade and pointed it at Balthazar. “He was just a boy.”
Balthazar drew his sword again. “Who turned into a man, a dangerous man, the keye to unlock Hell for Christ’s sake, now in the hands of a madman who would destroy us all. Thanks. To. You.” Balthazar exhaled as he forcibly struggled to calm himself. “We should have let him die with that poison but unfortunately Lucifer is a sucker for a good love story.”
Alyx glared at him and he glared back as they circled each other, weapons brandished, their anger building like a real, palpable thing between them. Alyx was about to leap at him when a voice inside her said, stop fighting. You’re wasting time. This is more important than throwing blame for something that happened long ago.
Another voice inside her cried, this is justice. Israel deserves vengeance for the attempt on his life. An eye for an eye.
Israel deserves to live. If you don’t get Balthazar’s help now, then Israel. Will. Die.
“Wait,” Alyx cried, the anger leaking out of her. “We can’t fight each other or we’ll do Michael’s work for him.”
Balthazar let out a long breath, which made him appear to deflate as well. “You are right.”
Slowly Alyx sheathed her weapon, and Balthazar did the same. 
“There is a Gate in the Atlas Mountains of Morocco,” Alyx said. “Do you know it?”
“I do.”
“Michael has an army guarding it now. He’s going to try and open that Gate tonight.”
“That’ll be a party to end all parties,” muttered Balthazar.
“Not if we can stop him.”
“It’ll be close to impossible.”
“Not if we work together.”
A smile slowly crawled across Balthazar’s face. “My, my. Putting our personal feelings aside for the greater good, are we?”
“This is bigger than you or me or any…disagreements we’ve had up until now.”
“Which is what I’ve been saying all along.”
“Don’t push me.”
“Fine. What are you thinking for this new…renewed…alliance of ours?”
“If the Gate is opened, you distract Lucifer’s army from Hell’s side of the portal until I figure out how to close it.”
“Distract them how?”
Alyx snorted. “Invite them all to sit down to a game of backgammon.”
“Backgammon?”
“Sarcasm, Balthazar. The only way to distract an invading army is to attack them first.”
“Right. Except for one thing… Michael will have control of our army.”
“So find another.”
“Find another?”
“Rally the demons of Hell who aren’t part of Lucifer’s army to fight against them from your side.”
“And what will you be doing?”
“Attacking him from the Earth side of the Gate.”
“Attacking him with what?”
“My own army.”
Balthazar stared at her. He knew as well as she did that the FreeThinkers didn’t have an army. 
Not yet.
“Two rebel forces on two sides of Earth and Hell against two well-trained armies. It’s suicide,” he said quietly.
Alyx paused and swallowed. “If we work together−”
“It’ll be partial suicide.”
“I just need… I just need to distract them long enough to get to Michael.”
“You mean to get to Israel.”
Alyx didn’t answer.
Balthazar sighed.
“Will you help?” she asked.
“Why not. As my mother used to say, ‘Why fear death? We’re already in Hell’.”
 
* * *
 
“Master,” Balthazar dropped to his knee in front of Lucifer as he sat in the shadows of his throne. They were alone in the vast throne room decorated with the statues of black beasts. Balthazar always felt like he was being watched when he entered this room. 
“Rise, loyal servant,” Lucifer’s voice boomed out throughout the large hall.
Balthazar stood on his hooves, his real form. “The thing we have feared most has happened.”
“I know. I was watching as you spoke with her…so, I’m a ‘sucker for a good love story’, hey?”
Balthazar grimaced. Because of his mental link with Lucifer, Lucifer could enter his mind at will, seeing what he saw, feeling what he felt. It was a similar magic to what linked Israel and Alyx together. “I’m sorry. You weren’t meant to hear that.”
“It’s not important. We will need to send a call out to the kingdoms that are loyal to us. We need bodies and we need them now.”
“So we will join Alyx’s war?”
“We don’t have much choice, do we?”
“No, we don’t.” He paused. “We can stop Elder Michael.”
“Perhaps.” Lucifer shifted on his throne. “The boy is dangerous. His blood contains too much power for one person to have. Unfortunately, where there is great power there is someone who will want to exploit it. I gave him the chance to live once…my being a ‘sucker for a love story’…thinking…hoping for their sakes that he could somehow exist without becoming a danger. But I was wrong. We cannot let sentiment overrule the greater good. The happiness of a mere two souls is just footprints in the sand when it risks the possible destruction of an entire world. Balthazar, if by chance he is still alive when this war is over…”
They had talked about this before. Balthazar had agreed with the solution but he didn’t have to like it. Sometimes you don’t like doing the right thing. 
Balthazar bowed his head. “If he is still alive, I know what I must do.”



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
Alyx flew over the expansive lawn of Cleo’s mansion as the sun was setting. She was surprised to see just how many DreamWalkers were waiting for her, all mostly jittery chattering silhouettes. Almost two dozen at her quick count. Jordan had really come through for her. Perhaps…perhaps they had a chance.
She landed down on the grass where Tobias and Jordan were standing a little apart from the others. Her face fell when she saw the open fear on both Tobias’ and Jordan’s face. “What’s wrong?”
Tobias turned to her. “We’ve heard from our familia contacts around the Society. It appears that Michael has taken over control of Uriel and Gabriel. Both leaders have disappeared, presumed dead. Michael is ordering all warriors from all three cities to prepare for battle. His army just tripled in size.”
Alyx let this thought filter into the plan in her head. “Good.”
“Good?” Tobias gave her a confused look. 
“Yes, good. It gives us an advantage.”
Tobias became more flustered. “In all of the seven levels of Hell I can’t see how this could be turned into an advantage.”
“You will.”
“Whatever you’re planning on doing,” Jordan said, “go do it.”
“Do I have your full support, Jordan?”
“Do you…?” Jordan paused. “Am I going to regret saying yes?”
Alyx shot him a brief and weary smile. “Probably.”
“I thought so,” Jordan muttered to himself. “Alyx, you’ve always had my full support. Even now.”
Alyx let out an exhale. “Thank you.”
“Are you going to tell me what you’ve got planned?”
“We’re going to raise us an army.” She turned to the DreamWalkers gathered on the lawn. She noticed several of the other community members were gathered, watching at the edges of the lawn and there were faces at almost every window of Cleo’s mansion. She had an audience.
Jordan whistled loudly to get the DreamWalkers’ attention, then stepped slightly aside to let her have center stage. A silence fell upon the lawn. And every single pair of eyes turned to her.
Alyx pressed down her nerves to stop them from jangling. Then she began to speak. “Thank you all for coming. I’m sure you all know who I am. Our situation is serious, so you’ll forgive the curtness of my greeting. Elder Michael is going to start a war on this planet. Tonight. We need to stop him. With your help we’re going to perform a mass DreamWalk, one that will reach every single Seraphim across this planet.”
A rumble went through the DreamWalker crowd. “Can we do that?” several voices asked.
“If you all work together, it can be−”
“It’s impossible,” someone cried, interrupting her. “We can’t DreamWalk every single Seraphim on this planet. What about those who are awake?”
“Jordan can lead the mass DreamWalk. He is able to create a DreamWalk that will appear like a daydream to those who are awake.”
“Will it work?” a seraph closest to the front asked. He was looking directly at Jordan, his arms crossed over his chest.
Jordan glanced at Alyx before addressing the crowd. “Perhaps collective magic use is an idea that is strange to you. That is only what we have been taught. There was a time when our people used our magic collectively on a daily basis. It was what we were born to do with our magic: share it, help each other with it. Not to ration it or horde it or to only use it ourselves. Alyx’s idea will work.”
“But we won’t be able to discern between Seraphim who are on our side and warriors fighting for Michael,” someone called out.
“That’s what we want,” said Alyx. “We need to reach everyone. Michael has made his move on Urielos and Gabriela. Their Chief Elders are missing. The Seraphim there will already know that something is amiss. We just need to talk to them.” Alyx couldn’t believe that her people had all turned bitter and hateful like Michael. If they knew the facts, if they knew the truth, she had faith that they would do the right thing.
“What are you going to tell them?” someone called out. 
“You need to lie to them. Tell them we already have a larger army,” another voice called.
“No, you need to make them fear you more than Michael. That’s the only way you’ll get them to rise to mutiny.”
“Guilt them! You have to tell them−”
“No,” Alyx said, cutting all the voices in the crowd to silence. “Fear and manipulation and lies are things that Michael has used for centuries. We will not turn into him to fight him. I’m going to tell them the truth. Our people deserve the truth. And I will give them something that Michael has never given them.”
“What is that?”
“A choice.”
 
* * *
 
From the group of DreamWalkers sitting hand-in-hand in a tight circle on the lawn, a Dream mist rolled out into the world. As was the power of dream to instantly transport a person from their bed to the other side of the galaxy, this Dream mist covered the world in the time it took to shut your eyes.
Alyx saw nothing around her for several moments, just mist. Then it began to clear, drawing back to reveal a huge crowd of Seraphim blinking and staring around as if woken from a dream. From where she stood at the front, they were a sea of faces. 
The DreamWalkers had chosen not to fill the DreamScape with anything else except for them. The floor of this DreamScape was a flat white. The edge of the DreamScape faded into swirling walls and a ceiling of soft cloud. 
“Where are we?”
“What’s going on?”
Mutterings could be heard throughout the Seraphim.
“I can answer your questions,” Alyx said. She was surprised to hear her voice echo loudly through the air as if there was a microphone in front of her lips. Part of the DreamScape, she supposed.
“You’ll forgive the suddenness of this DreamScape. We felt we had no choice. Elder Michael has called you all to battle. But we understand he hasn’t told you what he plans to do.”
“It’s not our place to question the Elders, girl,” someone called out.
“Even if he is wrong?” She scanned the restless crowd. “Elder Michael has stolen and manipulated his way into gathering all three pieces of the Trinity Amulet, an Amulet that will allow him to control Lucifer’s army. Now he has the keye that will unlock Hell.”
Several gasps could be heard throughout the DreamScape.
“Elder Michael plans to wipe this entire planet clear of any living mortal and of any Seraphim who disagrees with him.” Her voice rang with more confidence than she felt. But that was one of the tricks, wasn’t it? For anyone else to have faith in her, she had to appear to have complete faith in herself and her plan. Any lack of confidence would be a crack in the vase, a weak point that would eventually cause the whole thing to collapse.
“Why should we believe you, Alyxandria? Born without a last name. Traitor. Rogue!” a voice called out. Varian stepped out among the crowd. Here was the “crack”. Varian scanned the crowd and they pressed back from around him. His reputation was such that even his presence in this DreamScape caused fear in the hearts of many. Alyx swallowed as Varian landed his eyes on her. “What gives you the right to speak out against Elder Michael, the most revered and oldest among our Elders?” 
“The truth gives me the right. The truth can come from anyone, no matter what their birthright or status. So can a lie. Isn’t it true that Elder Michael has been preaching against the mortals?”
There were mumbles of agreement throughout the crowd.
Alyx continued, “Now Elder Michael has sought to put himself in charge even above Elders Uriel and Gabriel. By force! What gives him the right?”
“That’s a lie,” Varian cried out. “Elder Michael was given an overriding authority by the other Elders in these tumultuous times.”
“They are not lies,” a familiar booming voice called out. “She speaks the truth.” Gasps could be heard spreading through the crowd of Seraphim as a thickset, dark-haired Elder stepped forward, the crowd parting to give him space and bowing towards him. It was Elder Gabriel, one of the three Originals and the leader of Gabriela. 
Elder Gabriel moved out of the front of the crowd and stood in front of her. “Elder Gabriel.” Alyx swallowed, dipping her head to him as a sign of respect. 
Elder Gabriel gave her the smallest of chin nods back. He turned to address the crowd. “Elder Michael stormed into my office earlier today and took leadership from me, locking me even now in my chambers, guards at my doors, a prisoner in my own city, saying only, ‘It’s for the best’. Who’s best?”
“But Michael wants to free us,” said Varian. “He wants to free us from our cities. To allow us to roam free across this planet without fear of being seen by the mortals.”
“Will you accept this ‘freedom’,” Alyx cried, “in exchange for the destruction of an entire species, a species that we were created to protect? Would you be happy to roam ‘free’ across Earth’s vast lands if you knew that land was soaked in blood?”
Mumbles could be heard across the crowd.
“And who gets to control this planet if Michael is allowed to ‘free’ us?” asked Alyx. “Michael has told me himself that he plans to rule us. He will let you live in his new world so long as you obey his every word. Is Michael really offering you freedom? Or just slavery with bigger cells?”
“So you want us to follow you?” someone said. “You want to rule us?”
“No. I don’t want to rule anyone. I want you to think for yourself, Seraphim. Think about what you have seen and what you have heard and what you know…make up your own minds. If you follow anyone, anyone, blindly, you are not a Seraphim, you are a mental slave. Cast off your shackles. Know your own minds!”
A growing tremble began in the crowd, hushed but full of promise. The energy of the DreamScape began to lift, the energy of a thousand minds all waking, clearing out the dust and webs. Alyx could feel it and the moment filled her chest with hope. 
But could these Seraphim break past the habits of a lifetime? Would action follow intention? Would it be enough to defeat Michael?
“When you go to battle, we will be there,” said Alyx. “Meet us at the largest Hell Gate in the Atlas Mountains of Morocco, and together we will stop Michael from opening it and unleashing Hell upon this Earth. Anyone who decides to fight for our side, tie something white onto your arms when the fighting begins and we’ll know who you are.” 
“Well, well, well. Aren’t you a brave one?” Elder Michael’s voice boomed across the DreamScape. “Do you think that any of my people would be stupid enough to fight for you?”
“They don’t belong to you.”
“Well, how about this…” Michael spun to address the crowd. Those nearest to him backed away, creating more of a space around him as he stood alone in the center. “Whoever of you decide to fight against me, I will come for you and I will personally make your last moments on Earth hell.”
Fear rumbled throughout the crowd. Alyx was losing them. 
“You don’t scare us, Michael,” she yelled. “Together we will stop you.”
“This’ll be fun.” Michael grinned. He stretched out his hands. With his fingers he grabbed the DreamScape, causing the air and the ground around him to ripple as if he was pulling at a cloth backdrop. The crowd gasped. Even Alyx had to gape in horror. Michael was stronger than any Seraphim she had ever seen. “Let’s see you try.” 
Michael yanked his fists. There was a sound like an explosion and the DreamScape tore apart.
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
Mist swirled around Israel as he spun, trying to figure out where he was. He had been stuck in a nothingness sleep and then suddenly he wasn’t. But he wasn’t awake now either. 
Dammit, he recognized this place. He had first been introduced to this nowhere-place when he had been in a coma because of that demon poison. How did he get here? He searched his memory, but parts of his mind were still hazy. Slowly his last memory became clear.
Israel fought against Tii’la, managing to clock her in the jaw with his elbow. Her arms let go of him and for a second he thought he might be free but she quickly wrapped her legs around him instead. He was rapidly losing strength.
Israel’s eyes flicked open and shut as he fought the darkness for as long as he could, staring at Sparrow, who was now just flashes of color disappearing through the trees towards the castle. Then he couldn’t hold on anymore.
Tii’la. She had betrayed him.
And Alyx…Tii’la had gone to Atlantis with Alyx but Alyx hadn’t come back.
Where was Alyx?
Israel tried to contact her through their bond. As it had been the last time he found himself here, he couldn’t reach her.
Please, he begged to the nothingness around him, don’t let her be dead.
“Israel,” a familiar voice came through the darkness. The slim figure of the Elder pushed through the mist. His green eyes twinkled in a face that appeared of a man not more than his late thirties, although Israel knew the Elder had seen the dawn of time. Hell, the Elder probably was the one to wake “time” up. The Elder moved towards him; he did everything seamlessly, graceful like the wind and light as air. 
The Elder stopped in front of him and spoke, a serious look on his face. “We have got to stop meeting like this. Alyx might get suspicious.”
Israel raised an eyebrow. “Did you just make a joke?”
He laughed. But it quickly faded. “Jokes aside…I know about your predicament, Israel. I know Michael has you.”
“How is it that you always know what is going on before anyone else does?”
“I just do.”
“And Alyx? What of her? Is she…” Dead? Please say anything but dead.
“Alyx is preparing to go to war for you right at this very minute. Lives will be sacrificed to save you. She will need your help to defeat Michael.”
Israel let this all wash over him. The gravity of it sank into his very bones.
“Are you ready, Israel?”
“Ready for more training?”
“This isn’t just training. It will be the most important thing you will ever learn in your life so that you can do the most important thing you will ever have to do.”
“No pressure,” Israel muttered.
The Elder waved his hand and this nowhere-place
suddenly filled with light. Candlelight. Hundreds upon hundreds of candles. Perhaps even a thousand. Israel remembered the last time the Elder made him train with candles when he was with the Elder at his monastery home in China.
Israel looked down at the single candle in front of him, then around him. The flame before him was still alight. But about half of the candles around the room had been extinguished.
“I did it,” Israel said, and he felt a little bubble of joy well up inside him.
“Did you?”
“I did. I accessed the power. I accessed my gift.”
“Of course. It is part of you. But now see,” the Elder spoke from behind him. Israel turned to face him. “See how anger causes you to use that energy inside you.” The Elder waved his cane around the room.
Israel felt the bubble of joy dissipate in exasperation. “So I didn’t snuff out that one stupid candle. But look at how much power I was able to create. Look at how many other candles I was able to extinguish.”
“Imagine that the candle in front of you was someone you had to fight against and the candles around the room were those you love. What say you now?”
Israel felt the blood drain from his face when he realized what the Elder was saying. He stared at his hands. He noticed the veins showing through the paler skin on his wrists. His veins, filled with demon blood. And now that demon power he had unleashed was uncontrollable. What if he unleashed it on someone he cared about? Like Mason and the boys. Or Alyx?
“How...how do I fix this?”
“There is a greater power than anger. And unlike anger which controls you, this power is given strength through your direction. You must learn to use that instead.”
“What is it? What is this power? Knowledge? Truth?”
“I cannot tell you. You must learn it for yourself.”
Israel came back to the present when the Elder spoke. “Blow out that candle, over there.” The Elder pointed to one of the hundred or so candles in this nowhere-place. 
“I can do more complicated magic than that.”
“Regardless. I just want one blown out at first.”
Israel nodded. So practiced was he that he didn’t even have to lift his hands now to perform magic. He just thought the air around the candle to blow it out, and it did. A thin wisp of smoke rose from the blackened wick.
“Now two at the same time. This one and that one.” The Elder pointed out his targets.
Israel commanded the air around the two small flames. Again they blew out without disturbing any of the other flames around them. The Elder continued to increase the complexity of his exercises in blowing the candles out. Israel did each task without questioning and without a mistake.
“Good,” the Elder said finally. “You’ve been practicing.”
Israel beamed, pride making his chest feel full. “I have.” He wiped the few beads of sweat from his forehead.
“Now, this candle,” the Elder pointed to one right in front of Israel, “instead of snuffing the candle out, I need you to breathe into it.”
“What?”
“Infuse it with your energy, your magic. If you’ve done it right the flame will grow bigger.”
“Can…can I do that?”
The Elder gave him a look containing so much gravity that Israel felt the weight of it on his shoulders. “You can. And you must.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
While Alyx was in her bedroom preparing her battle gear, she heard a soft knock on her door. She looked up from stitching a tear on her old warrior’s jacket to find Jordan standing there.
“Can I come in?” he asked.
Alyx swallowed. It didn’t turn out so well the last time she and Jordan had been alone. “What do you need?”
Jordan held up several vials of blood. “Moloko was too tired from the blood donation and she wanted to lie down. I said I’d bring her MirageWeaver to you.”
“Oh. Of course. Come in.”
Jordan moved to her bedside where he placed the vials on her table, right on Israel’s copy of Count of Monte Cristo. Alyx stood up, shoving her jacket aside, because it felt strange to have him standing so close while she was sitting on her bed. The bed that Israel and she shared.
“You should have more than enough MirageWeaver here,” he said.
“Great. Thanks.”
“I have something else for you.” Jordan held out another vial of deep red blood to her. “It’s mine.” 
Alyx knew what he meant instantly. He had donated his own blood, his own magic, to her. Her stomach twisted the way it did when Jordan did anything nice for her. She never knew whether she should accept it.  What did he mean by this gift? Did he mean to guilt her? Was he trying to win her over again? “Oh gosh. You shouldn’t have.”
“I wanted to.” When Alyx didn’t take the vial Jordan pulled his hand back and placed his DreamWalker on the bedside next to the MirageWeaver. “I labeled the vials so you don’t get them mixed up. I hope this helps you get to Michael and Israel in time.” 
Alyx studied Jordan’s smile. It looked genuine. She found no bitterness in Jordan’s words or tone. Could he really be moving on? She smiled in return. “Thanks, Jordan.”
“No problem.”
“And not just for this.” She indicated the vial on the bedside. “Thanks for supporting me with the DreamWalkers.”
“Anytime.”
The air went still between them. The ghost of a feeling fluttered through her heart before it faded behind a strong thudding heartbeat that she knew beat in time with Israel’s. Alyx made an awkward clearing noise in her throat and turned away. “I should keep getting ready.”
“Alyx, before I go I want…”
Alyx froze. Dear God please no. Please don’t make me turn you down again. Please don’t force me to defend my love for Israel again.
Jordan tried again, “Before I go I want to call a…a reset between us.”
“A reset?” Alyx stared at him, trying to decipher the meaning in his words from his expression, but his expression was guarded and she found she couldn’t read him. Not anymore.
“Yes,” he said slowly. “Can we hit the reset button on our friendship? Go back to being the way it was before…before…you know?”
Alyx swallowed hard and looked away. She loved Israel with everything she was. But her brief affair with Jordan was still uncomfortably fresh in her mind. Being around Jordan, even as a friend, just reminded her of what she did to Israel. The guilt was too much. “I…I don’t know,” she managed.
“Please.”
She was about to refuse him, when she saw a slip of pain underneath Jordan’s expression. Oh God. How selfish and self-centered she had been. She had been so wrapped up in her own feelings of guilt and awkwardness that she hadn’t even stopped to consider what Jordan was feeling. Her feelings for Jordan had been displaced, having not been strong enough to displace the ones that were true. But he would still be trying to move on from her. Her guilt would be nothing compared to what he had to deal with. How brave of him to ask for her friendship. She would not refuse it.
Her guardedness faded. She resolved to stop avoiding Jordan and to mend their friendship. There would be no more awkwardness between them, at least not from her.
“A reset. That sounds great.” She stuck her hand out. “Friends?”
 
* * *
 
“Friends?” Jordan heard Alyx say.
And there it was. The death knell. The final bell toll for their “almost was but never should have been” romance, bright, brief and fleeting, like a shooting star. Maybe that’s all it was ever meant to be.
Jordan gave her a lopsided smile and took her hand. “Friends.”
They shook. In that solemn ritual a line was drawn in the sand between “what could have been” and “what was”. There would still be a long way to go to move their friendship back to the way it was, but at least now it felt like they had made a good start.
As Jordan left Alyx in her room to prepare for battle himself, he realized that his heart didn’t ache as he expected it would. Instead there was a kind of release, a relief, which lightened his heart. Odd. Perhaps all he needed was closure. Perhaps he was truly getting over her.
 
* * *
 
“I know what I’m doing, Piki,” Sparrow said as he moved through the halls of Cleo’s mansion. Piki fluttered around him, fussing as usual. “You’re always doubting me, but you’ll see. They’ll all see.”
Piki responded more with twittering.
“She will. She will say yes.”
Piki let out a curt chirp. Even Sparrow could hear the doubt in it.
Sparrow stopped at the entrance to Alyx’s room. He knocked on her door even though it was half open. Alyx was standing inside looking like a warrior goddess in her battle gear; black pants teamed with her black warrior’s jacket with feathered and barbed shoulders and two white armbands.
She turned. “Oh, come in, Sparrow.”
“Alyx,” Sparrow announced as he stepped into her room. “I want to come with you.”
Alyx recoiled. “Sparrow, no. War is not for…not for you.”
“But I have powers.” They were completely out of his control or nonexistent at best, but she didn’t need to know that. “I can help.”
“I know you want to help but the best way that you can help is by staying here and guarding the other young ones.”
“That’s not a warrior’s role.”
“You’re not a warrior yet. You’re too young.”
He pouted. “I’m not too young. I’m almost as old as you were when you started fighting.”
“Sparrow, this isn’t training. Some of us won’t make it back.”
“But I need to come.”
“Sparrow, I know you feel guilty about Israel. But it’s not your fault and it’s not your place to rescue him. It’s mine.”
“You’ll need my help. I can come with you.”
“I already have Vix coming with me. Sparrow, please, you need to stay behind.”
“Fine,” huffed Sparrow. Behind his back he had his fingers crossed. 
“Thank you,” Alyx gave him a quick squeeze. “I would hate if anything happened to you.”
For a second Sparrow was flooded with so much guilt he almost gave up on his plan. But a greater gnawing need overtook it; he needed to prove he wasn’t just a coward. I’m going. Alyx can’t stop me.
“You can borrow one of the books if you like to keep you occupied while we’re gone,” Alyx said. “Go on, have a look at my shelf. It’s not a big collection but it’s growing.” She indicated the fireplace mantle in her room. “I’ve got to see Vix. I’ll find you and say goodbye to you before I leave, okay?”
Alyx disappeared out the open door and Sparrow plopped down by the bed. Piki landed on his shoulder.
“I’m going, Piki.”
Piki fluttered. 
“I know what Alyx said but I don’t care. I have to help.”
Piki seemed to get more distressed, fluttering in his face.
“No, Piki, I’m not discussing it anymore. I’m going.” Or else he couldn’t live with himself. He didn’t want to be a coward. It was the worst feeling in the world. He would rather die than to keep feeling this gnawing hollow pit in his stomach.
“If you tell Alyx, then I won’t ever speak to you again.”
Piki let out a small chirp of shock, landed on his shoulder and rubbed his head along Sparrow’s neck.
“I know it’ll be dangerous. If you want to help me, figure out a way for me to help Alyx without being seen.”
Piki chirped and flew off his shoulder, landing somewhere on the bedside table.
Sparrow tapped his chin. “I just don’t know how.”
Piki hopped up and down.
“I need…I need…magic. Yes, MirageWeaver magic. I’d be invisible then.”
Piki hopped more frantically and began to twitter at him. 
“Cut it out Piki, I’m trying to think. If only I knew where to get MirageWeaver magic.
Piki opened his beak and let out a loud musical call.
Sparrow nearly rolled his eyes. Damn attention-seeking bird. “What do you want, Piki?” He turned his head. His eyes landed Piki, then on the vial of blood that Piki was standing on. It was labeled MirageWeaver. 
He gasped. “Piki, you’re a genius.”
Piki tutted at him and waggled his little head as if to say, duh, of course.

Sparrow stared at the vial. Could he? He glanced at the door. Alyx wouldn’t miss it if he borrowed a bit… 
 



Chapter Forty
 
The Dades Valley was a wild landscape. The two sides of the valley rose in craggy steep sides of pale orange-brown. A line of green trees marked the valley floor, a thin oasis stretching through this sunburned area dusted with sand. Behind Alyx were the FreeThinkers of their community and the communities across the globe. In the pale light of the full moon, she could make out Michael’s army, a black stain of ink across the valley and mountains. The sea of black-clad warriors grew as the warriors of the three Seraphim cities arrived. 
When she scanned her army behind her, they looked like a field of snowdrops, pale beacons of hope glowing under the full moon. She swallowed. Their rows of white warriors were still greatly outnumbered by the vast sea of black on either side of the mountains that guarded the valley and the Gate. Have faith, she told herself, not everyone is here yet.
All the Seraphim were coming; this was too important for them not to come. An entire race of Seraphim would stand and choose which side they would raise their swords and magic for. Black or white. Each side shifted, a growing restlessness and tension building between two armies, so thick that Alyx thought they might have to wade through it when it finally came time to attack.
She noticed Lukas dropping down from the tree that they had been using as a kind of crow’s nest. His eyes were bright and focused. He must have news. Tobias and Jordan, who were standing at her side, noticed him too. Lukas spotted the trio and hurriedly approached. 
He wasted no words when he reached them. “Our swallows have passed on this message. Michael left Michaelea with his convoy several hours ago. They should be joining the main army soon.”
“Does he have Israel with him?” Alyx asked.
“The swallows say that they saw what looked like a body under a sheet being carried. I dare say it’s him. I’ve got to get back to my post just in case more messages come through.” With that Lukas disappeared back into the trees.
“It’s time,” Alyx said. “We must attack now.”
“What are you doing?” Jordan hissed. “We’re severely outnumbered. We should wait to see if more Seraphim chose our side.”
“You think Michael is going to wait for us to get our defences together before he decides to open that Gate? No. We have to attack now. We have no choice.”
“You want all these FreeThinkers to rush to their deaths? Alyx, this is suicide.”
Alyx’s mouth suddenly went dry as she glanced out over the Seraphim who had decided to fight with her. Could she sound the command to attack now? While they were outnumbered? 
It’s for the greater good, she reminded herself as guilt twisted its way up her chest. “The rest of the Seraphim will be here soon,” she said. “I need to get to Michael now before he opens the Gate.” 
Jordan dropped her arm, a stunned look on his face. “No, you want to get to Israel. You need a distraction. We’re your distraction.”
“That’s not true.” 
“You would let an entire community of Seraphim die just so you can save him.”
“My feelings for him are irrelevant in this decision,” Alyx lied. “Our first priority is to stop Michael from opening that Gate. Otherwise Michael’s dark army outnumbering our FreeThinkers is the least of our problems. It wouldn’t just be a few who are…sacrificed, it’ll be this entire planet.”
“Tobias, please talk some sense into her.”
“I’m afraid,” said Tobias, “I agree with Alyx.”
“Tobias!” Jordan said, his shock evident.
“Making difficult choices is one of the curses of being a leader.” Tobias turned his eyes towards Alyx. There was a gravity to his stare that caused Alyx’s mouth to go dry. “You made your choice. Make sure you can live with it.”
 
* * *
 
Jordan pushed through the field of FreeThinkers waiting to attack. Where was she? Behind him he heard Alyx begin her pre-attack speech. His body buzzed with desperation and he began to shove FreeThinkers aside harder than he should have. God, he had to find Cleo now before it was too late. He had to find her.
He spotted her through the crowd. She was in skin-fitting black, a type of leather cat suit that stretched and hugged every single one of her curves, blades strapped to her thighs and hips. She had her dark hair tied back, which only highlighted her sharp cheekbones, thick lips and the bottomless depths of her dark cat-shaped eyes. She had two warriors at her side, two witless idiots that she was flirting with just to pass the time, no doubt. She laughed at something one of them said, or perhaps she was just laughing at them. Jordan certainly wanted to. The sound of her laugh tinkled over the air to his ears. Her admirers drew closer to her, completely ignorant, like mice being played with by a cat.
She looked up and their eyes met; she broke off mid-sentence. Her body turned towards him. Suddenly he felt like he was the only man on this battlefield. A deep protectiveness came over him. 
He stormed right up to her and grabbed her arm, pulling her away. “Get out of here, Cleo,” he hissed low to her.
Immediately her face changed into that combative scowl that he was so familiar with. “Isn’t there room on the battlefield for the two of us? How about you get out of here.”
Jordan pointed at Alyx who was mid-speech now. “She’s about to order the attack. Our backup isn’t here yet. I’ve seen our numbers, Cleo. It’s a suicide mission, a distraction so she can get to the Gate.”
“Are you fighting?”
“Of course.”
Cleo pulled her arm out of his hand. She leaned in, so close that he could smell the mint on her breath. She stared him right in the eyes. “Then I’m staying.”
“Are you insane?”
“All my life I’ve been running from death, running from life, fearful of growing old. I don’t want to be afraid anymore.”
“Cleo, if you fight you’ll die for nothing.”
“No.” Her eyes blazed with a dark fierceness. “It means I will have lived for something.”
Jordan stared at this woman who continued to shock him with everything she said and did. Her soul blazed with more fire than he thought should be possible in a mortal body. She wasn’t a duchess, she was a queen. His brave little warrior queen. He realized in that moment what he had been ignoring for the last few weeks… 
“Cleo,” his voice rang with awe. I’m falling for you. I don’t know when it started or perhaps I had always been but was too stupid to realize it, but there it is… I’m falling in love with you. That’s what he wanted to say. That’s what he should have said. But instead, this came out. “I see you, Cleo. I see underneath all that sex and trash talk you cover yourself with. You are kind even though life has not always been kind to you. You shine with light even though you have lived in darkness. You are easily the bravest person here because you tempt death more by being mortal. Please, would you do me the honor of letting me fight alongside you?”
Cleo blinked at him rapidly. “Oh, wow…”
They were the truest words he had ever spoken. 
A look came to her eyes and she tilted her head. “Did you get possessed by a demon or something?”
“What?”
“Who are you and what have you done with my Jordan?” Did she just say her Jordan? “It’s kinda unnerving, you being so nice to−”
“Cleo, just take the damn compliment.”
“Okay…thanks. And by the way, yes.”
“Yes, what?”
“Yes, you can fight alongside me. Just try not to cramp my style.”
Behind him he heard Alyx’s shout to advance. The FreeThinkers around them roared in response and began to move around them.
“It begins,” Jordan said.
Before he could move, Cleo closed the space between them and pressed her mouth to his. Her kiss was hard yet her lips were soft. That tiny space where their mouths connected contained the promise of a passion big enough to shake the universe. Her kiss silenced his heart, then kick-started it again like a shock to the chest. It was over all too quickly and suddenly there was space between every part of their bodies.
Holy Hell.
“So, it begins,” she said.
She tapped his chin with her finger, closing his mouth for him. She winked at him as she brushed past, her sword singing as she unsheathed it.
So, it begins. He wasn’t sure if she was talking about the battle.
 



Chapter Forty-One
 
Alyx thrust her sword in the air and her white army let out a roar, their voices united as was their cause. The white sea sparkled with the glints of silver. They rushed around Alyx like water around a rock. She lowered her sword and turned, swallowing hard as she watched the flurry of white aiming for the sea of black. The first sounds of swords started to fill the air and the first of her army started to die, their cries cut short as were their lives.
“Making difficult choices is one of the curses of being a leader. You made your choice. Make sure you can live with it.”
Was she a leader? She didn’t feel like one. She just felt like a girl who wanted to save a boy she was in love with.
“So, it begins,” said Vix who was standing beside her.
“Yup.” That’s all that she could manage to say.
“Can you see him?”
Alyx opened her Soulsight and scanned the area, looking for that single soul that belonged to her. For a single moment of dread she thought that she might have made a mistake. She thought that this might have been a trick and that Michael wasn’t at this Gate. But then her heart tugged at her. She spotted him, Israel, shining brighter than any other soul in this valley.
She let go of her Soulsight, grabbed the set of binoculars at her hip and peered into the night. There looked to be nothing moving through the valley from the north and yet when she looked with her Soulsight, there they were, a small convoy and Israel approaching the mosque at the base of the valley, where the Hell Gate was located.
“I see them. They’re headed to the mosque down in the valley.”
 
* * *
 
Hidden under borrowed MirageWeaver, Sparrow hid close by, listening to Alyx and Vix plan their path through the battlefield to the mosque down in the depths of the valley. He had made Piki promise to remain back at the castle. When the faithful swallow refused Sparrow tricked him into a makeshift cage with food. Piki had fluttered angrily against the bars as Sparrow promised to be back soon. He felt a little bad for tricking him, but he didn’t want his little friend getting hurt if he came with him. 
Now that Alyx and Vix had both disappeared under their mirage, he wished that he had let Piki come with him. He felt very much alone and deathly afraid.
“When I became a man, I put away childish things,” he whispered to himself. He set out into the sky after Alyx and Vix.
The battle raged like a storm across the valley and sky. Sparrow darted around clashing Seraphim, ducked aside from balls of magic and avoided falling bodies, all the while looking for the next gap between the fighters. It was slow progress but he edged closer and closer to the mosque. 
He trembled when the swing of someone’s sword got too close. But he stayed his path. He wished he could crawl into some dark, warm, safe place where there would be no swords or sharp objects, but he kept going. Because being a coward, was worse. He was the reason that Israel got caught. He had to make things right. 
Even if it killed him.
 



Chapter Forty-Two
 
Tonight the valley rained. Droplets of blood fell upon the thirsty, dusty ground as the battle spread out across the valley and into the sky as well. Black and white clashed in the air, flying at each other at great speeds, blades spinning and glinting like glitter. Magic cracked across the air like lightning and burst against each other like fireworks. Every so often an angel would take a wound they could not heal and fall from the sky, landing, broken, with a final thud upon the sand. Vix stayed close to Alyx as they began to weave their way through the battlefield, both under a mirage. 
Alyx tried to ignore the cries of battle in the air. It was all around them. She tried not to think about who from her side were losing their lives in a sacrifice against evil. She tried not to think who would lose the love of their life today. She couldn’t think such things. They would render her broken and useless. And she had to push on.
Finally the mosque loomed ahead, a large domed building the same color and texture as the sand around them, guarded by two domed towers, a shorter one to the right and a taller one to the left that pierced the inky sky. The entrance to the mosque was a huge central archway painted in elaborate symmetrical patterns with all the colors of the desert. Two entry doors blended almost completely into the archway. 
Inside Alyx could see Israel’s soul light. There was another light in there with him. 
Michael’s.
There looked to be nobody guarding the mosque. But Alyx knew that to be false. With her Soulsight she could see the light of the warriors guarding the mosque entrance hidden under a mirage. Alyx grabbed Vix’s arm firmly and pulled her to the roof above the entry. They peered over the edge and Alyx leaned into Vix’s ear to whisper. “Israel’s inside, alone with Michael. But there are six guards stationed around the entryway under a mirage.”
“Where?”
Alyx pointed out the pairs. “Under my mirage I can see them with my Soulsight but they can’t see me. I can take them out one by one.”
“We don’t have time for stealth. Israel doesn’t have time for stealth.”
“What do you suggest then?”
“I’ll distract them. You go in and kick Michael’s ass.”
“Vix, there’s six of them. It’s suicide.”
Vix grinned. “So, it’ll be a challenge for me. Go save our boy.” 
Before Alyx could protest, Vix flipped off the roof, disappearing under her mirage. With her Soulsight Alyx saw Vix fall silently behind one of the guards Alyx pointed out. There was a cry of pain and the guard’s soul snuffed out. 
Alyx dropped her Soulsight. Down below only the guard stood visible with a sword extending out the front of his stomach. It pulled back through his body and disappeared back under Vix’s mirage. There was a commotion as the rest of the guards, still under their mirages, scrambled to fight off this invisible opponent.
Vix, I hope you know what you’re doing.
With one last glance at Vix’s soul and a small prayer that she would survive, Alyx slid down from the roof to the entrance and slipped inside the doors.
Just inside was a dim entry hall, one that would have held rows of shoes and sandals of prayer-goers. From the entry hall there was a skinny arched corridor with bathrooms on either side, doors now closed, where devotees could wash. At the end of the corridor she would have to pass through a final set of doors to get into the heart of the mosque. There was no one else here. She could hear the muffled sounds of fighting outside.
Alyx crossed the entry hall and stepped quietly into the dark corridor. The walls and tiled floor felt like they were closing in on her. The hairs on her skin rose from the chill fingering her from all sides. Even sound died in here, the outside noise of fighting taken over by a deafening silence. Alyx had the sense that she just stepped into her own coffin. 
Perhaps she had. 
On the other end of this passage was Michael, an all-powerful Michael with unknown amounts of stolen magic to wield. And her? Why did she think that she could take him on? Her, with her flimsy mirage and the blood tattoo marks like children’s drawings covering both her arms. There was no light at the end of this tunnel. Nothing but death. 
Her step faltered. She could run. She could turn back now and escape. She could live. She could slip into the confines of Purgatory and hide away and try to forget that the world was burning without her.
As soon as she thought of it, the urge to run died away. There was no life without defeating Michael. No life beyond Israel, who was beyond those doors. Even if she ran there would only be death waiting for her. She pulled out a long dagger, her eyes on the door at the end of this corridor.
Come then, death. I’m ready for you. 
 



Chapter Forty-Three
 
At the end of the archway Alyx tested the door handle. It was unlocked. She squeezed open the door just a crack, the sound of her heart thudding in her body seemed to echo in this passageway. Inside the mosque was a huge room covered in a blood red carpet. Thick sandy-colored pillars circled the center of the room and held up the tall mosaicked dome above. Glass and iron lanterns fell on long chains from the high ceiling in circular patterns extending out across the room from the inner edge of the dome, lighting the space in a warm flickering glow. On the far edge of the underside of the dome was Israel, mounted on a wooden cross that was secured between two pillars, the floor and the ceiling. Israel’s head was slumped over so his chin was at his chest. Michael was beside him, securing his right forearm to the cross with rope, his wrist facing out.
She arrived just in time. There was no blood flowing yet from Israel’s wrists. He was alive and unharmed. So far. At the sight of him, Alyx’s heart smashed into the inside of her ribcage like an animal furious to be freed. Her blood roared through her veins like a thunder of horses and she fought the urge to throw herself at Israel and tear off his bindings. She ordered herself to hold back. Patience, Alyx. Patience.
Any impulsive move would bring Michael’s attention to her, and be the end of them all. To win against Michael, with all his stolen magics, she needed the advantage that stealth would bring her. 
She tore her eyes from Israel and focused on Michael. He had moved to Israel’s left hand and was now tying his other wrist, his back to her. Swirls of hatred licked inside Alyx’s body and she welcomed them. 
Feeling secure under her mirage, she gripped her dagger tighter. Michael’s back was her only focus, the only thing she could see. She imagined where his black bitter heart lay in amongst his ribs and lungs. That was where her dagger would rest.
She pushed the door open wider, excruciatingly slowly. Almost there, almost wide enough to let her through. 
Now.
She slid her body sideways through the gap and into the mosque. An incense, something musky and sweet like one of the desert flowers outside, reached her nose. The air in here was hot compared to the air in the corridor and her skin tingled with the change in temperature. Keeping her feet off the carpet and the rest of her body perfectly still, she cut silently through the air towards Michael.
As she neared the center of the mosque, she could see that the carpet had been torn back from the floor under the dome. In the stone foundation was a huge circle, mirroring the circle of the dome above, running along the inner edge of the pillars. It was the Hell Gate. Within the circle were engraved lines making a pattern that she couldn’t quite make out from here. Alyx felt bile rise in her throat. These divots were where Israel’s blood would run when Michael cut open his wrists. Israel’s blood, his tri-blood − Seraphim, demon and mortal − would drip onto the Gate, filling up all of the engravings, to open it.
She would not let this happen.
Her muscles coiled, tense and ready, adrenaline surging through her veins, as she flew towards him, barely daring to breathe. Michael hummed, sounding pleased with himself. He gripped Israel’s forearm and drew a dagger from his side as if to slash his wrist.
Now. 
Alyx launched forward, thrusting her dagger into his back. Michael spun and his blade smashed against hers. Alyx choked back her surprise. How? Her mirage was still working. She was invisible. 
“Did you think I wouldn’t realize you were there?” Michael said, his voice booming out across the cavernous space. He grabbed her wrist with his free hand so she couldn’t get away. She grabbed his with hers. They grappled with each other’s wrists, both daggers pointed towards the other. Michael wasn’t trained as a warrior but he was strong. Stronger than she imagined he could be. Michael’s icy blue eyes flared and a grin crawled across his face. “Sorry. I’m being cruel. I should stop toying with you.”
He twisted her wrist in a burst of strength that shocked her. Her forearm flared in pain and she dropped her dagger. It clattered to the ground. 
Oh God, she realized. He’s stronger than I realized. 
Michael kicked her. She flew backwards through the air and landed on the ground. Pain jolted through her body, causing her to drop her mirage. 
“You won’t win, little girl. Not against me.”
Behind Michael, Alyx caught sight of Israel’s head moving, just a slight rolling of his head. She heard him groan, a low, pained moan that echoed softly across the expanse of room between them.
Michael spun towards Israel, taking his eyes off Alyx. “Wakey, wakey. That sleeping drug Tii’la gave you is a bitch, isn’t it? It might take you a while to actually wake up.”
Alyx miraged herself again and moved silently around in a curve, ever closer to Michael. 
“You’ll miss the tragic death of your girlfriend.” Michael spun back around towards where Alyx had been. His face registered a momentary frown when he realized she wasn’t there anymore. His eyes moved around the cavern as if he were trying to peer through her mirage. For a second she swore that he looked straight at her, his icy blue eyes sending a shiver cascading down her spine. “Do you really think miraging yourself is really going to stop me from finding you?”
Hopefully just for as long as it takes for me to kill you. Alyx kept circling him, moving closer and closer as she did. 
Michael flicked out waves of Air magic using just the tips of his fingers. He turned and did the same in a different direction, searching the room for her.
“Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
Alyx begged her heart to remain steady as his Air pulses grew closer and closer. She wasn’t close enough to him as she wanted to be yet. But one more pulse and she would be discovered.
She had no choice. She pulled at Jordan’s DreamWeaver and let out a furious pulse. He spun and countered with a DreamWeaver pulse of his own. Their pulses smashed into each other with an explosion that echoed through the mosque. Electricity crackled through the air as blue sparks spat across the mosque, adding their own eerie cold light to the lanterns. 
Alyx darted around Michael throwing everything she had at him, praying that one of her magics hit him. She threw DreamWalker at his chest to try and weaken him, EarthWeaver at his feet to destabilize him, MemorySong at his head to try and stun him, FireTwirler at his heart to try and burn him. She even used Alchemist to turn the air molecules around him into shards of metal to try and wound him. 
But none of her attempts hit him. None of them came close. He countered each one with a flash of his palm as if they were flies, pesky and annoying but ultimately harmless.
Finally her last pulse of magic threw out from her hands. Her heart sank to see Michael merely slap it to the ground, where it clattered across the carpet like glowing marbles before dissipating into thin air. She felt her mirage begin to stutter. Even that magic was running out. Like her hope.
Michael’s gaze found her. He smiled, a slowly crawling, slithering smile. That sight alone was enough to make her hairs stand on end and her heart skip a beat and her resolve crack. What was she doing here? What made her think she could take Michael on by herself?
“Running out of magic, are we? Too bad. I was enjoying our little tete-a-tete. For someone with no intrinsic magic of her own, you’ve given me a remarkably good warmup.”
He spoke about her magic attacks as if they were tennis balls thrown to him from across the net so he could practice his return. They probably were to him, she realized. Michael was right. She had no chance of winning against him. He was too strong, warped by the thievery of magic from other Seraphim. 
Like Symon.
She would die. And Symon would have died for nothing.
Michael slammed his palms out to her. For the split second before it hit her, she recognized the glaring white light as AirWhisperer magic. It slammed into her, knocking her back and against the wall. All breath was crushed out of her.
She slid to the ground with a thud. Her body ached all over but her limbs felt numb. 
Alyx? She heard Israel call softly to her. Where are you?
Her breath entered sharply through her lungs. I’m coming.

Alyx, I can’t open my eyes. I can’t move my body. 
You’ve been drugged.
Angel, I just want to go back to sleep.
Fight it, Israel. Fight it and wake up.
The thought of Israel was the only light in her world right now. She had to get up. She tried to force feeling back into her arms as she tried to push herself up.
I am not defeated, Alyx thought firmly. Not while there is still life in my veins.
“Do you hear that?” Michael raised his hand dramatically to cup his ear. “That’s the sound of an entire demon army waiting hungrily beyond that Gate. I think it’s about time to let them in.”
 



Chapter Forty-Four
 
“Michael,” Alyx implored as Michael moved towards Israel, “you don’t have to go through with this.”
Michael didn’t even look at her when he replied. “Oh, but I must. In the name of God, I must.”
“God would never allow the complete destruction of an entire race of people. God loves all his creations on Earth, including humans.”
Michael spun. “God doesn’t care about these humans. He doesn’t care about this planet. He doesn’t even care about us.”
“He does, he just−”
“He left us here!” Michael roared. “Our father left us here to rot without him. He shut up the gates to Heaven two thousand years ago and he left me here all alone, to fend for myself, to struggle without him. Don’t tell me that is a sign of love.”
“That’s it, isn’t it?” Alyx realized. Her heart softened with pity. “You’re angry at him.”
“Shut up.” 
“You hate him for the neglect you think he’s shown you. That’s why you want to do all this, a boom that would be heard all around the world. Perhaps if you make it big enough, it’ll get his attention.”
“Shut up!”
“Michael, you need to understand, he didn’t leave us here because he stopped loving us. He left us here because it was what we needed to grow. He left us here because he loves us. Your father loves you. Don’t do this.”
Michael’s cold faced cracked. His eyes misted over as if he was remembering something...or someone. “My father…” Michael’s face softened and he looked so much like a boy. A lost and lonely boy. It only lasted a moment. A mere second. Alyx could see the wave of bitterness descending over him, refreezing everything in its path. “You don’t know anything!” Michael roared. 
She tried again. “Our father loves us. He loves me. He loves you.”
She watched helplessly as the final piece of Michael’s heart froze. “My father does not love anyone.”
Michael flung AirWhisperer at her. It picked her up and slammed her against the wall again. Her world went white with pain. Alyx felt the plaster crack underneath her back before she fell. She fought to hold onto consciousness as she hit the ground. 
All she could think as she teetered on the brink of consciousness was that Michael was too far gone, anger having consumed him completely. He could never change. Not now. It was too late for him. This made her feel, above anything else, even above the pain throbbing inside her body, an incredible sadness.
 



Chapter Forty-Five
 
“Ah, good,” Michael said. “You’ve woken up just in time for the best bit.”
Israel was awake! Through her blurred vision, Alyx sought his face. His eyes were fluttering open, his chin was up, looking around the room until he found her. Even amidst this impossible situation, his face shone with love. Alyx felt her chest fill with purpose. Love would be her shield.
She saw him look up at Michael as he approached, the dagger glinting in his hands. Israel struggled helplessly against the rope bindings.
“No, please,” Alyx croaked out. Her voice was barely audible even to her own ears and it did not make a difference. Michael lifted up his blade to Israel’s forearm. And slashed down. 
Alyx catapulted into Israel’s mind. She felt the burning line of pain at his wrist where Michael had cut him. She heard Michael’s heavy breathing as he moved to his other side. She felt him struggle to pull his arm free of his bindings, his arms grazing against the rough rope. She let out a cry, a duel cry with Israel, when Michael slashed open his other wrist. 
She saw through his eyes the ruby red drops of life falling from his wounds and onto the Gate below into two small pools below. The pools started to spread, oozing along the engraving. Where his blood flowed, a dark red glow appeared. 
Alyx struggled to push herself up to sitting. Her body hurt so much. She was sure her ribs were broken, and she could feel blood pooling underneath her skin where she had slammed against the wall.
“Are you still trying to get up?” Michael laughed at her. “It’s actually quite admirable, all of you are. Even your pathetic little army out there.” 
Michael strode over to Alyx, his footfalls sounding like giant’s steps. Israel’s voice in her head was the only thing keeping her going. Come on, angel. Get up.
Alyx rolled to try and gain distance from Michael, ignoring the cries of her bruised flesh. But she couldn’t move fast enough. Michael grabbed her from behind and curled his arm around her, forcing her neck into the crook of his elbow. She pushed at his arm and punched at him, but her feeble attempts were all but ignored by him. 
“I told my army to dip your white sashes in blood when they killed one of your traitorous soldiers,” said Michael, his voice booming through the mosque. He stopped before one of the few arched windows of the mosque and pointed through it with his blade, still dripping with Israel’s blood. “Watch. Watch as your hopes turn to blood.” 
Through the window a black army and a white army clashed in the night sky like warring insects. Even as more and more Seraphim arrived to join both sides, the black still outnumbered the white. 
What’s going on out there? Israel asked her.
I convinced them all to fight. Jordan, Cleo, Vix…your father… Alyx bit back the guilt that retched up her throat. She could do nothing but stare in horror as one by one, the white symbols of hope turned bloody. Another Seraphim dead. Another soul wasted. 
“See what you’ve caused with your…resistance?” Michael said. “You could have saved them. You could have accepted my gift of this world to them, just for them, but instead you chose to sacrifice them to try and save your precious little humans and your disgusting half-breed lover.” Michael leaned in close. His next words were a whisper and spoken as if he were a lover. “Every drop of their blood is on your hands.”
Michael’s arm loosened from her neck. She collapsed to the carpet, her body weakened further with guilt. Her fingers scratched at the lush carpet as she struggled to crawl away. 
“You’ve become boring to play with.” Alyx felt thick Air magic rolling her onto her back and pressing her down so she was pinned. “Send my regards to our father for me.” 
She screamed as Michael raised his sword up. 
 



Chapter Forty-Six
 
“You got any enemies left for me?” 
Jordan struck a black warrior with DreamWalker, causing him to collapse on the ground. He turned to see Balthazar at his side. Balthazar lunged at a black warrior almost gleefully.
“About bloody time, Balthazar,” Jordan said.
“You know me. Fashionably late. I like to make an entrance.” 
Balthazar had come with reinforcements. A small group of Darkened surged around them, all armed to the teeth, their second faces flashing with menace, and all of them wearing white. 
Jordan scanned the battlefield. Wasn’t this a day for the history books, he thought as he stared around the battlegrounds. Seraphim and demons fighting alongside each other for one cause.
But it wouldn’t be enough. Not nearly enough to tip the odds in their favor.
“Not to sound ungrateful,” said Jordan as he sent out more DreamWalker pulses and struck out with his sword, “but they’re all you could wrangle together?” 
“Most of my men are on the other side of that Gate,” Balthazar said. He shimmered in and out of sight using his mirage magic as he fought off his own warriors. “I thought it’d be more fun on this side.”
Balthazar kicked the warrior off the end of his sword with a satisfied grin. His eyes found Cleo over Jordan’s shoulder. They had been fighting back-to-back with each other. “Hello. And who is this lovely creature?”
Jordan growled as he moved to shield her with his body. “No one you need to acquaint yourself with.”
“Well, well, well, the infamous Jordan Bonaven finally settling down, hey? I approve.” As Balthazar spoke, he defended himself against an attacker with one hand, making it seem so easy. Balthazar cursed suddenly. He gave one final slice at his attacker and began to shove his way down the slope of the valley.
“Where’re you going?” Jordan called out over the clash of swords.
Using his sword Balthazar pointed to the swirling black cloud over the side of the mountain that was growing in thickness, swirling like a satanic vortex. “The Gate is opening.”
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
 
As Michael raised his sword, Alyx’s scream vibrated through Israel, causing rage to flood through him. Using his magic, he picked up one of the large ceremonial vases that were dotted around the place and flung it as hard as he could at Michael. The vase smashed across his back.
Michael hissed at Israel over his shoulder. Alyx’s scream faded. 
That’s it, attack me, not her. Israel picked up another ceremonial vase and threw it at Michael. Michael turned fully towards him, magic sparking from his palms. The second vase shattered midair in a smash before it got near him. Michael laughed.
Alyx began crawling towards her fallen sword, the metal winking in the candlelight like a spark of hope. Come on, angel, he urged her. Almost there.
Israel picked up two vases this time, one that Michael could see and one from behind him. Israel threw both at once. Michael smashed the vase in front of him with a flick of his magic, but the vase thrown from behind shattered over his head. Michael roared, wiping ceramic pieces from his shoulder, glaring at Israel. How many vases were left around the room?
Using magic, Michael threw his dagger at him. Israel pushed out his magic and the dagger deflected, whirling past his head. Michael missed. 
Michael grinned. “Try to aim without the use of your eyes!”
Michael didn’t miss. The direct throw was a fake attack. There was a glint of metal in the corner of his eye as the dagger curved around from the back of the cross. Israel squeezed his eyes shut and screamed as a fiery pain sliced across both of his eyes. Warm wetness soaked down his cheeks like sticky tears. In a panic he tried to open his eyes but he couldn’t. Everything remained black and red with pain. 
He was blind. 
Alyx screamed again and her voice was filled with pain. He knew Michael was hurting her. She was suffering. His pain suddenly became irrelevant. 
What was going on? He was pinned under this thick veil of darkness. He couldn’t see. 
But Alyx could. He dipped into Alyx’s head and her vision opened up in front of him. So did the pain blossoming across her body. The same dagger that had cut his eyes was now sticking out of her stomach. Michael was advancing on her again, his fingertips crackling with sparks. 
He felt her grab the sticky handle of the blade with shaking hands. She braced herself then pulled it out, crying out as she did so. Her stomach tingled as her body began to try and heal itself. Alyx pointed the dagger at Michael as she shuffled back away from him. Israel’s heart swelled when he felt the defiance in her. She wasn’t going to give up. That’s my girl.
Israel felt tiny fingers at his side, pulling his attention back into his body. “Israel, it’s me.” Israel recognized Sparrow’s voice, stuttering with fear and determination. 
“Sparrow, what are you doing here?”
“I’m going to get you out of here this time.” Sparrow was trying to untie his ropes. His fingers were shaking, making the task difficult. 
“Stupid girl.” Michael’s voice boomed across to him, pulling his attention back into Alyx’s body. “You really think that pathetic piece of steel is a match for my magic?”
Israel felt Alyx being slammed down as if a great force were crushing her to the ground. Her arm holding the dagger was pressed down too, rendering her weapon useless. He could hear her gasping as the air was pushed out of her lungs, and he felt pain flare as her ribs cracked one by one under the pressure. Michael was going to crush her. He had to do something. Anything… 
An idea struck him. He had only one chance to make this work. But he needed Sparrow to help. “Sparrow,” he whispered down to the boy at his side, “throw your magic out in front of me.”
Sparrow’s voice trembled violently. “No. I can’t.”
“Sparrow, please. Throw out as much as you can.”
“I can’t control it. What if I hit you?”
“You won’t. I trust you.”
Under the darkness of Israel’s useless eyes, he felt as if everything grew still. Then he heard Sparrow’s voice, “Okay.”
Israel went into Alyx’s mind. As Michael towered over her, his magic crushing her, Alyx began to bleed inside as her body broke from the pressure.
“Do it now,” Israel yelled.
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
 
I trust you.
Sparrow stared up at Israel. Even as this man stood tied to a cross and blinded, he trusted Sparrow.
All his life, people had tried to get him to trust them, coaxing him, bribing him, telling him words they knew he might want to hear, making him do things for them. But no one had ever had enough faith in him to trust him.
Except Israel. Israel believed in him.
Sparrow would not fail. 
Sparrow held out both palms to the space in front of Israel. He let go of all the restraint around his heart, he dropped the wall that guarded all his true emotions, he released all of his attempts at holding back this magic that had been building up in him for months now. It burst from him, a great raging, uncontrollable force swirling out of him, reaching a fervor as he squeezed his eyes shut and screamed his heart and soul into his hands. 
 
* * *
 
Through Alyx’s widening eyes, Israel saw the black magic swirling out in front of his cross. She didn’t know where it had come from. But he did.
Israel pushed out his own magic, gathering Sparrow’s thick power in it like a hurricane gathering leaves from the trees, gathering it into one focused mass. Now was the tricky part. He had to aim, using Alyx’s eyes, but pushing out from his body.
I’m sorry, Israel. Alyx’s voice, so soft as if she were already a ghost, floated into his mind. I can’t stop him.
You can’t. But we can.
Israel threw all of Sparrow’s GiftKeeper magic at Michael. Through Alyx’s eyes he saw the thick mass of power slam into Michael, soaking into him like a dark wine soaks into a sponge. Michael jolted and Israel felt the force on Alyx releasing. Sparrow’s GiftKeeper magic slid down Michael’s body and into the rocky ground, taking with it all of Michael’s stolen magic. Israel felt Alyx’s body release completely from the magic holding her down and heard her intake of breath.
Michael stared at his hands. No more magic flowed out from them. It had worked. “My…my magic. What…?”
Stronger together,
he heard Alyx say in his mind.
Invincible together, he replied.
With a violent burst of energy, he felt Alyx launch from her spot. She flew towards Michael, her momentum knocking them both back towards the middle of the room, her dagger burying deep into his heart.
Israel felt Alyx let go of Michael as he staggered back, staring at the dagger protruding from his chest, then up at her. She collapsed to her knees as the burst of energy drained from her. Michael tripped on the piece of torn carpet around the dome. He fell back and died on the very Gate he was trying to open. 
 
* * *
 
Jordan wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. He felt sticky blood smear across his forehead. His right arm was starting to show signs of fatigue from fighting with his sword and his magic was drained. The only thing keeping him going was Cleo’s presence behind him. The air was filled with the rank stench of blood and spilled intestines. The clanging of swords around him was so loud, like mismatched bells. Across the valley and the mountains, the desert sand and patches of grass turned a sticky dark brown. 
The last of the Seraphim from the three cities poured into the battle. The two sides were almost evenly matched now, the black against the white. 
“Jordan,” Cleo cried, her voice breathy with exertion. “We can’t win.”
“We can. We’re evenly matched now.” 
“That’s not what I mean.”
Cleo let out a cry causing Jordan to turn his head. She was on her knees, a bright angry gash across her right arm, her sword lost to the earth somewhere. A Seraphim in black was towering over her, ready to cut her down with his sword.
Jordan unsheathed a dagger and threw it at her attacker. It struck him dead in his heart. He ran to her and held out a hand. She grabbed it and he helped her up. Their eyes locked. For a second the battle faded around them. She smiled and it filled his chest with warmth. How strange that he could find a heartbeat of happiness among all this bloodshed.
“Thanks.” She pulled her hand away to draw another sword and the moment was broken. They both turned back-to-back again to clash with oncoming attackers.
“We can win,” Jordan said. “We just have to keep fighting until Alyx defeats Michael and stops the Gate from being open.”
“And when she succeeds…how does she stop all of us from killing each other?”
A cold realization fell upon Jordan like a shroud. The two armies were evenly matched now. They would both just keep killing each other until there was no one left. 
No one would win.
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
 
We won, Alyx thought as she dropped the dagger, now with Michael’s blood on it. She swayed on her knees. She let her torso slump forward to the floor and her forehead fall onto the carpet, as if she were praying. Her body ached when she moved. She thought she might like to stay like this forever.
“Alyx,” yelled Sparrow. “The Gate!”
Alyx’s head snapped up. Israel’s blood had oozed around the engraving in the floor and now the two ends had met, completing the circle. An eerie light shone around the edge of the Gate as if it were a light slipping through the crack under a door. 
The ground began to shake. The lanterns hanging from the ceiling began to rattle like bones. Pieces of grit and rock fell from the mosque ceiling and the air immediately smelled dusty. Hot air exploded up out of the Gate ripping apart the entire ceiling of this mosque. Dust, sand and large pieces of plaster swirled around her. Above her the sky twinkled with stars. She saw the two armies pause collectively at the explosion.
The inner point of the circle engraving started falling away, revealing a black tunnel going deep into the ground. Michael’s arm fell into the hole, then his shoulder. He was going to fall into this Hell hole. 
“The Amulet!” Alyx realized.
Alyx pushed herself up from the ground and launched towards Michael as his body tipped over the widening edge. Her hand found the leg of his pants just as his torso tipped in, his body hanging partially from the edge. She stared into the hole, a black and swirling portal extending right into Hell. In the distance she could see figures advancing.
Michael’s body was getting heavier as it was being pulled into the Gate. Alyx yanked him back with all her might and grabbed for the Amulet against his shirt. She caught it, the chain twisting painfully around her fingers. The weight of Michael’s body pulled against it. The chain snapped and his body slid into the abyss. 
Alyx scrambled back from the widening hole. She shoved the cursed Amulet into her pocket. When this was all over she would find a way to destroy it. No one, not even she, could be trusted to use a power as great as this. 
Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely.
Alyx shuffled back from the edge. The hole widened until it reached the thick circle of Israel’s blood that flowed around and around the edge of the Gate like a circular river feeding itself. The Gate was fully open. 
“How do I close the Gate?” she screamed at Israel over the noise of roaring that rose up from the smoking hole.
“You have to break the circle of blood,” he yelled back.
Alyx grabbed her fallen sword and flew to the edge of the portal. She felt to her knees and lifted the sword by its handle using both hands. She slammed it down into the stone across the edge of the circle as hard as she could, a scream tearing out of her mouth as she did. 
The blood rushing around the circle sprayed up against the blade. Then it seemed to calm. It stopped rushing, its path now broken by the sword that stood across the engraving. The ground began to shake again, but this time the pieces of stone reassembled across the Gate as it closed up.
“It’s working,” Sparrow cried.
Through the closing hole Alyx could see the faces of approaching demons, their snarling twisted features becoming clear. They ran towards the closing Gate, trying to get through before it shut.
But they were too far away. Thank God. Alyx didn’t think she could lift up another sword. Nor did she want to use the Amulet to command them. A demon got close, but only his clawed red hand made it through before the Gate closed with a bang, separating the hand from its owner forever. 
The wind around them just dropped away. All of the dust and pieces of the destroyed mosque hung for a mere split second in the air before they rained to the ground in a wide circle.
 
* * *
 
Behind his permanent darkness, Israel heard the sound of metal biting into wood. He felt the ropes around his arms loosen and he slipped forward. He fell into Alyx’s arms and her scent enveloped him. He couldn’t help but smile. “It’s so good to see you again, Alyx.”
“Are you… Are you making jokes? At a time like this?”
“At a time like this, I think jokes are all that keep us from going mad.” He was blind and would always be blind. He would never get to look upon Alyx’s face again.
She lowered him down to the ground. “Sparrow,” he heard Alyx say, “help me bind his wounds.”
He heard tearing of cloth, then he felt fingers at his wrists. Israel lifted his head to look, out of habit more than anything. “Did you just tear off your clothes into strips?”
“Um, yes.”
Israel sighed as he lay back down, letting them work at his wrists and his head. “Oh to have sight again. Sparrow, make sure you don’t let your eyes stray where they aren’t supposed to.”
Israel felt the blood cease to flow from his veins. But he felt so very weak. A cry called from somewhere in the night and Israel remembered the war that had been raging around them. Horror seized him as he let the sounds of fighting and dying resonate in his ears. “What’s happening out there?” he asked.
“We can’t worry about that now.” Alyx’s voice was strained. “We need to get you out of here so you can rest and heal.”
“We can’t leave them. My father is out there somewhere fighting.” And Vix, Cleo…even Jordan, that obnoxious ass. “They don’t know Michael is dead. They don’t know they have no reason to fight anymore.”
“We… We can’t do anything for them.”
Israel knew she was right. But he had to see what was happening. He couldn’t slink away with his life and not face the sacrifices that were made so that he could be saved. If he couldn’t save them all, then at least he could honor their memories with an acknowledging look from him. 
Israel went inside Alyx’s head to use her eyes. But what he saw wasn’t a sea of black and white matted with red. She had opened her Soulsight and was staring at a sea of souls, moving, shimmering, then fading as one by one they were extinguished. 
They look like candlelights, Israel thought.
Candlelights. 
A sudden realization struck him. All his lessons with the Elder with those damn candlelights…first the lessons on blowing them out, followed by more lessons on control and precision. He thought back to his final lessons where the seraph taught him to breathe into the flames…
That old mad seraph was really trying to guide him, more than he knew.
His aunt’s words came back to him. “Your mother chose to die so that you may live. So that you might save a race that would all but destroy themselves.” When he’d heard his auntie say this, he thought he was here to save the human race; after all, they were the ones that Michael was planning to exterminate.
But Israel had been wrong. It wasn’t the human race that he had a chance to save. 
The Prophecy had been convoluted. But it had been right. Israel did have the power to both destroy them by opening the Gate or to save them…
Israel knew what he had to do.
 



Chapter Fifty
 
Alyx, having slipped into Israel’s mind, saw what he meant to do at the same time. 
“No,” she spoke, her voice trembling with horror. “You’re too weak. You can’t use that much magic right now. It’ll kill you.”
“It’s what I was born to do,” he said. “It’s why my mother sacrificed her life, so I could be born.”
“You are not sacrificing yourself.” Alyx gripped Israel’s shoulders so hard that her hands shook. “I didn’t come all this way to defeat Michael just to lose you.”
“And if I don’t? If I live and I let thousands of Seraphim die? If I waste this opportunity to show them what they can’t see? What will you think of me then?”
“You’ll be alive.”
“I’m mortal, angel. I’ll die one day.”
“I know.” Through their mental bond, Alyx shared with him her demon-induced vision where she watched Israel as an old man dying. “I was preparing myself for that. If I could live a full life with you, then maybe, maybe I could let you go. But…”
she choked on a sob.
His hands came up to find her arms and hold her lightly. There was barely any strength left in him. “You have to do this with me, angel. I can’t do it without you.”
She knew what he needed from her and she wouldn’t. She could stop him from sacrificing himself. “I won’t do it.”
“Do you remember when you told me that you would do anything for me?”
For a moment she didn’t, but then the memory resurfaced. It had been the night before she left for Atlantis. It had been the last night they had spent together. “I love you. I love you so much. More than my own life. I would do anything for you.”

“I… remember.”
“Did you mean it?”
Alyx squeezed her eyes shut, hot tears pressing out from between her lids. She knew where he was going with this. “No. No. Killing you is not part of it.”
“You wouldn’t be killing me. I am offering them my life for theirs. It’s the right choice.”
Deep down, she knew it was. But she still couldn’t accept it. “It’s not fair! We didn’t get enough time together.”
He leaned his forehead against hers. “Even if we had forever, it wouldn’t be long enough.”
“You would kill me too?” 
He froze against her. “What are you talking about?” She had never told him about the fatal catch to their Guardian bond.
“It’s part of the Guardian bond. If you die, then…I die too.” 
Israel was silent.
Alyx hated the selfish part of her for blurting this out aloud, for blackmailing Israel with her own death, a death she knew he could never be a part of.
“You never told me,” he said.
“I never wanted to burden you.”
He pulled her close and buried his chin in her neck. “You can’t die. I won’t let you,” he said fiercely. “Let them burn. Let all the world burn if only you get to live.”
Alyx felt the fight slipping from her bones; as it did, a shade lifted from her eyes. Suddenly she could see clearly. Here was a crossroads before two futures for the Seraphim: one that looked bleak but with Alyx and Israel still alive in it; the other, bright and full of hope but missing their presence.
She thought of the first possibility − of them both leaving here alive and getting to live a life together. A life, yes, but a life full of guilt, of all this potential unfulfilled, until finally, Israel would die a mortal death and she would be left without him. 
But if they both chose the other path and gave up their lives, they could both go, wherever it was that souls go when the body has given up, together. Alyx thought of the thousands of souls around them and their potential, unknown to themselves and each other. She knew Israel was right in what he had to do…in what they had to do together. 
There came a kind of peace over her. Where he went, she would follow. “We have to do it, Israel,” she said. 
“No. You must live.”
“No. We can’t. You were right.”
“But you just−”
“Don’t you know it’s a woman’s prerogative to change her mind?” she joked on a sob. She opened up her understanding to him and he stilled.
“Okay,” he said, “let’s do it.” 
“Together.”
 



Chapter Fifty-One
 
Through Alyx’s eyes Israel saw the ferocious battle still raging on pointlessly around them. Show me their souls, Alyx.
She opened up her Soulsight and his world burst into light. Through Alyx’s eyes he saw every Seraphim around him as who they are really were underneath, a soul of purest light. He felt a deep love rush up through him and become a part of him. He no longer felt pain in his body. No anger cloaked his heart or tainted his vision. It was the greatest power this universe would ever know.
Because Alyx was joined to him, she felt this too. They were part of one another now, a single breath of complete understanding.
He took all of this and he pushed it out into the air towards every single soul around him as the Elder had taught him. He didn’t extinguish their flames − although he knew his power would have let him do just that − but he “breathed” this into the very center of every single Seraphim across the valley. 
All at once he heard a collective gasp. Immediately the clang of swords stopped and the valley grew quiet. Israel knew instantly that they could all see what he saw and feel what he felt. They all knew. The hush grew as each Seraphim, black or white, Castus and warrior, Society and FreeThinkers, saw each other, truly saw each other for the first time.
As the Seraphim stood in collective awe, Israel did one more thing. Using his magic like thousands of tiny fingers, he removed all of the white scarves and armbands, all the superficial marks that made them all “different”, and sent them all to the earth where they would lie in pools of blood to soak up the spilled life and turn red, a symbol of what their collective “blindness” cost them all.
A single thought echoed through the valley, a single thought across a sea of souls. 
Look at us. We are all the same.
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
 
We could only get here this way, Alyx thought as she gazed across the sky, souls hanging suspended like a thousand floating stars. Elder Michael was necessary. He was the reason we all collected together, either for him or against. He, in a weird way, allowed us to become unified.
She felt a strange snapping force. She catapulted out of Israel’s mind and all she was left with was the sensation of her own body, bruised and exhausted. She tried to touch his mind again. Israel?
But Israel didn’t answer. 
Israel had slumped against her. Alyx pulled back from him so she could see his face. His lips had gone pale. His breaths were shallow and noisy. He had given away everything he had left. “I love you, angel,” he whispered to her. “In this life and the next.”
“I love you too.” In this life and the next. Alyx closed her mouth over his in their last kiss on this Earth, tasting salt and copper. Their blood and tears were mixing together. Soon their souls, freed from these two bodies, would too. 
She slipped her hand under his shirt to find his heart. She felt it slow under her fingers, then finally it beat its last beat, and all that was left was the echo of her own racing heart. She kissed the very last breath from him as his body slackened in her arms. 
Around her a cheer rose up across the valley as the Seraphim discarded their swords, filing their hands with each other instead. It didn’t seem fair.
The Earth was saved. But she didn’t care. All she loved in this world was gone. She couldn’t wait to join him. She laid Israel’s head on the ground and lay alongside him, her head on his chest. In her nook. That very spot that she felt she had been carved out of. 
Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust. Alyx closed her eyes and waited for the Guardian bond to take her too.
 



Chapter Fifty-Three
 
“Alyx.” A male voice called her name. It was familiar. Was that Raphael? Or God? This must be Heaven.
Her eyes flicked open, her eyes struggling to adjust to the dim light. There was a figure standing before her. As the figure kneeled, he came into focus.
“Elder?” she said. 
She could hear the sounds of singing and laughing around her. She could feel the throb of her aching body. And the stabbing empty echo of a true love lost in her broken heart. 
Which meant she wasn’t dead. 
She pushed herself up from Israel’s chest and looked down at him. He didn’t move. He didn’t breathe. Why wasn’t she dead?
Her mind flung itself along an endless eternal life without Israel. Every minute would be spent missing him and everything she did would just be a distraction from remembering how much she wished he was with her. This forever without him snapped back into her body, lashing her with anguish.
“No, how dare you leave without me,” she heard herself shrieking. “I’m supposed to go with you.” She shook him with all the fury in her body. But he didn’t wake. 
She called upon her Soulsight, praying that she could still see his soul. Perhaps she could grab it and find a way to hold it to this Earth. But there was no light left in him.
His soul, the thing she loved, was gone.
“If you die, I die.” She rocked him as the sobs racked her body. “That’s the Guardian bond.” 
Something went wrong. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She wasn’t supposed to live. 
She felt the Elder’s gentle hand on her shoulder. “I’m afraid,” he said, “that when he sent out that vision into the hearts of everyone, he fulfilled his role, severing your Guardian bond. He died after the bond was severed so…”
“No!” she cried. “Take me with you!” She collapsed upon his body as her anguish drained her soul completely of energy. Her world reduced to a black hollow. She had never felt so empty. How could she be allowed to save the world and lose hers in return?
 
* * *
 
A great joy filled Jordan’s heart even as the light of everyone’s soul across the valley faded. Near him there was a soul that shone brighter than all the rest for him. But then again, he already knew that about Cleo. He dropped his swords as did she. He closed the gap between them and held her close. She held him back. They stood there pressed against each other as sounds of cheering began to float through the valley.
“Looks like we actually did win,” he said. He pulled his head back to look down at her. Their faces were so close.
“Great,” she said. “I wasn’t ready to die. Not yet anyway.” Cleo pulled away from him. She picked up her sword, sheathed it, and began to walk off towards the FreeThinker’s camp.
“Hey,” Jordan called out. He collected and sheathed his own sword and jogged after her. “Where are you going?”
“Away from you.”
“What? Why?”
“I’m still mad at you, remember?”
Jordan grabbed her arm and she spun her until they were facing each other. “Are you serious? We fought beside each other. We almost died together.”
“So?”
“You… You kissed me.”
“That’s when I thought we were going to die.”
“I saved your life.”
She pulled her arm out of his grip and crossed her arms over her chest. “Dear Jordan, saving my life does not constitute an apology.”
An apology.
She wanted an apology. Jordan knew exactly what for and he knew that she deserved it. “I…” the words failed him.
She raised an eyebrow. Go on, her look said.
God, he had so much he wanted to say to her…not the least of which was an apology for being a clueless ass. She must have been so confused at his behavior. At his attention, at the many nights they spent talking and laughing. But he had been confused about his feelings too. 
He tried again. “I…” All the things he wanted to say all tried to pour out at once − I’m sorry. Forgive me. I need you. They all crammed in his throat so that they became stuck and nothing came out. 
Cleo made an exasperated noise, rolled her eyes and turned to stalk away.
He couldn’t let her go. He wouldn’t.
He grabbed her arm again, spinning her to face him with more force this time. Her face flew into a pouty look of annoyance and she opened her mouth, probably to deal him a verbal serving, as she always did, as she was so good at, as he loved to get from her, but not right now.
He closed his mouth down on hers. Her lips were soft, ever so soft and pliable under his own. He felt suddenly lightheaded. His fingers pushed lightly into her skin almost to keep himself from falling over.
Then he realized that she wasn’t responding. At all. As in, she was frozen against him. Was it from shock or did she not want him? Had he misread her desire and her anger at him?
He loosened his grip on her and pulled his lips from hers. He stumbled back and waited for the slap that was sure to accompany her silence. But she didn’t hit him. In fact she didn’t look angry. She looked shocked. 
That was different. 
“Cleo, I−”
She crossed the widening space between them and their lips met again, her hands moving up his body to wrap around his neck, anchoring them together. He pushed his tongue between her lips and got his first taste of her. She was sweet like a cherry and the feeling of her soft tongue dancing together with his made his head spin. It was like he was underwater. He felt weightless and the edges of reality blurred around them. 
Finally, after feeling like he had gone too long without air, he pulled away.
“That,” said Cleo, her voice husky, “still wasn’t an apology.”
Jordan laughed. Then he saw the look on her face. “Wait, you’re serious?”
Her look said, damn straight, I am.
She wasn’t going to let him get away with anything, was she? Ever. Inside he smiled to himself. This, he really liked about her. More than liked… He grabbed one of her hands and held it in both of his. “Dear Cleo…”
“This better be good.”
“A little silence, please? I’m trying to apologize here.”
She raised her free hand up and waved it to him in a well go on motion.
“Cleo, you were right.”
“I know that. I’m always right. What are you talking about specifically?”
“I was wrong to say those things to Alyx about you, about us. I didn’t mean them. I’m not even sure why I said them. I know that it’s over between Alyx and me, whatever little of us there even was to start with. And there’s you. I was using Alyx to avoid this growing…thing between−”
“Thing?”
Yes, “thing” was definitely not the right word to use. He tried again. “I was ignoring these feelings I have for you. I realize all these things now.” Jordan grabbed her shoulders. “When I was speeding back to the castle behind that dark army, do you know what the only thing I could think about was? You. That you might die without my making things right with you. That I might never get to see your face again or hear your voice again. You were all I could think about. You.” He scanned her face, looking for acceptance there, looking for a sign that she forgave him.
She smiled and brushed his cheek with her hand. He pressed his mouth to her palm in a kiss. “You know,” she said, “it’s a lovely speech, Jordan, but you still haven’t actually said ‘I’m sorry’.”
Yup, she wasn’t going to let him get away with anything. “I was getting to that…”
“You can’t say it, can you?”
“I can.”
“Then say it.”
“Cleo…”
“Yes…”
“I have something else to say to you.”
“What is it?”
“I’m getting to it.”
“I’m growing old waiting.”
“I’m sorry.”
There was a pause. She actually had the nerve to look a little surprised that he had actually said it. “Well…” she said finally, her eyelashes blinking, “that wasn’t too hard, was it?”
“No.” It wasn’t hard. It was the easiest thing in the world. And saying it just made him feel free and lighter. He hadn’t realized what a weight on him this apology had been. He had been such an ass. He made a noise in his throat. “I was such a fool, Cleo. I was clueless. You could see it but I−”
“Okay. Okay, you’re sorry. You apologized. I forgive you.”
“I was such an−”
“Dear Jordan. Now’s the time to stop talking.”
“Oh?”
“Shut up and kiss me.”
He grinned. “Yes, ma’am.” He pulled her to him once again.
 
* * *
 
Alyx clung to Israel, determined to hang on to him until death decided to be kind to her and take her to join him. She wasn’t listening to the Elder’s attempts to soothe her. She didn’t even look up when another person joined them. 
“What happened?” In her world of total darkness, a small part of her recognized Balthazar’s voice.
“I think it is obvious what happened,” said the Elder. “Israel fulfilled the Prophecy and paid for it with his life.”
“And the Amulet? Michael’s body?”
“Looks like they both fell into the portal.” Alyx couldn’t bring herself to correct the Elder.
Balthazar cursed. Then she felt him pat her shoulder. “It’ll be alright, Alyx.”
Her voice came out muffled, “Nothing will ever be alright again.”
“You know,” Balthazar said slowly, “there is a way…to bring him back.”
“Balthazar,” admonished the Elder, “you can’t be suggesting...”
A way to bring him back? Alyx could scarcely breathe for hope as she raised her face from Israel’s chest. She wiped the tears from her face to clear her blurred vision and stared. “Balthazar, if you are joking it is the cruelest thing you could ever do to me. Do not give me such rotten hope just to dash it.”
“There’s a way…” Balthazar began, “an ancient magic that can bring back a life taken too soon.”
“How?”
“Only if a demon and a Seraphim work the magic together. I would be willing to do it but I would need help…”
“I’ll do it,” cried Alyx.
“You can’t. You’re too young to remember this kind of magic. But…he isn’t.”
“Elder.” Alyx turned to the Elder. “Please, Elder. Do this for me.”
“Don’t be so quick to ask for something you don’t know anything about. Balthazar isn’t telling you everything,” the Elder said, glaring darkly at Balthazar.
Alyx froze. “What? What isn’t he telling me?”
“This magic, it would require a sacrifice on your part.”
“Anything,” Alyx said. “I’ll give up anything.”
“Even your own life?”
 



Chapter Fifty-Four
 
Alyx’s breath caught in her throat. “My life?”
“Nothing comes for free, Alyx,” Balthazar said. “You’d have to give up your immortality and become mortal. In exchange, he would get another mortal life.”
“Do it.”
“But you wouldn’t get this life.”
Alyx blinked, sitting back on her heels. “What?”
“You would die, as he did. You would both be reborn, in new bodies, as mortals.”
“Alyx,” the Elder said. “Please think about it before you answer.” He waved his hand at the Seraphim twirling and dancing around the valley like fireflies, sounds of rejoicing and weeping and singing filling the air. “The Seraphim have moved into a new exciting phase in our history. You have a chance here to be one of the great future leaders of our people. You have proved you have it in you. Do you really want to give up your life here? Do you really want to say goodbye to all your friends? Would you die just for a chance to be with him again?”
“A chance?”
“You would get another life, Alyx, another body,” the Elder explained. “So would he. It would mean that neither of you will remember each other or anything that has happened in this life when you’re reborn.”
Alyx’s throat tightened. She thought of all the mortals existing on this planet. She and Israel would just be two among billions. “Would Israel and I even meet each other again?”
“Maybe…if you both wait for each other.”
“How would we know to wait for each other if we don’t remember each other?”
“Faith that there is that one right person out there fated just for you.”
“That’s a great leap of faith,” said Balthazar. 
“Alyx, you wouldn’t be getting anything more or less than any other mortal on this planet,” the Elder said. “Nothing in any mortal’s life is guaranteed.”
Alyx stared down at the man she loved, the love of her life. She had a chance now to have the kind of life she had always wanted. A life of leadership, one where she was respected and revered, one that would let her shape history. Could she give up this life for love? 
She knew in her heart that she could. All those things she used to want paled against getting to be with Israel again. But would love be enough to bring them back together in another life? Should she risk it all for just a chance?
Something Raphael said to her floated up into her mind. Remember that love is greater than death. Now she understood. Her and Israel’s love would survive, even after both their deaths. Raphael was telling her to have faith in their love.
“I would die for him,” Alyx said. “I would give up immortality for a chance to be part of his next life.”
The Elder nodded. “Then I shall help Balthazar perform this magic for you.”
“Thank you, both of you.” 
“Do you want some time to say goodbye?”
Goodbye? Alyx’s heart pained as she thought about everyone she would be leaving behind: Jordan, Tobias, Cleo, Vix, Xiang, Dianne… 
“Alyx? What about me?” Sparrow’s small voice piped up. She had forgotten that Sparrow was there, standing quietly among the ruins of the mosque. 
“Oh Sparrow,” she sobbed, her heart breaking. She opened her arms and he flung himself into them. How could she leave him behind? How could she leave any of them behind?
But for Israel…her heart banged like half a drum beat without him. If she stayed, she would never get to feel his hands on her again or watch his eyes light up as he laughed or to feel his love. Every day she would feel the hollow in her heart where his heartbeat should be, feel the absence of his soul usually knitted into hers.
“Please don’t leave,” Sparrow whispered. 
Alyx’s poor heart ripped apart with her decision. “I have to, little one. Israel and I…we need each other. We belong together. For me to stay while he doesn’t, it would be…it would be like someone taking a piece of you away from you. Do you understand?”
Sparrow wiped his eyes, but he nodded.
“Your place is with me, little Sparrow,” the Elder said. “I have been waiting for you to appear for a few centuries now.”
“You’ve been waiting for me?” Sparrow’s wet eyes grew wide.
The Elder nodded. “We have a lot of training in store for you, young man.”
“One more hug?” Alyx asked Sparrow. He threw himself into her arms. Alyx discreetly slipped the Amulet from her pocket and into Sparrow’s.
The Elder ruffled the boy’s hair as Alyx and Sparrow pulled apart.
Alyx breathed in deeply and looked at Balthazar and the Elder. “I’m ready.” 
Alyx settled into her nook against Israel’s chest. As the magic built up around her, she looked up at Israel’s still face. I’ll wait for you. She brushed the white scar across his top lip. Wait for me.
 



Chapter Fifty-Five
 
Over Cleo’s shoulder, Jordan spotted Balthazar and the Elder with Sparrow close by his side walking down towards them from the mosque. No Israel. No Alyx.
His heart dropped, coldness flowed into his toes as they neared. He pulled away from Cleo. “Where’s Alyx?” he demanded when they neared. “Israel?”
Jordan read it on the distraught face of Sparrow before Balthazar answered. “Alyx is gone. So is Israel. They saved us but…paid with their lives.”
“They might be gone,” the Elder said, “but they are not lost.”
Part of Jordan’s heart, the part that still cared for Alyx, felt like it had been ripped apart from him, as if her soul now flying high away from this earthly world was attached to it. “Alyx,” was all he could choke out as his throat closed over with grief.
Balthazar glanced to Jordan’s left and he remembered that Cleo was at his side. “Cleo.” When he turned to her, her eyes were wet. “I’m sorry. I still care about her.”
“I’m not crying over your reaction.” Cleo scowled as she turned away. “She was my friend too.” 
Jordan tried to grab her arm, to hold her, to comfort her, to be comforted. He needed to feel her body against him once more. Something to soothe this ache. 
She pushed him away. “No, Jordan. Not now, not yet, not like this. I need time. You need time…”
He understood. He let Balthazar pat his shoulder as he watched Cleo walk away from him. Maybe in time…?
 
* * *
 
Vix sustained huge injuries fighting off the guards around the mosque, but she was enough of a “badass” that she survived. The guards were not so lucky.
Lukas and Marin also sustained injuries but they, too, would heal and survive.
Tobias, unfortunately, did not. War is often cruel about who it lets live and who it does not. Or perhaps it was kind, as it meant that Tobias never had to go through the pain of losing a son he only just had returned to him. Now he would get to be with his one true love, Maresa, in the life after this one.
There was a truce declared between the FreeThinkers and those still of the Society. The Elders and FreeThinker leaders all agreed that there would be freedom of movement between the Society and the outside world. It was a start to rebuilding a united global Seraphim community.
Most of the FreeThinkers chose to return to what was once their homes in Urielos, Gabriela and Michaelea. Gabriel, repentant at allowing so much of Michael’s undue influence on him, resolved to be a better leader for his people. It was decided that the cities would be led by a group of Seraphim and anyone could be voted in for the first time in the history of the Seraphims on Earth. To implement such a change would take time, but it would happen. Uriel had been killed during the battle, so his second in charge stepped in to manage the city until a group of leaders was elected. 
There was a lot in Michaelea to clean up; the Tree of Knowledge was dismantled, although the GiftKeeper blood was saved to create more bloodink. The Hollows, where the bodies of Lutando and Tii’la were found, were filled in with soil, never to be used again. 
Michael’s secret island was located and the female prisoners were all freed. The emotional toll on their lives were open wounds. They, too, would eventually heal but their experience would leave them with scars.
After Tobias’ death, Cleo’s mansion didn’t seem like much of a community anymore, so most others relocated. Only a few FreeThinkers including Marin, Dianne and Vix returned to Cleo’s mansion. As did Jordan, hoping to see Cleo. But she would not see him, not yet anyway. 
As for Lukas and Ana…well, that’s a story that doesn’t fit on these pages.
Dianne took Mini as her own and began to raise her. She threaded copies of her own memories into the girl so she could more easily adapt to Seraphim life, like how to eat with knife and fork, how to tie up a shoelace, and how to speak.
After picking up Piki from Cleo’s mansion, Sparrow went with the Elder to his home in China, where Vix and Xiang would visit him often. It would take a few days for Piki to forgive him, but he did. He always did. Sparrow later found the Amulet in his pocket that Alyx had slipped him. He wasn’t sure what should be done with it; he was still a boy, after all. But he knew instinctively that he shouldn’t tell anyone about it; he hadn’t quite learned to trust the Elder completely yet. He broke it up into its three pieces and hid them apart from each other hoping that no one ever decided to look for them.
The bodies of Alyx and Israel were buried side by side in the Dades Valley. Two tree shoots would grow from their graves and twist together as they climbed to the sky. Eventually the sand would cover the destroyed mosque and the Gate underneath it. But to this day, parts of the Dades Valley in Morocco remain blood red. 
Once the pain of losing Alyx and Israel had subsided, they were remembered fondly by the ones who knew them personally. Songs were written about them both and of their fated love. They became forever part of Seraphim legend. To this day, across the world, books and legends speak of a love so great, it held back the apocalypse. More famous is the legend of a great man, a son of God they called him, who sacrificed his life to save an entire race. 
 



Epilogue
 
Somewhere on Earth, two souls, made of the same ethereal substance, were pulled into two separate soon-to-be mothers. Later they would be born, one a girl, the other a boy.
They would have no memory of who they were and who they had been on Earth. They would have no idea of the angels that would sometimes come to their window at night to watch them as they slept. They would not see anything of the supernatural world that they both came from. They would not know how their sacrifice saved an entire people. But on quiet nights they would find themselves staring up into the vast sky and feel the pull of something greater out there, and they would feel that they were inextricably part of it.
One day, if they waited, they would find each other again and part of their souls would recognize each other. They would get one chance, one lifetime to love each other and to love each other well.
 
THE END
 
Or maybe it’s just another beginning…



Author’s Note
 
Dear Josip, moj sve,
Because of you I understand why people would start wars for love, would kill for love, and would die for love. All these things Alyx does in this book for Israel.
This book, in fact this whole life of mine, is dedicated to you.
I love you. In this life and the next.
 
Dearest Readers,
Thank you all for riding this big crazy ride with Alyx and Israel. I started writing this series over six years ago, so in a way they grew up as I did. I sit here with a bittersweet feeling in my heart and tears in my eyes as I write the words “The End.” 
There are a few threads − relationships in particular − that I left untied. I didn’t have the time or space to do them justice in this book. It was, after all, Alyx and Israel’s story. 
Send me a message, Facebook, email, smoke signals, whatever, and tell me if you’re totally desperate to read more about any of the other characters. You never know, they may just get a book of their own ;)
 
Because so many of you have asked for it, I’m working on Afterlife (Dark Angel #6), a novel about Israel and Alyx set years after Angeldust.
 
Subscribe to my newsletter for a chance to WIN a copy of Afterlife when it’s released
I send out newsletter emails ONLY when I have a new release or a sale.
 
Did you enjoy Angeldust? 
Please support me as an indie author by posting an honest review at Amazon. Even one or two quick sentences is perfect! It really helps other readers to decide whether my books are for them. And you can help by recommending me to a friend. Word of mouth is still the best way for new readers to find me.
 



Come hang out or just say hello!
Email:
hanna@hannapeach.com
Website: 
hannapeach.com
Facebook: 
www.facebook.com/HannaPeachAuthor
Twitter:
@HannaPeachBooks
Goodreads: 
www.goodreads.com/hannapeach
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