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914 AD
The wind howled around him. His horse hung its head low. He could feel major changes in the air, and he wasn’t sure what to do. If he stopped, he very well could find himself snowed in for days, if not weeks. If he kept pressing onward, it could mean certain death; but it also meant he was closer to home.
He was grateful that the temperature had dropped so much that most of his body was going numb; at least the large gash that cut deep into his left leg was numb. He looked down, and he could see that the rags with which he had tied it off almost reached the point of saturation.
“Blast all of this!” he yelled into the roaring wind.
To his right was the mountain wall, and just a foot or so to his left was a drop off. He held his mount as close to the wall as he could and pulled his cloak around him tighter. Determination set his face, and he knew that he had to finish this journey. The cargo he carried was not heavy to the load but heavy on his spirit. It had to be kept safe, and the eternal value of it was priceless.
Briccius had travelled from Constantinople where he had finished up his duty as a knight. There, before he left, he had been given a precious gift—small in size, but large in purpose and power. A priest had shared with him that it was no longer safe in the city, and he was to become its protector. The priest explained to him that someday, when the time was right, someone would be sent for it; but until then, he was given the honor and duty to guard it, even if it be with his life.
Several large rocks came tumbling loose from the weight of the snow. They barely missed him and startled his horse. He kept his ride in check but, in doing so, found himself almost thrown from the saddle.
“Sure, let’s fall and tear into the other leg; and that way I can bleed out on the mountainside.”
It was starting to snow again, but he could see the path was winding downward into a valley. He figured that if he could at least get off the mountain pass, he would be able to find somewhere in the valley floor a place to wait out the storm.
It took about another 30 minutes for him to get on stable ground, and he still had about another 15 to 20 minutes until he was all the way down into the flat area between some of the larger peaks. He was hungry, and the rations he had brought along with him had been eaten down to a few pieces of bread and dried fruit. He just wanted to be home.
“Well, Lastrada, I guess we are about done until this storm moves on,” he spoke through the growing storm winds to his horse. “Time to find a place to hunker down.”
Ahead he observed what appeared to be an area where rocks had slidden away, producing a hollowed-out spot on the side of the trail. There was an overhang there, and the side of the mountain would help keep some of the weather off. The snow was now falling so hard and heavily that it was becoming difficult to even see just a few feet in front of him.
He dismounted from his horse; and they both huddled against the rock face, using the overhang to keep as much of the frozen wetness off them as they could. The knight knew he needed to find a way to start a fire, but there appeared to be no wood or kindling worth even noting.
Now that he was moving around, he could feel the burning sensation in his leg again. It was time to change the bandages. The deep wound was a result of his leg being pierced by a sharp, broken branch after his horse had been startled. Since he was out alone, he must suck it up, move forward, and do what he could.
There were still several bandages left that he had made from an old tunic. He had stashed them away inside a satchel. The delight was evident on his face when he realized that the weather had not penetrated the satchel and made the bandages wet.
“You have to find the little things to be happy about,” he muttered through chattering teeth.
He found a rock that appeared to have been protected from the elements beneath the overhang. He sat on it and opened up the bag that held the clean pieces of cloth. He carefully began to unwrap the blood-soaked bandages on his leg and cringed at the pain that was radiating up into his hip. He gave a low whistle as he looked at the wound. The cold was probably helping it, but it still looked really bad.
“Wonder if this is going to cause a limp?” he pondered. “Will have to come up with some war story for this one, even if it ends up just being a scar.”
He melted some snow in his hands with his breath and used it to clean some of the wound. Lastrada moved in closer to his master; and in doing so, he knocked over the satchel. Briccius grabbed for it, but was unable to keep it from falling and scattering its contents.
“Oh, come on!”
There were many of the homemade bandages he was able to pick up before they became too wet. Then something caught his eye. He reached down and quickly picked up a small vial that had come to rest underneath a few rocks.
“Sure, win all kinds of battles, come home with scars and stories to share, but then lose the one thing that could change the destiny of man—that would be epic and disastrous all at once!”
He held the vial in the palm of his hand. It almost appeared as the small glass container had been formed around the liquid itself; there was no apparent seal or opening.
“The craftsmanship is amazing,” he said to himself in awe.
A chain looped through a small, metal eyelet that was attached to the top of the bottle. Inside was a deep red liquid.
“The power of all powers. How did I, once just a farmer, have the honor of becoming a knight and now a Guardian of such a holy relic?”
His hands seemed warmer as he held it in his hands.
His horse began to stomp nervously.
“Careful, Old Boy. I don’t need anything else getting knocked over.”
Lastrada did not calm down. He began to become more agitated as he stomped around.
“What has you so nervous? You are going to make me stand up, aren’t you?”
As long as he kept weight off his left leg, he was fine. He stood up and began to pat the horse’s neck. That is when he heard it: it sounded like a large beast had been awakened somewhere above him. There was a roar and a loud, rushing sound that grew even louder. Rocks started falling around him. He quickly threw himself underneath the overhang as the rolling avalanche descended upon them both. There was an awful scream from his horse that crushed his soul as he realized that this journey, if continued, would have to be a solo journey.
The sound of the avalanche was deafening: the roar, the crashing of rocks, and the breaking of trees above him. Then came darkness and silence. Briccius found himself buried beneath the overhang under feet of hard-packed snow and rock. There was no light, and the space barely allowed him to curl up in a ball. The silence was the villain. It was quiet—nothing—just simply quiet . . . and also very cold.
His bones and muscles ached. He tried to stretch out, but he was unable to clear enough snow for him to fully extend himself outward. He had stopped shivering a while ago and now felt tired. He just wanted to sleep, and then maybe he could find some strength to dig his way out.
“Wake up, Warrior.”
“I just need to rest a little bit more. Please. If I rest, I can then continue my journey.”
“Your journey is complete. You have been brave and loyal beyond what could have been asked of you.”
“I do not understand. I have done nothing more than what I was called to do.”
The soft, female voice whispered gently and caringly, “There is a difference between answering the call of a warrior and bringing with that call the heart of a servant; a servant warrior is what you have become.”
“So, I have reached home?”
“Open your eyes, Strong One. You have reached the end of your journey.”
Briccius opened his eyes and could not find any words to express what he saw. He was no longer trapped within rock and snow, but he was lying on a soft bed with thick coverings. He felt a summer breeze blow in from a window that was to his right, and standing beside the bed was the most beautiful lady he had ever seen.
Her skin was flawless. Her eyes were deep and passionate, full of vibrant life. Her hair hung down her back in a cascade of iridescence. She was dressed in a gown that draped around her body like willow branches gracing the banks of a brook.
“Who are you? How . . . how did I get here?”
“I am Eden,” she stated with a hint of music in her voice.
He remembered his wound, quickly sat up, and then looked down at his left leg. There was not even a scar.
“Is this real? I was hurt. There should be bandages . . . or at least a scar!”
“I made sure you were taken care of, Briccius.”
All of a sudden, he remembered the vial. He looked around frantically.
“What happened to it?”
Eden walked quietly over to the small table next to his bed.
“I imagine you are talking about this?” She held up the small trinket. “You did well. You protected it. It is safe.”
“I don’t understand.”
She sat down on the edge of the bed and placed her hand upon his chest.
“You are no longer in the world of your understanding, Sir. You are in the place where you are able to now rest.”
Reality began to sink in. He knew he should be worried—maybe even scared—but he just sank back onto the bed.
“You mean that I am dead?”
“No, I mean you are actually, for the first time, truly alive. Yes, dead within mortality, but alive beyond the blinders of time and space.”
“So, I really didn’t protect the vial? It is lost! Do you know what it is? Are you aware of what it holds?”
“Yes, I do know; and yes, even with the separation of your spiritual existence from your physical existence, your last act was that of nobility. The vial is safe.”
“Are you real?”
She laughed, “I am as real as anything that is not created can be real.”
“I don’t understand that answer.”
“Sir, I am the Mother of Reality, the Energy of Life; so before real became reality, I was, and I am, and I will be.”






1431 AD
“You can’t be serious! She has tried to escape several times on her own, Michael! If we don’t step in and do something, she is going to be burned at the stake! We can’t lose her!”
“We or you? Leah, you will do what we are asking you to do. You must have faith that we are doing what is best for the bigger picture and not just what you are able to see from where you stand.”
“Bigger picture? I am a Guardian! You asked me to be a Guardian of her, and that is what I am trying to do.”
Gabriel looked over to the Council leader.
“Michael, she has a point.”
“And I am not saying she doesn’t, but she also has to listen and trust what we are asking her to do.”
The leader of the Council looked at the Guardian before him. She was full of spirit and passion; this made her an amazing Guardian, but it also made it hard to guide her.
“Leah, one day you may very well be an Alliance Leader and maybe even have a seat here with the Council, and then you will understand the respect I have for your passion . . . yet, the frustration I also have.”
She took a deep breath and let it out.
“I’m sorry, Michael. I really am, but since the moment we were able to get Rephaim out of Babylon, I have been the Guardian of many of his descendants. Joan is more than just Nephelium. She has given everything she has to the cause. Yes, many of her relatives have been amazing; but she . . . well, she is extraordinary! She has led mortal man into battles against an enemy that they didn’t even understand!”
“I don’t disagree with you, but she was captured; and now she is being held by the House of Hecate. I agree: we need to do what we can to protect her; but if you do anything out of the ordinary, then you also will be discovered. Right now, they believe you to be a simple handmaiden. That is it. If the Clan would discover that you are her Guardian, then not only will her true identity be revealed as a Nephelium, but yours, as well. You both could face certain death.”
“Am I not to take on the role that may bring me to sacrifice myself for the one I guard?”
“If need be, but not out of—pardon me for saying this—pure stupidity! We can save her. She may even be able to save herself, but we need to be smart about it. So, for now, you will not take any action other than to be by her side.”
“I understand,” the Guardian acknowledged. “She did ask about you.”
“Me?” Michael inquired.
“Yes, it was your appearing to her that brought her to where she is today. She is questioning her faith and reality because she has not had a vision for a while.”
“Faith is funny like that, though. Mortals must learn that faith is truly the belief in what you cannot see and an understanding that you may only see the object of that faith once . . . or never.”
“I don’t disagree; but again, she is not a Mortal.”
“Nice touch, Leah. Doesn’t change anything, though.”
The Guardian bowed.
“Thank you for allowing me to voice my concerns. I will return. We are to meet with her Watcher tonight, and I just hope that you are correct in what you are asking me to do. I believe you know more than I do, so I will trust you on this; but I also can’t say that I will be able to just stand by and watch as the Clan destroys this young warrior for something I do not fully understand.”
Metatron cocked his head inquisitively.
“What do you mean by that, Guardian?”
“We have a task, and that is to ensure that the Clans do not destroy mortal man. We have a duty to protect the Mortals. To stand by and watch them snuff the life out of such a warrior for a purpose that I am unable to see . . . I just don’t understand that.”
“You, yourself, just educated Michael on how Joan is not a Mortal.”
“You are right; and as he stated to me, it doesn’t change anything. This young Nephelium, since the moment she was called forward, has given everything to us. We owe her safety and protection.”
“Then,” Gabriel stated, “I suggest you hurry back and ensure that we are providing that.”
“I will.”
With that the Guardian left.
“Do you think she will be able to do what she is told?” Metatron asked Michael.
“I don’t know. I believe that she is one of our best, if not our best; but I also know that stubborn streak of hers is going to cause us frustration for ages to come.”
* * * * *
“You wished to see me, My Lady?”
“Thank you for coming, Father. I did send for you.”
The priest stood dressed in a simple, brown tunic and sandals. He looked around the room at the many servants who were milling around and then back to the lady sitting in a high-back, stuffed, and ornate chair. Her dress was elaborate; and she was the envy of many in the area that surrounded Rouen, as well as within the city.
She motioned for everyone to leave the room to allow her and the priest some privacy. It took a moment; but then the door closed, and it was just the two of them.
“I have given you ample time, Father.”
“You have been gracious, My Lady. I still am not sure why you believe I can offer anything to you.”
She stood up and walked toward him. He was slightly shorter than her and a little on the heavy side. His face had numerous pockmarks on it from a battle with smallpox when he was younger.
“Your ward was once found to be pure and without refute, but now she is being tried as a heretic. She, as a teenager, was able to lead grown, battle-hardened warriors into numerous victories against many forces . . . forces that included several from—shall I say—my family. You, as a priest, rarely leave her side.”
“As you stated, My Lady, she is my ward. It is my duty to provide protection and spiritual guidance for her.”
“Father, you and I both know you are so much more than a spiritual mentor; and I dare say you are not the one who provides her with protection. No . . .” She turned away as she held up a finger, waving it in the air. “No, for stories have come from the battlefield of a miracle protection, as if an unseen force provides a shield around the Maid of Orleans.”
She turned and watched him. She could feel it. He was so close. She had been playing this game of cat and mouse for several days now, and she was figuring out the priest’s vices and weaknesses.
“Tell me, Father, do you believe in the Devil?”
He crossed himself.
“Yes, My Lady, of course!”
“Tell me, what do you know of him?”
“My Lady?”
“It is not a trick question. There is no one here hiding in the shadows, looking to prosecute you for heresy like your young ward. No, it is just you and me.”
“He is the epitome of evil, the Father of Lies, and the leader into temptation.”
She laughed, “Ah, yes. Temptation is all around us, and we must ensure that we do not fall into its snare.”
“You are correct.”
“What tempts you, Father?”
“My Lady, I do not believe it proper . . .”
“Spare me. Please!” She held up her hand. “I know temptation. I am surrounded by temptation but not in the sense that you would think.”
He stood puzzled. He just wanted to leave. Around her he felt weak, unsteady, and even unsure of himself. Her voice danced in his thoughts; visions of her plagued him at night.
“I am not sure what we are talking about, My Lady.”
“Oh, I believe you do. I see your eyes follow me.” She swept her arms from her neck down, her fingertips brushing against her curves. “Your eyes linger upon my body the way a caged and hungry animal looks at food that it can’t reach. Do I tempt you, Father?”
He did not respond. He stood there frozen. She began to walk toward him like a big cat stalking its prey.
“Do you lust after me, Father?”
“Ma’am, I must leave.”
She began pulling her dress off her shoulders, her white skin exposed to his sight, her corset tight and accentuating her curves.
“No, Father, I do not believe you really wish to go. Do you know what tempts me?”
“I do not, and I do not believe I should be the one to whom you confess your temptations.”
“Those that I cannot have, Father . . . individuals like yourself . . . one who has sworn to not be with a woman. Have you ever been with a woman?”
She was once again standing in front of him. He could smell her skin. He watched as her chest rose and fell with every breath. His mouth was dry.
“My Lady, I have not.”
She took his face in her hands and lifted his chin so that he was looking into her eyes. She held him there for a moment and then leaned in and passionately kissed him. She could sense him go weak, and she knew. She knew at that moment she had won.
“Dear Watcher, there is no one around. They have all been sent away. Come join me; enjoy what I have to offer. There will be no one who will know the difference.”
Her dance of seduction was strong, but even stronger were the Soul Slayers who were dancing in and out of his being. Hecate was able to see what the fast-falling Watcher could not. She was connected to them, and they were telling her everything she needed to know.
She had been correct. He was a Watcher, and the young Maid of Orleans was a descendant of the Nephelium Rephaim. She loved seduction and the weakness of mortal man.
* * * * *
The massive wood and iron door swung open, and Leah waited for the guard to step back so that she could enter into the cell. There were no windows, no bed; and the straw that was on the floor was minimal to say the least. She observed that the teen girl had been given back her own clothes, clothes given to her to mask her femininity during battle and to offer protection while she had travelled across the war-torn country. There was a time when her hair had been long and thick, but even that had been cut to make her appearance look more like that of a young man.
“Leah!” Joan shouted as she saw her Guardian walk in. “They finally gave me back my own clothes!”
“I see that! Although, I will say it was nice to see you wearing clothes that fit properly again.”
Joan looked down at the tunic and hosen that hung loosely on her young frame.
“Well, it was difficult to find something that fit me correctly, but it worked when I needed it.”
“True.”
“Have you heard from Father Franque?”
Leah shook her head. “No, I was attending to other business; but I thought I would find him with you.”
“I haven’t seen him all day. I have asked the guards to see if they could have him come see me. I have really been spending a lot of time seeking help through prayer, but . . . nothing. I am scared, Leah.”
The two ladies sat down on the hard stones that made up the floor. Leah had been with Joan for several years, and they had experienced so much together in the short time she had been alive. She looked at the teenager as a mother would look at her own daughter. She loved her, and she had no doubt that Joan loved her in return.
“I know you are scared. I understand that more than most, but you must have faith that your mission is not over. There is still a bigger purpose.”
The young warrior leaned her head back against the wall. Her hand began to play with a small glass vial that hung around her neck; it was a nervous habit that she had. She wasn’t sure why but when she touched it, she felt peace and comfort. It had been given to her by Gobert Thibault, an older knight of the king.
When she asked why he would give her such a piece of jewelry—one that seemed of great value—he answered, “Those who have guarded it have always known they would be told when it was to be passed on. I know, now, it is to be passed on . . . and passed on to you.”
She asked him what he meant by that, but he refused to share any more information. She had never let it out of her sight for the last two years. It was made of glass and had beautiful metal work in the shape of vines surrounding it. It hung strong and beautiful on a silver chain. It had a deep red liquid inside that, at times, acted as a prism, pulling light in and then reflecting it out in brilliancy. She loved it.
They both were lost in their own thought. Leah was going back over in her mind what Michael had told her. She was never one to go against the Council. They were in charge for a reason. He was right: she did not know the bigger picture, but she also still stood by her words when she expressed she could not just watch Joan’s life be taken unnecessarily. Maybe the Council already knew that she would be released, found not guilty, or had a plan to rescue her. Why wouldn’t they tell her? True, she was just a Guardian, but she was Joan’s Guardian; and one would think information like that would be something she should know.
“Leah, if I am found guilty and I am sentenced to be burned at the stake, will you please be there? I know that is a lot to ask; but if my visions will no longer appear, then what am I? Who is there for me? Maybe they are right! What if all of this has been for no other reason than I am unstable in my head?”
Leah reached over and pulled Joan’s head to where it rested on her shoulder. She then moved and put her arm around her and drew the young girl in. She didn’t say anything for a minute, but just held her.
Joan’s parents had never explained to their daughter of her supernatural heritage; and when Leah had been assigned to guard their daughter, they had one request: “Unless there is no other way, do not ever tell her what she is or where she comes from.” Leah had honored that request.
“No, Joan, you are not unstable. I believe that your visions were real, and the good things you have done for so many people will be talked about for ages to come.” Leah paused and swallowed hard. “Yes, if—and that is IF—you are sentenced to die at the stake, I will be there with you. You are not alone. I will always be here for you. I believe in you, and so do many others. The wheels of this world are not always easy to understand; but it is where you are, and you must do what you can with where you are and with what you have.”
The young saint fell asleep within her Guardian’s arms. Leah watched over her, still wondering where her Watcher was.
* * * * *
The court was full, as it had been since the start of this farce. Leah looked around to see if she could catch any sign of Father Franque.
“What in the . . .”
She spotted him, but that was not what had shocked her. Instead, it was whom he was standing next to. Instead of being up near where Joan was being kept, he was sitting beside . . . Hecate?
It was a gut punch. She didn’t want to assume, but there was a clear sense that something was not right! What was a Watcher doing with a Fallen Overlord? Leah knew that much of what had been taking place had been orchestrated by Hecate; but as Joan’s Guardian, she had done everything in her power to ensure that the Clan leader was not made aware of who she had within her grasp.
Leah felt faint. She had to figure out a way to let Michael and the Council know! There was no way that Joan’s Watcher would have betrayed her, right? What would have been the purpose or reason?
She felt like she was going to pass out. The crowd was pressing in around her. Voices of accusation rung out. She had to get to Joan. She could feel all of her senses warning her that there was grave danger. She looked up to where Hecate was sitting in the loft, and the Overlord was looking straight at her. She had to know! Did the Watcher also expose her as a Guardian?
She heard a strong voice behind her, “Do not do whatever it is you are thinking you are going to do.”
She turned quickly in shock.
“Michael?”
“I know you think you know, but everything in its time, Guardian. This is not the time or place. Anything you do to try to get her out of here will expose not only you but also so much more.”
She was about to answer when she heard the strong voice of Joan speak out over the crowd, “I will tell all who hear my voice! If you were to tear my limbs from my body and separate my soul from it, I would not say anything differently!”
“Burn her!” someone shouted, and the crowd erupted in cries for her death while others called for mercy.
* * * * *
Leah stood with no expression. She looked at the burn mark across the palm of her hand. She just looked at it. She didn’t feel any pain . . . at least not on her hand. Inside she felt pain beyond anything she could explain. The smoldering ashes of the execution were pungent, but she didn’t care. She held the pendant up and looked at it. It had fallen into the flames, and she had rushed forward to grab it. The hot chain had burned her hand, but she had to make sure she saved it. It was the only thing other than memories that she had left of the young Nephelium.
Memories . . . and now a burning rage inside at Michael and the Council for not allowing her to rescue Joan. She had tried; she had tried to break Joan free just hours before when they allowed her the chance to see Joan one last time.
Michael had stopped her. Leah had taken out three guards and had Joan almost out of the tower when Michael appeared before them. Joan, of course, took it as another vision, one that would at least bring her peace in death. Leah took it as the Council leader sending a lamb to the slaughter.






Chapter One
“Everyone just shut up! I get it! Every single one of you have questions, and every single one of you have their own opinion on where we should go from here. The fact remains that everyone in this room is exactly in the same place the person next to them is. We are confused and angry!”
“Screw you, Ki! Don’t speak for me . . . or for that matter, anyone here. We all have given and lost so much for the Alliance . . . and for what? Try to think back to all we have done. Have we really changed anything? No . . . in fact, in all honesty, we have really done nothing but create a false sense of security for ourselves. You can’t tell me mankind is any better. Name one success that we have had that we can point to as a true success against the Clans. You can’t!”
“You know that Gideon has a valid point, Ki,” Troy stated solemnly. “We can’t. We have become supernatural referees instead of soldiers and warriors against darkness. When I served in the military, there were many times when we found ourselves in a foreign country working as mediators between warring factions but never seeing any real progress. Sure, some guy down the street brought us an armful of broken and rusty guns, pretending to seek peace; but we all knew that he kept the new explosives and weapons hidden out of the way. Want to know what will demoralize the warrior spirit faster than anything?”
Ki threw up his hands. “What Troy? What will?”
“Showing the warrior the fight and then telling him that his job is to pass out candy to children.”
“Really? That is what you think we have been doing? Passing out candy?”
Yara leaned forward to speak. They were all in the Sanctum's Conference Room sitting around the large operations table.
“Haven’t we? When was the last time we actually took the fight to the Clans? When was the last time the Arch Council allowed us to go on the offense? Someone tell me!”
Her questions were met with blank stares and silent tongues.
“My sister was sent into the darkness of the Abyss around five years ago. Even then she was frustrated with the restrictions we continually face. Everyone that is around this table has a warrior heart; we are fighters! Every single one of us has a desire to stand and fight for those who need us. So, let us fight!”
Ki now understood the pressure and stress that Leah seemed to carry with her on a daily basis; it was not easy being at the head of the table. He truly would die for each person here. He had asked them to speak openly and freely, but nothing prepared him for the voices of anger and rage that were hurled at him. No, they were not mad at him; but now he was the one who must listen and bring order to chaos.
“Faheem?” he looked at the intel chief. “Anything you care to add?”
“Nope,” he shook his head. “Pretty much I would just echo what they have already said.”
The new Alliance leader placed his palms face down on the table.
“Then what would you all have me do? Just sign off on an all-out war on the Clans any Clan members that we can find? To what end?”
“If I may?” the new face to the group inserted in a strong Irish accent. “I know that I just got here this mornin’. I am very well aware that each of ya have worked together, fought together, and even lost together for a very long time. With that, I hope ya each understand that I am not new to what we do. The Alliance team that I came from has the same frustrations and concerns that each of ya have expressed. There have even been grumblings on how the Arch Council is archaic and out of touch.”
“Agreed!” Gideon threw up his hands.
“I ask that ya let me share my thoughts for what it is worth. We can leave this room in a joint understanding of what we plan to do; and true, we could go out—each of us with our warrior heart—and fight. I believe that in doing this, though, we will create turmoil and repercussions that none of us could foresee. This would be destructive to those we are aiming to protect.”
She clearly had their attention.
“Another option is to approach the Council with more than just one leader representing the voice of those who do the fighting. Petition them to truly see that we wish to comply to their guidance, but we also are finding that guidance lacking.”
As she finished, she leaned back; and every head turned in Ki’s direction. The room was his.
“Well, welcome, Bristol. Talking about taking the horse by the reigns. You fit right into this group,” Ki laughed. “Is there anyone else who has anything to say?”
No one did.
“Let me say, I hear you. I hear every single one of you, and I feel the frustration that you each feel. I get it. I have sat in your seats, looking toward this seat. Never did I imagine that we would not have Leah here. None of us ever could imagine that we would find ourselves where we are now. I get all of that.
“Bristol, I think your suggestions are very valid . . . something I need to think about but, I believe, very valid.
“One of the last things Leah shared with me before she left was that she thought I needed to get in touch with Isaiah.”
“Really?” Troy scoffed. “Sure, let’s get him back on the team; and then we can all play a daily game of ‘Truth or Dare’!”
“Please, Troy,” Ki stopped him. “She has her reasons for making it a point that we reach out to him; so, I am going to. I also am not sure what the protocol is for reaching out to a Vapor, but the Council can teach me later. I am going to reach out to Leah, also, for many reasons.”
Gideon spoke up, “Before we close out this meeting, can I ask if anyone has heard from Chad or Serenity?”
All those around the table shook their heads.
“Have you not heard from them, Gideon?”
“No. I tried to call them, but over the last few days I received no answer and no call back to any of my messages.”
Ki thought for a moment.
“That is strange. Well, if anyone does hear from them or even hears anything about them, please let myself or Gideon know.”
He pushed away from the table and stood up.
“For now, keep doing what you have been doing. Let me reach out to Isaiah and Leah, and standby for further instructions. I would like Bristol to go with Gideon. He is the best person to get you spun up on how the Sanctum operates and all the different things we are dealing with.”
The meeting was over, and each member gathered their things and filed out of the room to go take care of what they needed to take care of. Troy stayed behind and waited for the room to clear. Once everyone was gone, he looked at Ki.
“I just need to . . .”
“Seriously, if this is about Isaiah, I don’t want to hear about it, Troy! I have enough stuff on my plate to deal with; I don’t need to babysit.”
“That is how you see it? Really, Ki? One of my best friends—maybe my very best friend—lives a lie day in and day out beside me. I have issues with that, and then you consider it babysitting?”
He took the chair he was leaning on and shoved it across the room.
“Cool it, Troy.”
“No, I won’t cool it. I am no child, and I will never need anyone to ‘babysit’ me. I also will not work with him, beside him, or do anything with him . . . period!”
“Fine! Then you know where to turn in your gear, and you understand how to leave the building.”
“So, just like that?”
Ki got in Troy’s face. Troy’s eyes were wide, and they contrasted with his dark skin. He had been able to upgrade his implants to the point his blindness hardly was an issue anymore; and it had actually helped his ability to see the supernatural realm better, as well.
“No, it isn’t ‘just like that’; but Soldier, you aren’t giving me a choice now, are you?
“You want to talk about war time? You want to talk about serving? You want to talk about all you have seen, done, and then some? Well, come back to me when you’ve spent ages—not just a deployment—but ages fighting alongside one of the greatest warriors to then have them exiled—or should I say ‘discharged’—for her belief that we should be doing more. Then you find yourself in the role of a company commander when you never wanted that role . . . have that happen in the middle of a great conflict! Then have one of your privates come up to you and bitch about how they don’t like their bunkmate! That is what you are doing to me right now!”
“No! That is not what I am doing. What Isaiah kept from us is far from just complaining that ‘I don’t like my bunkmate.’ The bunkmate is at least on the same team as me and not fighting for the enemy!”
“You are a child!” Ki yelled. “Name one time Isaiah fought for the Clans or even against us! Once! You can’t! Just because he wasn’t like you or what you thought he should be gives neither you nor I the right to label him something he really wasn’t.
“I’m not kicking you out; but if you stay and we do work with Isaiah, then I expect you to show him the same respect you would show any other person on the team you are given. If you don’t think you can do that, then you can walk.”
With that he stormed out of the room, leaving the veteran standing alone.
Troy gritted his teeth, attempting not to yell out in anger. Loyalty and trust . . . they went hand and hand with each other, and as a soldier he valued both of those beyond anything else. If one had loyalty and trust, then all else fell right into place. One could fight any battle, any enemy, on any front, with any soldier in whom they trusted and was loyal.
He sat down in the chair he had actually flung across the room. His eyes wandered. The numerous monitors, the cameras, and the ops table that acted as a large computer tablet surrounded him.
“Give me my rifle, my brothers, and plenty of ammo. That is all I need.”
He closed his eyes; and in a flash, he was transported back to sand, heat, and the smell of war. He felt guilty sometimes because he missed it, but it had been his world. This new, high-tech, supernatural world in which he found himself could not fill the void of what he had embraced as life for so long.






Chapter Two
Sleep evaded her, and she had forgotten how her fervor and passion would cause this. Tanisha leaned back in an old chair, placed her feet up on the desk, and started skimming through more notes.
Eve was sound asleep in a pew upstairs. Isaiah had crashed out on Gerault’s old bed, which was located in a small and simple room just off the room where Tanisha sat.
They had spent the last couple of days trying to sort through the notes that Alfonso left for Isaiah, attempting to piece them together with anything that may match Gerault’s journals and notes. So far, there had been no luck at all.
Tanisha had grown frustrated. This line of study and work required patience, and for the most part she had that; but when it came to something this important, she did not.
She searched around on the desk, and underneath stacks of research she found her cell phone. She opened up her contacts and found her husband’s name. She pushed the button for video call. They had not spoken since she had arrived here. She had sent him a text letting him know she was safe and the news about Gerault’s passing. She had assured him that she would be fine, and that at this point there was no need to call. They both were busy doing different things; but she was sure that even though different things, it involved the same thing.
Zarius accepted the call, and his face showed up on her screen. He looked exhausted, and it didn’t take an expert investigator to see he had some good gashes on his face.
“What happened?” she asked, genuinely concerned.
“Meh,” he shrugged. “You know me; I’m always looking for a good fight.”
She giggled. “True, but usually you don’t get thrashed.”
“True,” he laughed. “Then again, usually I am not fighting the king of all evil.”
She quickly swung her legs to the floor and sat up.
“Wait . . . what?”
“Long story, but the last couple of days have been long.”
“You know you have to give me the short version.”
“I figured. Well, on the way to Eden I got a call from Metatron, who asked me to pick up an Alliance leader who recently chose to walk the way of a Vapor.”
“Really? Usually the leaders don’t walk away!”
“Yeah, true, but she is not just your normal Alliance leader. She reminds me a lot of you.”
“Well, she better not remind you too much of me . . .”
“Not enough,” he smiled. “So, I brought her to Eden. Got here to find that some Alliance members had brought a teen girl here who just happened to be possessed by Legion.”
She was getting excited, and it was starting to feel hot inside the study.
“You fought Legion?” she asked, enthralled. It didn’t even cross her mind to be scared and worried for her husband. “I take it that you won?”
“Well, I guess you could say that, but at a price. The young lady sacrificed herself to save us.”
“Oh, Zee. I’m so sorry!”
“Yep, sure would just like to be at our place right now.”
“So, was he destroyed, banished, or what?”
“Destroyed I believe, or at least the portion of him that was left here.”
“Sweetheart, that is huge!”
“Yeah . . . so, what have you been up to? Any luck on anything?”
“Not yet, but I have company.”
“Company?”
“Yeah, so the universe is a strange place. I have two Nephelium with me.”
It was his turn to be surprised.
“You’re kidding!”
“No, and one is actually a descendant of Rephaim; although I am not sure she is much of a follower of her lineage. She is more rogue and angrier.”
“Wait, so you have a Nephelium who is not a descendant?”
Fear spread across his face.
“I do; but he is not like his kindred, either. He actually has spent most of the last few years as an Alliance member.”
“Interesting,” he stated. “You are right: the universe is strange. Who would think you would have a Jerusalem Breed, who does not follow her ancestors’ path, and a Nephelium, who is from another child of Marduk, who also does not stay true to what we know of his heritage?”
“So, they came with journals and notes from another Watcher who the Fallen killed. They believed they were coming for a specific reason. He was also supposed to take over as the Guardian of the vial.”
Zarius laughed, “The Watchers always held to their own mysterious myths and legends, didn’t they?”
She shrugged.
“Who knows? Maybe the vial does exist. You can’t say for sure either way . . . kind of like you and the delta you possess.”
“True. So, where do you go from here?”
“Just keep reading and looking for links in the chain. Once found, follow it to see to what it is connected.”
“Well, be safe. I worry about you and miss you.”
“How about you?”
He was silent for a moment.
“Honestly, I didn’t think much past getting to Eden. Now that I am here, I don’t know. Maybe the ‘next step’ will reveal itself, and then I just go with it.”
“That is how I am feeling.”
They spoke for a few more minutes and then hung up. She missed him so much; this was harder than she had expected.
“Everything good on the home front?”
Isaiah came walking out of the small room in which he had been sleeping, rubbing his eyes.
“It is, and sorry if I woke you up.”
“No qualms from me . . . you know, the non-good descendant.”
Her face turned red with embarrassment.
“You know that I didn’t . . .”
He put his hand up.
“I’m just giving you a hard time, Doc.”
“Doc?”
“Aren’t you like a doctor of old stuff?”
She could see the grin spread across his face as he plopped down on the other side of the desk. He was joking around with her still.
“I guess you can say that. I like that.”
“Good, because I’m going to start using it.”
He stretched and then leaned forward.
“So, you have anything you want me to look at?”
“I wish I did, but I don’t think it would matter right now. Nothing seems to be fitting together.”
The Nephelium reached over and grabbed a journal from the stack.
“Maybe we are looking too hard. What if what we need to see is right in front of us?”
“Well, if it is, I wish it would just scream out to me. Don’t get me wrong; all of this is interesting. I’m learning a lot about the history of the ancients, Nephelium, Angels, Demons, and such . . . but nothing that leads me anywhere.”
Isaiah held the journal for a moment, placed it back on the pile, and leaned forward.
“I remember when I was a preacher, some of the easiest, in-your-face answers were literally in front of you; people just didn’t think it was that easy.”
“Ok, you piqued my interest. What are you suggesting?”
“Why are you here?” he asked.
“Gerault sent me some photos of things and asked me to come out to help him translate them.”
“Did he say that specifically?”
“Huh?”
“Did he specifically ask you to translate them?”
She reached over and grabbed her laptop that was sitting on an old shelf, opened it, and then read the email again.
“He states, ‘I believe I have reached a place where I need your help on some of my research. I have compiled several things, put them together, and I believe I have discovered something bigger than any of us could imagine. I need you to translate.’ Then he signed it, and that is it.”
“You see, that is what I mean. You assumed he meant the manuscripts he sent you pictures of, but what if he wanted you to go through from start to finish and ‘translate’ what you think everything together is saying?”
She sat puzzled.
“That is what we are doing, though; that is what I have been trying to do.”
“No, you started with the photos and then tried to link things to those specific manuscripts.” He was getting excited. “Sure, they may be a part of it all; but if we are trying to jump into the middle of a movie that was filmed in a foreign language and has no subtitles, what is the best thing to do in order to figure out what the story is?”
“Start at the beginning of the movie?”
He clapped his hands.
“Exactly!”
“Where is the start, though?”
“Well, hell if I know. I just come up with the ideas.”
She looked around, found a piece of wadded up paper and threw it at him.






Chapter Three
“Ok. Seriously, though,” he stated as he dodged the paper, “give me something I can write on.”
Tanisha grabbed a notepad and pen and then handed it to him.
“Ok, show me what you got, Renegade.”
“No, you don’t get to give me a nickname.”
“Why not? You gave me one.”
“I did, and you liked it. I don’t, and so you don’t get to,” he laughed.
He placed the pad down and looked up at her.
“So, you tell me . . . where do we start? Where would you start if, metaphorically, this was all a brand-new dig?”
Now he was in her head. She could think like this.
“Well, I would ask myself a few questions. First, why are we digging here? What led us here? Who or what was here before us?”
He motioned around them, “Ok, so answer that with where we are right now; look around.”
“Gerault was here . . .”
“He wasn’t the first. Most of what is here was before him, correct? He added to it, but there are centuries of journals, artifacts, and manuscripts here. What is the history? I mean, I honestly know nothing about this place; and here it is supposed to be my new residence if I choose to take up Gerault’s and Alfonso’s mantles.”
“Well, the building itself was formed to house the crypt of Briccius and has been rumored to have protected a vial of the blood of Christ.”
He started writing bullet notes down on the notepad.
“Ok, so that helps. I didn’t know that. I mean, I obviously saw the crypt. Who was Briccius?”
“He was a Danish knight to whom was supposedly given the vial by Watchers who were living in Constantinople. The stories state that he was told to protect it until given the word to pass it on to a new protector.”
“Did he?”
“Well, if the stories are true, he did not. He was killed in an avalanche on his way home. Later, his body was discovered by some farmers.”
“And the vial?”
“Legend states that he had a very deep wound on his leg. When he was trapped by the avalanche, he realized he was going to die. He placed the vial of blood inside the wound.”
Isaiah shuddered, “Why in the world would he do that?”
“Who knows? Maybe because he knew that his body would be delivered to the church, and he hoped that the vial would be found. I don’t know. All of this is legend and myth.”
He scribbled down some more as he listened to her. He wasn’t sure if this was the start they were looking for, but he was learning more than he knew just moments ago.
Tanisha cracked her neck and stood up.
“I think I am going to make some tea. Would you like some?”
“Sure, although I don’t remember the last time I drank hot tea.”
She walked around and sat on the front of the desk next to him.
“How long have you had a drinking problem?”
“Ever since I let people know that I was a . . . what did you call me—a Renegade?”
She just rolled her eyes, patted him on the shoulder, and left the room. As she left, he reached over and grabbed a stack of papers that had come from the box that Alfonso had left him. He knew there was a note in there that stated something about his becoming the Guardian of the vial, but he also believed he had once seen another message—a cryptic one—that he had not understood.
There was one wall that had no bookshelves, just books, papers, and other things stacked up against it. He started moving different things to clear up some wall space.
A few minutes later Tanisha walked back in with two mugs, hot water, and tea bags.
“What are you doing now?”
He laughed, “Seems silly, but who knows? Ever watch those old cop dramas where the investigators put up a board on which they can put clues and information?”
“Oh, so we are going to have our own mystery evidence wall, huh?”
“Like I said . . . silly . . . maybe effective, though!”
She placed the mugs down, placed the tea bags inside, then poured the hot water.
“You and my husband would get along really well.”
“Why is that?”
“When he sets his mind to something, he goes at it full force . . . a lot like you.”
Isaiah stopped what he was doing, looked at the cleared space, and figured that it was big enough . . . at least for now.
“If I may ask, what went through your mind when he told you about who and what he was?”
She sat down again in her chair and looked down at the steeping tea bag. Her mind wandered back to that day and to that moment.
“I don’t think I believed him at first. He always had a way about him. I guess what I mean is he always could get me to believe anything he said. It was the way he spoke and carried himself, but he also can be a prankster. Not many people have seen that side of him, but with me he has always been . . . well, fun.
“When he told me, I could tell he was serious. The look on his face was very stoic. I think he was ready for me to walk away; so, he had prepared himself for that. I laughed at first, but then realized that he was being serious.
“In my line of work, I have seen so many unexplained things. I have watched as fairy tales became reality, and so-called ‘truth’ melted away when brought into the light of fact. So, once I realized he was not joking, I flooded him with questions.”
“Did you ever think about leaving or not staying with him?”
“No! I loved him, no matter what. We all have history. We are who we are; and if you say you love someone, then you love them for who they are.”
“My wife knew.”
“That you were Nephelium?”
“Yes.”
“She chose to stay with you, correct?”
“Pretty much said the same thing you did . . . different words.”
She watched as his shoulders sank and the spark that was there a few minutes ago start to fade. It was time to change the subject.
“You going to just leave the wall blank, or are we going to be able to put Exhibit One up?”
He walked over and took a sip of his tea and then handed her a piece of paper.
“Before we put anything up, let me ask you, does this mean anything to you?”
She reached over and took the paper from his hand. It was folded in half. On the outside, it said, “Isaiah 211112.” She unfolded it to see if there was anything else. On the inside she read, “Beware of the Burden, lest it becomes too great.”
“Well?”
She shook her head.
“No. I have no clue. Clearly, it has your name on it; but I have no idea what the numbers stand for or, for that matter, even the saying inside.”
“Ok . . . was worth a shot,” he laughed as he began to write down the historical information that she had shared with him regarding the vial and Briccius.






Chapter Four
“What you said back in the meeting made a lot of sense, Bristol,” Gideon commented as they both walked through different hallways within the Sanctum. “I have been a team lead now for a few years, and I would be the first to say that we should start striking at the Clans. I also have been the team leader who has allowed his team to do that and have lost members because, if you perform an ‘off-books’ mission and something goes wrong, you are left out in the cold.”
She nodded, “I have seen it several times with my old Alliance. There were times that we begged the Council to help or to let us just do what we felt needed to be done. There were too many times that we never even received a response back.
“One such time we had discovered an unmarked Clan. We had no idea what they were about, but clearly there was Clan activity. After several months of surveillance, we requested direction from the Council. A month later we still did not have an answer. Two weeks after that we had to sit back and watch as Clan members slaughtered over a hundred young adults and teens. Their screams still haunt me to this day.”
Gideon stopped dead in his tracks, “Wait . . . an unmarked Clan?”
She nodded, “Every interaction we had with them showed no sign of any allegiance. Why?”
“We had that, too.”
“You say that in past tense.”
“We were observing—like your group was—but one of my stubborn, charge-ahead-and-ask forgiveness-later members disobeyed my orders and went into the club where they were gathering. It was a blood fest, but many Mortals were able to escape slaughter.”
She raised her eyebrows, surprised at what he had shared.
“I know you probably wanted to feed him to the Fallen yourself, but his actions probably saved a lot of lives!”
“I see that now, but I am more interested in a collection of unmarked. You had a nest; so did we. Did you find out anything more about them?”
“No, shortly after the massacre, it was as if they all dispersed or vanished. Maybe there was too much attention or too many questions being asked . . . either way, they were gone.”
The duo arrived inside the Control Center. The room was large enough to fit about 30 people inside. The lights were dimmed, which allowed those inside to see and focus on all the different monitors around.
“Ya have quite a setup here at the Sanctum,” Bristol observed.
“Leah was responsible for all this. She loved what she did here. She loved this place and everyone who worked here.
“Gideon?”
He looked over to where he normally sat within the Control Center, and immediately a smile broke over his face.
“Hey, Sweetheart!” He walked over and gave Jackie a bear hug and then turned to introduce her to the newest member, “Jackie, this is Bristol. She joined us yesterday from the Irish Alliance.”
“Welcome!” Jackie shook her hand. She then turned to look at Gideon. “I know you all are busy, but do you have a second and maybe somewhere we can talk?”
“Everything ok?” he asked.
“I just needed to talk with you . . . just a few minutes.”
He nodded and turned toward his teammate, “Feel free to use my area for now until we figure out all the new kinks and what we are going to do. I will be back in a moment.”
Jackie gave a small wave to Bristol, “It was nice meeting you, and I am sure we will get a chance to talk some more. Sorry for whisking him away.”
“No . . . no need,” the Angel responded.
Gideon and Jackie stepped into a nearby meeting room, and Gideon shut the door.
“What’s up, Dear?”
She grabbed him and gave him a long kiss.
“First, I just needed to give you a kiss. Now that that’s done, I need to talk to you about a few things.”
He smiled, “You can feel free to kiss me any time.”
“I want to quit the Broken Tear.”
“Wait . . . like shut it down?”
“That is exactly what I mean. It just was never mine; and ever since Eve left, it hasn’t been the same. Every time I go in there, I am reminded of the ‘old days.’ I remember my friend whom I never see, and the memories are too much. My heart is no longer there.”
“Um, ok.” He realized how his response sounded, and he quickly followed up, “You know I support you in whatever you want to do; but my next question would be, what are you going to do?”
“I want to work here.”
His eyebrows went up.
“Here?”
“Sure! Why not?”
He hated these types of conversations. There never seemed to be a good answer; and no matter how hard he tried, he felt his response was going to be wrong . . .  he would put his foot in his mouth.
“It is . . . well, I guess . . .”
“Gideon, I have been a pseudo member of the Alliance now for several years. Sure, we both know that there is no way I can fight, but look at that Control Center out there. This place has to have something I can do. The more I find out about what takes place beyond the curtain of my world, the more I begin to see that I have been so blind. I’m tired of it. I have felt like an outsider for so long. Eve, in a weird way, is a part of all of this; the man I love is part of it all. Most of those I consider my friends now are part of this . . . and then there is me: Jackie, the tattoo artist.”
“A damn good one at that.”
She slapped his chest.
“Stop deflecting. I’m being serious.”
“I don’t doubt that, but I also know you have steered away from buying into all the spiritual stuff, and . . .”
She put her hand up.
“Are you kidding me? I am in love with an Angel . . . whom, by the way, I rarely see any more. Sure, I question a lot of things when it comes to putting my faith in what so many consider concrete; but based upon things I have heard you say, you also have that same struggle.”
He was embarrassed to admit it. Shouldn’t he be one who anchored into what mortal man would consider “doctrine”?
She continued, “Hear me out. Sure, I am one who believes that there is more to everything than what religious powers within humanity have indoctrinated their followers to believe. You and the Alliance are proof of that. How does that make me a liability? I would think I could be an asset. I will see things from a different, fluid, point-of-view.”
He put his arms around her and drew her in. He just held her. Maybe she was right. Had not all of them started talking about how things were changing and what they once believed as fact was starting to become messy?
“I will talk with Ki. He has Leah’s position now, and so I can’t make that decision; but I will promise you this: I will do what I can.”
“That is all I ask. I need to be a part of something again. I need to be with ‘my people,’ and that is what the Alliance is.”
He laughed, “Very true.”






Chapter Five
His time in Castle Houska was usually limited. Mantus had it built ages ago in order to give him a place to conduct business since Clan leaders usually avoided the Abyss. The stone structure had been well-maintained over the centuries, and there had been a few additions; but overall, it looked the way it did at the end of the original construction.
There was a building called “The Chapel” that housed one of the gates into his underworld realm. The gate was guarded by two Se’irim to ensure that if anyone did get an itch to enter, they would be stopped.
The large and spacious room in which he paced back and forth had been everything from a throne room, banquet hall, and now a conference room. He only had three others with him.
“So, explain to me again what you have been told,” Mantus prompted. His pacing held the air of strategic planning and not that of someone worried or scared. “Do we know for sure this news is reliable?”
Kadar was relaxed and comfortable. He enjoyed being the one who delivered news that caused kinks in the plans of others. To watch those in power begin to manipulate and change as the playing field changed was a delight to him. When he had received word about the possible demise of the earthbound portion of Legion, he could not get to Mantus fast enough. Sure, he could have sent this news through different channels; but then again, he would not have had the chance to watch this play out in front of him.
“My sources tell me that Legion took up residence within the body of a young, teen girl. Somehow the Alliance stumbled across her, and they were able to defeat him.”
Mantus stopped and turned around. “I don’t understand! How?”
“Sir, I can only come up with theories.”
“I don’t need theories! I need facts! I need to know where we stand and if any plans in dealing with Legion and Hecate are now obsolete!”
Kadar’s eyes danced with delight. He knew that the general was doing all he could to maintain his composure; but at the same time, everyone has their tipping point. The Nephelium clearly understood that this Fallen general had no love for either his ex or her bastard child, but the truth of Legion’s demise or lack thereof was vital.
“Really?” Kadar retorted. “Sure, let me just waltz into the Sanctum—or, for that matter, Eden—and just ask if they have seen some creature with the ability to consume a Mortal, as well as break way into unlimited amounts of mini clones.”
Mantus put his hand up to stop Kadar.
“I get it! I understand; but if he is gone, then that changes everything. Who knows what Hecate will do if her leverage is taken away . . . or at least the leverage she believes she has? It also could make things complicated for everyone . . . including you, Azrael.”
He looked over at the only other person inside the large room.
“I venture to say that my existence between the realms has already become complicated. The moment that it is realized that Metatron is no longer in Scintillantes and is nowhere to be found within the world of Mortals, I am sure that my days of living the double life will be short. As you stated, Mantus, if he is gone, then everything changes.”
“Well, wouldn’t you know if he is gone?”
Azrael leaned forward, his arms resting on the large table. He was confident in his demeanor.
“I could ask you the same question. If you have not received word of that split-personality son of yours showing up in your realm, then maybe his demise is overly exaggerated.”
Mantus ignored the sarcastic barbs the Archangel threw his way.
“You know very well that if he was destroyed, he would have been vanquished to the inner-circle.”
“Ah, the one area that no one controls for it is true eternal damnation.”
The general leaned over the table.
“Do not play with me, Azrael. There is not one moment that I do not believe you are my trusted ally—ally, yes, but not trusted. I do believe that you also have your own plans somewhere under the quilt of all this deception.”
“Let’s say that you are correct. Entertain me, then, and explain to me what I could have up my sleeve and what benefit it would have for me.”
Kadar feigned a large yawn.
“This constant power struggle gets old after a while. You would think that you all, after all these ages, would have come to some pecking order that we could just get used to and with which we would be able to live. I have many other things I could be doing than hanging out with the both of you, watching you each fight it out. So, if neither of you have anything else to share that is important to me, I am going to head out.”
“Go, Nephelium. We know that if you are needed, we only have to wave something of value to you; and once again, you will be standing in front of us.”
“With no shame, either,” Kadar laughed.
Azrael and Mantus watched as he walked away and gave them a wave.
As he did so, Mantus turned to his counterpart, “What now, Azrael?”
Azrael threw up his hands and shook his head, “I honestly haven’t heard anything, Mantus; but again, I haven’t been making myself easy to access lately. There are questions starting to form; and until some of the heat dies down, I felt it best that I make myself busy and not so available.”
“Speaking of ‘heat,’ would you like explaining to me why you have confined a member of your Council within my realm? I am sure that I do not have to remind you what it will take for anyone to release him, not to mention that you have clearly given yourself a razor-thin path to walk in order to maintain your secret.”
The Archangel stood and started to gather a few things from where he had been sitting.
“You don’t have to remind me. Since the time I have borne both names, Michael and Azrael, I have known that it would not be an eternal position. We all have known that a time would come when ‘Azrael’ would become the face of not just death, but also of betrayal and that I would find myself exiled. I believe that if I had not taken on Metatron, that my demise would have been sooner than expected. He was already starting to have too many questions.”
Michael got ready to take his leave; but before he could, Mantus stepped in front of him.
“I don’t care why you did what you did; but if you ever choose to hire my brother again to do your dirty work, you will have me to deal with. True, I have used my brother as my hired hand for ages, but the difference is he is my brother. Understand?”
Michael smirked, “I do . . . but also understand that maybe your brother wasn’t hired.”
“What does that mean?”
The Archangel looked straight into the eyes of the general. Mantus had the fire of his world burning in his eyes; he was hardened and steadfast. He was not asking for an answer; he was demanding it.
“Maybe the time for your using your brother has come and gone. Who knows? Maybe the time for all of us has come and gone. What I do know is that with change, new voices—for too long silenced—become louder. New faces rise up, and the landscape changes. What once was new and strong becomes old and weary.”
“I will overlook the fact that you are accusing my brother of working against me . . . or at least hoping to. You would be wise to listen to the words you are saying. You have believed for too long that your place on the Arch Council was one of power and authority. What you fail to remember is that you have been there only out of necessity for those of us unable to reach home. When your time is through there, you may find yourself to be one of those ‘old and weak’ elements of which you speak.”
“Maybe . . .” Michael smirked, “and then maybe I just haven’t had my time yet, and it is on the horizon.”
“Your time? Azrael, your time for relevance has come and gone. You are more like an old hunting dog that we keep around for sentimental value.”
The two stood glaring at each other for a moment. It was Michael who finally broke the gaze, brushed past Mantus, and made his way out of the castle.
* * * * *
He hadn’t even made it out of Mantus’ fortress before he made a phone call.
It rang once before Denora answered, “Yeah?”
“Have you gotten there yet? Do you have anything new for me?”
“No, I told you I would take care of this end; so, let me.”
“I need to know anything and everything you can find. There is rumor that the portion of Legion that was not exiled has now been destroyed.”
There was silence for a minute, followed by a small chuckle, “Now, wouldn’t that be something if it was true? You take the main game piece out of the picture, and what do you have?”
“I’m not in the mood for joking,” he stated flatly. “Get something done, or I will not have any need of you or your services.”
“Sure, Azrael. I’m not worried.”
She hung up without any fanfare or goodbyes.






Chapter Six
Ki stood, shaking his head at Gideon, “I don’t know. I have nothing personal against your girlfriend, Brother, but any Alliance members, up to this point, have always had a level of . . .”
“Of faith?” the Angel finished Ki’s statement. “Don’t we all have faith? Every day of anyone’s creation is a day of faith. This day, this moment, is going to be a day worth fighting for, living in, and maybe even dying for.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I do; but— and I can’t believe I am saying this—what if her faith is as strong as ours but just looks different?”
“I’m not saying it isn’t . . . but even the Fallen have faith in what they do, and yet that doesn’t make them right. History’s journals are full of people with misguided faith.”
“I understand that, but hasn’t our faith and beliefs changed over the ages? We all know, without any doubt, that mankind has chosen to have faith in what many of us know as partial truths. They hold to beliefs that, many times, are loosely based upon historical fact blended with human superstition.
“Jackie has been a vital asset to us, even if we won't admit it out loud. Allowing her the chance to be a part of all we do here is really no different than her helping us out already.”
Ki rubbed his temples. He still needed to make a call to Leah and was in the middle of trying to figure out how to maneuver those waters when Gideon had asked to speak with him. Then he asked if Jackie could be brought officially into the Alliance.
“To be honest, I hate this job.”
Gideon could only laugh at this statement, “Guess asking Leah to come back is out of the question?”
Ki nodded, “Yeah, just a little bit.” He motioned around the office in which the two were standing, “This is her place . . . not mine. Put me in the armory. I don’t even care if you put me in the motor pool . . . anywhere but here, behind a desk. I’m behind a desk, and yet my heart and mind are out there with everyone else.”
“You don’t think hers was? You doubt that there was ever a time when Leah would rather have not been out in the field? Come on, Ki. We all know better than that.”
“Correct, but she chose to be our leader. I . . . well, I didn’t.”
“No, maybe not; but out of all of us, you are the natural one to fill this office and to fill her shoes.”
“You are also trying to flatter me into a decision about Jackie.”
Gideon shook his head as he smiled, “No, but if I was, I would imagine I am on the right path. Seriously, though, Brother, you are the right person for this; and when it comes to Jackie, bringing her on the team is also the right move. The storm raging on the horizon is not going to be won by Immortals; this is the time for mankind to rise and show they are not just a ‘secondary’ creation or an afterthought.”
Ki thought about it for a moment. Gideon was probably correct. For too long, even though they pretended that they looked at their human counterparts as equals, the truth was that they rarely did. Sure, it wasn’t due to malicious thinking but more of the idea that mankind seemed always to make choices based upon emotion rather than a pattern of critical thinking.
“I will go with it. You are right: she has helped us out a lot over the last few years, and maybe the reason that Mortals have not risen up to their full potential is due to the fact that we have continued to attempt to dictate—whether right or wrong—their path. We have taken the hammer of authoritarian leadership and attempted to drive in the nail of free will; yet in doing so, we have bent the very thing that could be fastening it all together: Mortals.”
“Can’t really argue with you on that. I think you may be more right with that than any of us care to admit.”
He motioned for Gideon to give him the room.
“I still need to touch base with Leah.”
The other Angel nodded and quickly exited the office.
* * * * *
Ki looked around him. She had left everything as if she would be gone for only a short time. The office itself had windows all the way around and was positioned so Leah would have been able to see most of the activity around the Sanctum.
He had spent so many ages side-by-side with mortal man, fighting to keep the evils of the world from destroying them. He had travelled with Marco Polo as an Alliance messenger and then had stood with the Samurai as the Elisheth Clan had threatened to build an empire of evil in the eastern continents. In all he had done, he never desired to hold the seat of leadership. He was a frontline type of warrior. He was a “charge-hard-and-fast” type of guy; and the ability to nurture, at which Leah had been good, was not a strong attribute of his.
He tried to sit behind the desk to make his phone call, but just couldn't do it.
“Sorry, Friend, still is your seat.”
He dialed the number and held his breath. He wanted her to answer, but then there was some deep desire for her not to pick up the phone. He didn’t want to have her hear the doubt in his voice or the desire he had to have her return.
“Hello,” she answered.
“So, you can have your office back” sure seemed a stupid way to start off, but it was the only thing he could think of.
Ki was sure he could actually hear her smiling. He was her best team member, but she knew that the transition was not going to be easy. His statement clarified that.
“Nope, my job there is done, Ki. It is your ship to steer now.”
“Maybe I will become a Vapor, also; and then Gideon can have this ship.”
“Um yeah, don’t think that would be a wise choice. He is good but still rough around the edges.”
“Aren’t we all?”
“Maybe.”
He took a deep breath, “So, how are you?”
“I’m good. Still trying to get my land legs under me, but I’m good. I’m actually glad you called. We have had some interesting things take place, and I wanted to talk to you about it all.”
“Good! Maybe you can be a dial-a-mentor for me, and we can figure this out together.”
He closed the door to offer some more privacy as the two friends and leaders continued their conversation.






Chapter Seven
She let out a huge breath as she hung up the phone with Ki. She felt a sense of relief that someone else was sitting at the head of the table. Then, there was also guilt—guilt came from leaving Ki with what, she felt more and more, was a hopeless mission. She had no doubt he would do a great job, but she wasn’t sure how much she would be able to mask her distain for the whole situation and help him at the same time.
Leah had informed Ki that Chad and Serenity were with her; and then, she had shared in detail their encounter with Legion. She knew he was looking for more direction, but at this point she couldn’t give it to him. She had listened intently to his account of all that had happened in the team meeting; and she had agreed, in part, to what Bristol had stated about leaders going before the Arch Council. She had cautioned him not to go with any preconceived notions. She had hesitated and then chose not to share any doubts she had about Michael. She felt she needed more information before she could do that.
She showed some irritation that he had not spoken with Isaiah yet, but she held her tongue. There was no way that he didn’t detect it but, again, his ship to steer. He showed the irritation right back when she informed him that Chad and Serenity were not returning to the Alliance anytime soon. He expressed curtly how he already was short the manpower. He did state, however, that he understood their decision.
She looked up as Ann walked into the enclosed porch where Leah was sitting. At one time the porch had been open, but eventually the decision had been made to close it off so that it could be enjoyed year-round. There was a large, double-sided fireplace that had openings out to the porch area, as well as to the inside of the mansion. The heat from it was collected and stored nicely by the stone walls of the porch, which made it comfortable and relaxing.
Leah was curled up on one of the large pieces of patio furniture, and she smiled as Ann got comfy on the seat to her right.
“Getting an escape from the kids?”
Ann put her finger to her lips as if pretending to ask for silence.
“Don’t tell anyone. Maybe they will not realize that I am gone,” she shrugged. “They also may realize it and be excited. That will mean Gene will probably be looking for me; and so, we still will keep my whereabouts a secret for now.”
“Deal.”
“How are you doing, Leah? Honestly?”
Leah wasn’t sure how to answer that. She couldn’t remember the last time she had relaxed. When was the last time she just curled up in a chair, smiled, and just breathed? She couldn’t even come up with one time; she felt so out-of-sync. There were questions about where she belonged and what she was supposed to do now.
“Ann, I feel guilty about feeling so free. All my existence I have spent focused on the mission; and now I find myself still thinking about it, yet it isn’t consuming me. Is it wrong that I don’t miss it all?”
“I don’t think so. Sure, it is all you have known; but if you don’t step out of what you have always known, you can never discover what you never knew.
“When you all brought me to Eden, for the first little bit I wanted nothing more than to go back to what I knew. I didn’t care that all of it had almost ended my life. I didn’t care that for so many years I had lived as a slave to others. All I wanted was what I knew; even if what I knew no longer wanted me. After a while I began to . . .” she paused as she tried to think of a way to express it. “I guess you could say I began to decompress. Sure, I had no idea what was in store for me; but the further away I moved from my past life, the stronger and freer I felt. Obviously, like you, it has a way of still finding me, but now I have a clearer picture. I am not looking at it all with blinders on.”
“That makes sense. There have been so many times that I would help rescue someone . . . like you . . . and part of me was jealous that they got to move on, but I had to return to the gutters of mortality. Then again, there was a part of me—not intentionally, of course—that felt those dressed with the clothes of mortality were weak.”
Ann laughed, “I don’t take offense to that. I can understand . . . to a point. I guess the difference is I have lived in my shoes for a lifetime; you are just starting your journey on this side of the curtain.”
They both sat in silence for a bit, soaking in the heat of the fire. The snow had stopped falling earlier, and the landscape outside included a few cardinals flitting about.
“Leah, may I ask you a question?”
“Sure.”
“Did Tori really kill Legion?”
The Vapor sat there, pondering the question. She had not been in the room. She had felt the explosion and heard the screams, but neither she nor Zarius had been able to get back in.
“Why do you ask?”
“I’m not insinuating that he wasn’t killed if that is what you are worried about,” Ann said in a quiet voice. “We were prepared for an extensive onslaught.” She stopped, realizing that the words she was about to use made it sound as if she felt the danger and fight with the Demon had not been that difficult. “I don’t know. I know I can’t imagine what you all saw. I can’t thank you enough for you three keeping my children safe, but I also can’t get past this dread—a feeling of a dark shadow over everything.”
“Could it be because of Tori’s death?”
“You are probably right.”
Leah changed her position in the chair so she was able to look at Ann better.
“Let me answer your question directly, though, pertaining to Legion. The truth is we are assuming. I believe the answer is ‘yes’; but as we all are very aware, it seems that just when we think we know what is going on, we don’t.”
Ann laughed at that, “Isn’t that the truth! You’re telling that to me, the mother of twins. So, let’s say that she didn’t kill him.”
“Ok, I’ll bite.”
“Where did he go? Tori’s dead. Blunt, I know; but she is. He just can’t vanish. We never saw him leave.”
“That is why I think she did the job. I wish it had been me, but it wasn’t. She saved us, and for that we all can be grateful.”
“Sure, but what next?”
Leah stretched out and rested her head against the back of the chair. Her long, blond hair fell around her face; and she began to play with the ends of it as she thought.
“That is the million-dollar question. Ki was just asking me the same thing, and I know that Serenity and I had this conversation. The Fallen are still out there. Ki informed me a little while ago that there has been more Clan activity that involves what seems to be members with no sworn allegiance. So, something is up; and if I know the Clans, if we don’t figure it out, they will show us—usually in a way that is not convenient for us.”
“What about Zarius?”
“What about him?”
“He seemed to believe that the artifact he has plays a role in all of this . . . that and his brother.”
“Michael?” Leah scoffed. “One day—I promise—he and I will stand face-to-face, and we will have our moment of truth.”
“So, how does that happen and why?”
“The list that will answer why is long for me, but I do not know how it will happen. You may be right, though.”
Ann tilted her head to one side.
“About what?”
“Maybe we should sit down with Zarius and find out what else we need to know and see if he has any thoughts. He was headed here to Eden with that thing before any of this happened. So obviously, he either knows something we don’t or he has a hunch about something—either way, it may be time he tells us.”
Ann stood up and offered her hand to Leah. Leah took it and allowed her to pull her up from the cozy chair. Ann wrapped her arms around her friend.
“I never had the chance to properly hug you and thank you for all you have done for me. You are crusty and hard—like a warrior—on the outside; but Leah, it is your compassion and heart that has allowed myself and the kids to live. Thank you.”
Leah hugged her back. It was all she could do. Rarely did she get thanked for what she did. This was new . . . and it felt good.






Chapter Eight
“You throw one! You can throw further!”
Lada handed a snowball to Serenity. The little girl laughed as Serenity let it fly through the air, and it collided with the top of Chad’s head. Both girls knew it was a good throw because they heard Chad yell about the cold ball of white fluff as it broke over him, going down the back of his shirt.
“Oh, it is on now!” he yelled from his and Lano’s hiding place.
He had been making a pile of snowballs for Lano; but now that Serenity fired a volley, it meant war! He handed two snowballs to the young boy.
“Ok, so here is what we are going to do: I am going to start throwing a lot of snowballs; and as I do, I want you to sneak over that way,” he pointed to their left. “I want you to come up behind them and hit each of them with a snowball. Got it?”
A devilish and childish grin spread across the little boy’s face as he nodded. Chad collected several of his reserves and began a heavy round of outgoing snowballs down onto where the two girls were. He could hear Lada giggling loudly and Serenity yelling out that it wasn’t fair that he was throwing so many. Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of little Lano stumbling through the snow trying to make his “sneak attack.” The squeal of both Serenity and Lada told Chad that the little man had been successful.
Before he knew it, Serenity and Lada waved their hands in surrender and called a truce. The twins ran off together to see what other trouble they could get into.
Serenity playfully made another snowball when Chad was not looking and ran up to him. With a quick movement, she plastered it all over his face, pushing him and causing him to fall backward into the snow. Not to be outdone as he went down, he quickly swept her leg and she came tumbling down beside him.
“Hey! Not fair!” she squealed.
“Fair? I’m sorry. When have you ever known me to be fair?” he laughed.
They both brushed off as much of the powder as they could and just remained where they had fallen.
“Remember all of this?” she asked.
“All of what? Eden?”
“No, you idiot,” she stated playfully. “Laughing! Enjoying life! Even in my toughest times I used to be able to find a reason to laugh, to play, to live. Most of those times were brief, but it seems that over the last few years they have become non-existent. Even in my darkest days before the Alliance, I still found time to laugh.”
Chad looked around him and then at her. Maybe it was the freedom and tranquility at Eden, but he felt as if he had never seen her so carefree or—dare he say—beautiful as he did right now.
“I guess I never realized it. Unlike many who have joined up with the Alliance, I didn’t have a bad childhood or anything dark and ominous happen in my life. I just saw a cause in which I could believe and get behind. I felt I could make a difference.”
“Have you?”
“What?”
“Have you made a difference or did it make a different you? I can see the good in all we have done; and I know that Eden, more than the Alliance, saved me. Sometimes, though, I wonder if being a part of all of this hasn’t jilted me and the way I see things.”
“Hmm . . .”
He had never given it much thought. Once he joined, he was all in. If he was honest, it had been more of an adrenaline rush on a daily basis that had kept him going.
“I would like to think we have made a difference, but you make a good point. It is hard to remember a time when I was not on edge, ready for the next fight. I guess I have fed off it so long that I presume you are right. I don’t remember much of what it was like before all this.”
“What if we just give it all the middle finger and walk away?”
“From the Alliance?”
She nodded, “Yeah, but not just the Alliance . . . the fight . . . everything. You know, find a cute bungalow on some Mediterranean coastline, eat some amazing food, drink some wine, and just simply exist.”
He turned and looked at her, “Did you just ask me to marry you?”
She laughed and threw snow at him once again.
“Ha! Nope . . . just asked you out for drinks.”
“In the Mediterranean?”
“Unless you can think of a different place.”
He shook his head as he stood up while pushing her down in the snow.
“Anywhere that doesn’t have snow is fine with me.”
The two started walking back toward the building, each in their own thought, the crunching snow beneath their feet the only sound.
“You know, I am not sure if you really ever told me much about yourself, other than what I know with the Alliance,” Serenity spoke up.
“What do you want to know? Nothing really exciting.”
“Oh, come on!”
“No, really. I grew up in a two-parent house. My parents both are still married. I was the oldest of four. I guess the most rebel thing I ever did was not complete college.”
“You went to college?”
He laughed, “Depends on what you mean by ‘went.’ I was enrolled in college.”
She grabbed his arm.
“Wait . . . you never went? Partied too much?”
He shook his head, “Nope. I joined the military.”
“What? You were military?”
He playfully shoved her.
“Why do you act shocked?”
“I don’t know. I guess I just never . . . well, I look at Troy and think, ‘Yep, military,’ but . . .”
“I don’t come off like some warrior badass?”
Chad opened up the door for her as they reached the back of the main mansion.
“I didn’t say that. You just never talk about it.”
“Well, because it seems you can chalk it up to another thing at which I failed.”
“Failed?”
She turned as they took off their cold weather gear. She sat down on the bench to remove her boots and set them to the side.
“What do you mean?”
He sat down beside her, bent over, and started unlacing his own boots.
“I never wanted to go to college. I was the only one in my family who didn’t go; I had no interest. My dad pushed me into going; and so, I enrolled to get him off my back. I never told my family I wasn’t going and, instead, signed up for the Army.”
“I take it that they found out.”
“Oh, yeah! I was able to keep it from them for a little while. I knew that I could probably make it through basic training and maybe my job training before they found out.”
“Why do I feel that there is a ‘but’ coming?”
“BUT . . . I got hurt in basic training. I was doing an obstacle course and tried to show off.”
“Now, that doesn’t surprise me,” she rolled her eyes.
“Yep, in true Chad fashion I tried to beat the record for a certain obstacle. I fell and broke my arm. Instead of sticking it out and going through it all again, I agreed to just get out.”
“Yet, your family found out because of it.”
He nodded in agreement, “They did. My Dad never called me a quitter for not following through with college; but he did voice his disappointment in the fact that I actually didn’t do either college or military. I have flown by the seat of my pants for most of my life; and I guess when things got boring or didn’t go my way, I just walked away.”
“Hmm . . . so you were a spoiled, rich kid?”
“Hey now! I wasn’t that bad! We never had money, but I just seemed to be the one kid who never followed through with much of anything, I guess.”
“Do they know anything about what you do now?”
They both stood up and headed deeper into the estate.
“No. How do you explain all of this to people who won’t believe a word you are saying?”
“Good question. I don’t know, but I do know this: I have worked beside you now for several years, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Sure, we have our moments; and you do annoy me more than I would like, but you are someone I admire and respect.”
“Stop . . . you are going to make me blush!”
“I doubt that. Your ego won’t allow it.”
“You are probably correct with that assumption.”






Chapter Nine
As both Chad and Serenity walked into the main area of the building, they were flagged down by Leah.
“There you both are! Hey, follow me; we have some things to talk about.”
The three of them walked through the doors of Gene’s study to the other side and through another set of doors that neither Chad or Serenity had noticed before. Leah led them into a quieter room. It had a few pictures on the wall, a couch, and several chairs. They were met by Gene, Ann, and Zarius, who looked worn and agitated.
“What’s up?” Chad asked.
He could feel the tension in the room.
Gene motioned for the three to have a seat before he started. His face appeared aged and also worn. The loss of Tori was still fresh on everyone’s thoughts, but Serenity could tell this was more than that.
“I am not as connected as I used to be,” Gene started, “but I still have a few friends in high places; and I have been told that a member of the Arch Council has gone missing.”
No one spoke. Everyone in the room sat stunned and silent. His words hit like swift arrows to an already dying warrior.
Leah couldn’t breathe. She tried to speak, but words would not come out. How could this even happen?
“This has the hand of Michael all over it!” Zarius spat. “Who is it that is missing? Who all knows?”
“Metatron . . . it is Metatron, isn’t it?” Leah asked, not really sure she wanted an answer.
“It is Enoch,” Gene stated, referring to the Council member by his earthly name, “but what made you assume it was Metatron, Leah?”
“He stood up for me when I became a Vapor. He knew that Michael had it in for me; and he stood up to him, even making the choice to sacrifice his membership on the Council to try to save me.”
“Wait!” Chad spoke up. “He did what?”
Leah continued, “He stood up to Michael; and when he felt Michael was going to move ahead with his plan to remove me from leadership, he quit the Council.”
“So, technically a Council member is not missing. I mean if he quit, he isn’t a Council member, right?”
“Really, Chad?” Serenity looked at him frustrated. “Does it matter?”
“Well, kinda! I mean, if he quit the Council, maybe he left Scintillantes altogether. Hell, maybe he became a Vapor.”
Gene looked over at the young man and shook his head in amazement, “Do you know anything about Metatron’s background, Chad?”
“That would be a big ‘no, I do not.’ Should I?”
“Maybe. Before you make light of all this, you should,” Zarius stated, wishing nothing more than to punch the cocky young man.
“Well, I guess you all can enlighten me because, obviously, I am missing something.”
“Throw me in there, as well,” Serenity piped up. “I mean, I still am concerned that we have someone important missing and, of course, there are many other questions . . . like how does this happen? With that all being said, I don’t know anything really about any of the Arch Council.”
“Well, I will give you a condensed version because we have had enough history for the lot of us over the last few days. Metatron was once a Mortal. He was born here, lived here, married here, but he never died here. He was a man among men, born with an insight that very few Mortals ever could imagine. He was a Grigori, a predecessor to the Watchers. The ability he had to mediate between Mortal and Eternal made him invaluable, one of the humblest men you will ever meet. He was offered an opportunity not offered to anyone before him and, as far as I am aware, has not been offered since.”
“What? Did they give him his fast food order correct the first time?”
“Shut up, Chad!” Leah barked.
His mouth shut like a trap, and he refused to look at his former leader. She may not be an Alliance leader anymore, but he still had a respectful fear of her. He also didn’t really know of what a Vapor was capable and didn’t want to find out.
“Metatron went by the name Enoch while he dwelt here on earth,” Gene continued.
“Wait . . . I’m sorry to interrupt, but you mean like the guy who wrote that ancient book about all kind of things supernatural?”
“Yes, he wrote what is known as the Book of Enoch. You are correct, Serenity. Have you read it?”
“No . . . but again, I never thought it was worth a read! So, that stuff is real?”
It was Zarius’ turn to speak up, “Real from the insight of one man. What I mean by that is that it isn’t meant to be anything on which you could build a religion, but what he wrote about is historically accurate.”
“As I was saying . . .” Gene rarely got frustrated, but the group realized that this was becoming one of the rare times, “he was chosen to be given immortality . . . or at least as much as any being can really be immortal. At that point he was offered a seat on the Council. The hope was that he would be a voice of reason, having lived here in the Mortal realm and then given the chance to see existence on a larger scale outside of time and space.”
“Ok, so when you say ‘as much as any being can really be immortal,’ do you mean that . . .” Chad started to ask.
Zarius stood. He was tired, and he had no time for stupid, immature words or actions. He leaped at Chad; but before he could reach him, Leah grabbed him, placing herself between the two men.
“Stop, both of you! Chad, if you are going to keep on being sarcastic, you are free to leave. Zarius,” she glared at the other Vapor, “I’m pretty sure that it would be fun to watch you go after him, but we have more important things to be concerned about at this point.”
Zarius continued to glare at Chad but returned to where he was sitting. For his part, Chad stood up and moved closer to the door. He had no doubt that Zarius would rock him really well if given the opportunity, and he couldn’t promise that something sarcastic still wouldn’t come out of his mouth.
“Here is the situation: if Enoch . . . or Metatron—however you wish to address him—is missing, then Zarius is right. I put my money on Michael; but like always, we have no proof. It seems that the Council leader has the art of deception down.”
Leah looked at Gene, “What do we do?”
The old man threw up his hands, “I don’t know. That is all we know right now; and honestly, if he is missing and Michael is a part of this, we could be seeing the end of the Council altogether.”
“Oh, that would be so . . .” Chad stopped in mid-sentence and literally bit down on his tongue as he received glares from every single person in the room.
“Let’s assume that Michael is behind Enoch’s disappearance. If he is, then we can only assume this is part of a larger scale goal . . . and we also must assume that he is not done with his brother,” Gene spoke, looking over to Zarius.
As he did, Zarius’ face went white.
“Tanisha!”
He immediately grabbed at his pockets, looking for his phone. He remembered that he had left it in his room. There was no stopping the large man as he shoved Chad out of the way to get to the door and rush upstairs.






Chapter Ten
She didn’t move. She didn’t open her eyes. Every nerve ending in her body was firing off, and she knew that she was not alone in the auditorium. Furthermore, she could sense that her company was not friendly. She mentally accounted for the few hidden weapons she had on her and then just listened.
Her breathing was slow and steady. She did what she could to maintain the way it was when she was asleep. There was an eerie silence. There was nothing moving, and she almost opened her eyes. Right before she did, she caught it! It was very slight, stealthy, but very much a noise of someone moving.
Eve very slowly opened her eyes and looked up at the church ceiling above where she had fallen asleep on the pew. She saw no one from where she was lying; but again, her range of view was very limited. She didn’t want to move, but she also didn’t want to be surprised by whomever or whatever with which she was sharing space.
“Well . . .” she almost swore but caught herself. “This person or thing has me swearing in a house of religion!” she thought to herself.
She listened again, but she could hear nothing. She could still feel the presence, though.
“Screw this!”
She shoved herself upward and came flying off the pew, onto her feet, with a throwing knife in each hand. As she did, there was a hiss and a fast movement of Cornelius’ running off the back of the pew that was behind her and into the shadows.
“Are you kidding me? Damn cat!” She half expected a bolt of lightning to flash when she realized she actually had cussed. “No way that was just the cat,” she whispered to herself, almost with the thought that the whisper made up for the swear word.
She looked around the auditorium but couldn’t see anything or anyone else. The feeling was still there. She felt as though she was being watched, but the shadows gave up no secrets. She ran her fingers through her thick, black hair and slowly put her blades back in their hiding places. She wasn’t sure what time it was, but she needed a glass of water.
The Nephelium walked her way toward the door that led downstairs. As she opened it, she took one more look around to see if she could see anything out of place or out of the ordinary, but she could not. With a sense of urgency, she hurried down the staircase.
A figure stood in the shadows, holding her own blades.
She smiled, “Oh, Eve, how it has been too long. I did not expect to find you here; but oh, the pleasure I will have when we do meet again face-to-face.”
* * * * *
She was shocked to find Isaiah and Tanisha wide awake and surrounded by open journals. Isaiah was reading quickly, flipping through pages and writing as fast as he could. Tanisha had her back to the door as she traced her finger along the spines of several journals that were on the shelf behind the desk.
“I guess I didn’t get the memo that this was going to be a pajama party!” Eve laughed as she walked in.
Isaiah almost jumped three feet off the chair in which he was sitting.
“Damn it; you scared me!”
“Good thing I wasn’t a Fallen ready to slit you from ear to ear.”
“Ha . . . you could try.”
She shoved his head as she walked by.
“What did I miss?”
Tanisha turned around, her eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep; but her face held an expression of sheer excitement.
“We are onto something!”
“Really?” Eve perked up. She sat down on the edge of the desk. “Well, tell me!”
“Hold on!” Isaiah put his hand up. “We MAY be onto something! We aren’t sure. Pieces are starting to fit together, but we don’t even know if it leads down the path we need to be taking.”
“Ok, sure, but at least we have a path!” Tanisha countered.
“Anyone care to put me on that path?” Eve looked back and forth between both of them. “Or I could go back upstairs and sleep with the cat.” She pointed back to the stairs as she raised her eyebrows questioningly.
Isaiah put his notepad down and pointed to a wall that had on it a variety of notes; a rough, drawn-out timeline; and a few strange drawings.
“Well, that is the path.”
Eve stood up and went over to get a closer look at it. She saw writings about a vial, a timeline that started back further than she cared to think about right now, and a hand-drawn sketch. She stopped and looked at the sketch for a minute. She felt drawn to it, but was confused by the pull.
“What is this?” she asked, pointing to it on the wall.
“We think it is the only known image—or at least an artist’s rendition—of the vial of blood that I supposedly am to be guarding.”
Isaiah watched as she looked at it closer.
“Why?” Isaiah pressed.
“Uh, no reason, I guess. I just feel that I have seen this image before but can’t figure out where.”
Tanisha walked over to look at it even more closely.
“The image or the actual vial?”
“I don’t know that, either. I mean, it doesn’t make sense, right? How would I have seen either the image or the vial?”
“Right now, we are taking the impossible off the table,” Isaiah spoke up. “We can’t assume anything.”
“Like where to start, right?” Tanisha jabbed Isaiah.
“Correct! Like where to start!”
Eve felt so left out right now. She half wondered if she shouldn’t go back up and sleep some more. Clearly, they were on a roll; and she didn’t want to mess it up.
She was startled by the ringing of Tanisha’s phone. Tanisha had to move several papers in order to figure out where her phone was.
Once she found it, she smiled, swiped the screen, and answered, “Well, two calls in one day. You must really miss me, Zee!”
She grew deathly silent, and all color drained from her face as she just listened to her husband on the other end of the phone.
She finally did respond, but it was short and to-the-point, “I understand, Zee. I love you, too. You know I’m not going to leave.” She paused and listened to her husband’s concerns. “I know. I will be careful. I love you.”
As she hung up, both Eve and Isaiah just looked at her. She said nothing for several minutes and then finally looked up.
“Things are moving.”
“What does that mean?” Eve stated, confused and irritated. “Why do people always do that? You know they have more information, but they state something so vague and . . . well, stupid before actually saying what needed to be said,” she thought to herself.
“My husband just told me that a member of the Arch Council is possibly missing and that there is a good chance his brother had something to do with it.”
“Ok?” Eve was really impatient right now. “So, that should matter to us because . . . ?”
Tanisha sat down, leaned back, and let out an angry yell. The other two just stared at her.
“Well, Zee, my husband Zarius, thinks that Michael may come after me.”
“Why?” Isaiah asked puzzled.
“If Michael knows where both Zee and I are, then I am the easiest target. He wouldn’t chance going after Zarius at Eden. That is one of the reasons he took the delta there, but Michael knows that Zarius will do anything to make sure I am safe. So, if Michael can get to me . . .”
“Then he gets to your husband and the delta,” Isaiah finished her sentence.
“Pretty much.”
“People and love! You see, if people would be more like me and just refuse to love, then no one could get to anyone!”
As Eve stated that, she froze. She thought about what Tanisha had just told them and, without another word, fled the room like a chipmunk hyped on caffeine. She rushed up the stairs and burst through the door into the auditorium.
“Eve!” Isaiah shouted as he jumped up and ran to the door just to watch as she disappeared up the stairs.
He turned and looked at Tanisha, “Don’t ask me!”
He shook his head and ran after his friend.






Chapter Eleven
Eve ran just past the doorway and began to look around. She really wished there were lights right now! It could not have been a coincidence about her feeling what she felt when she had awakened and then Zarius’ calling with a warning!
“Ok, you can keep in the shadows if you wish; but I know you are here. I felt you, and I heard you. It wasn’t the damn cat!”
Silence answered her back.
Isaiah came up behind her, “What are you doing?”
“When I woke up from sleeping a while ago, I had a sense that someone was here with me. I could hear them, but never saw them.”
“And you didn’t bother saying anything downstairs?”
“When I got up, the stupid cat ran off; so, I just thought I may have been over-sensitive. Now, I have no doubt that I was not alone.”
“Hold on!” he said before he even thought about how it would sound. “I’m fairly certain no one has ever accused you of being over-sensitive!”
This got him an elbow to his gut. He tried to catch his breath as he stepped out of range of any other blows she may decide to throw his way.
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Sure, you did.”
“Ok, maybe a little but you didn’t have to knock the wind out of me!”
He was able to regain his composure and to walk up beside her. They both stood staring into the dark. There was some light making its way through the stained glass, but not enough for them to catch any figures lurking about.
“Whoever it was must be gone,” he said as he rubbed his stomach.
“What do these people have against electricity?” Eve complained. “It would be a lot easier if we could flip a switch. You know, be all god-like—‘let there be light’—and all that jazz.”
“‘All that jazz’? Really?”
She gave him a look and started walking toward the back of the church, toward the doors that led out.
“Just saying.”
He shook his head. He moved to the opposite side of the auditorium and began to scan each aisle up and down the large room. He still didn’t see anyone.
“Anything?”
She shook her head and then realized he probably couldn’t see her anyway, “Nope.”
“Well, let’s get back downstairs; and let’s get you up-to-date on what we were trying to explain before Zarius called.”
She stopped for a minute.
“Wait, do you have your phone on you?”
“Yeah, why?”
“Video call me.”
“Do what?”
“Just do it! Seriously, why can’t people just do simple things?”
He walked over to where she was standing by the old coat closet.
“Well, first off, you demanded and didn’t ask nicely. Second, you didn’t use the magic word, which would also indicate you didn’t ask nicely. Third, why would I video call you when you are standing right here?”
“Isaiah!”
He pulled out his phone, and with a couple of moves on the screen he attempted to connect with her via video. He held up the screen to show her and then made a face.
She answered it, and it sounded as if they were in an echo chamber. Each noise came through the phones delayed, and the sound bounced around the open space of the auditorium.
“Now, what? You wanted me to call you, and you aren’t even going to talk to me?”
She grabbed his phone out of his hand.
“Hey!”
“What?” she shrugged. “Anyone who is going to call you, Moi,” she smiled, “is right here. You aren’t going to need your phone!”
“What if I wanted to order delivery?”
“What? Chinese and beer?”
“I prefer whiskey, but right now a beer sounds good!” He still looked at her confused. “No, seriously, what are you doing?”
“I’m going to set this phone up here so that we can be downstairs and not be surprised by anyone coming in.” She propped his phone up to where it was facing the door and then showed him on her phone. “See, now we can be down there and be notified if someone comes in.”
“Well, unless that someone or something doesn’t use doors.”
She rolled her eyes and turned to head back downstairs.
“Sometimes I ask myself why I even try with you.”
He laughed, “Well, that makes two of us.”
All three had reconvened downstairs; and Isaiah, with help from a very passionate Tanisha, explained where they were in their research.
“So, the facts we know are that we all are here; we all have different reasons for being here; but we are working on the assumption that each of our reasons actually have some cohesion and joint purpose.”
He walked around, moving his hands about; and Eve had to laugh.
“All he needs is a white lab coat, and he could totally pull of the mad scientist routine.”
“Another fact that we know is that I was supposed to become the Guardian of the vial. What we do not know is if the vial actually ever existed, but we are going on the belief it did.”
“Ok . . .” Eve motioned for him to continue, but maybe skip a few unnecessary bits of information.
“Don’t rush me!” he quipped. “Let me do this my way.”
“That is fine, but don’t get irritated if I yawn or fall asleep.”
He ignored her.
“So, we know that the Danish knight Briccius was supposedly given the vial to protect. History tells us, along with the inscription on his crypt, that he died in an avalanche. This is where things become a theory of what may have happened.
“His body was eventually found; and while being prepared for burial, it was discovered that inside his leg he had hidden the vial he was sworn to protect.”
“Gross!” Eve exclaimed. “Really?”
“According to legend, yes,” Tanisha laughed.
“We believe,” Isaiah stepped over to the wall as he spoke, “that is when it was kept here for years under the protection of the Watchers.”
“You say ‘for years,’ indicating that it is no longer here?”
“We do not believe so. There is a vault where many believe it was kept.”
“Let me guess: you looked, and it isn’t there?”
Tanisha nodded, “Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy, although I guess the vial is only a small part of all of this. If we did happen to have it in the vault, I’m not sure what it would mean.”
“Ok, so where is it?”
Isaiah looked like a child who was trying to explain their school project but was told that everyone in the room already understood how it all worked even though they really didn’t.
“Yep, let’s just get straight to the point . . . we still are not sure.”
Eve slapped her palm to her forehead. “
Wait . . . that is it? All of this,” she started, pointing to the wall and journals, “and you end the story with where we started?”
“Well, there are a few other things,” Tanisha added. “It was believed for the longest time that the vial contained the blood of Christ.”
“And?”
“We believe now, based on some research, that the vial is the one that was originally intended to be used at the Council of Shammah.”
Eve leaned forward, “Ok, so now we are getting somewhere! What research? What makes you think that?”
Tanisha grabbed an old journal and handed it to her. Eve looked down and then back up at Tanisha.
“You expect me to read this? Can I get the book report version?”
“At the Council we believe that Michael switched out the vial. He could have just discarded it, but he is too arrogant.”
Once again, pointing at the timeline on the wall, Isaiah jumped into the conversation, “So, we know that Briccius had the vial. We also know that Briccius was traveling back from serving as a knight in Constantinople.”
Eve wanted to rush him; she really did hate history, but his passion and excitement kept her from doing so. Isaiah was back. She had not seen him with this type of passion . . . well, actually ever. He was alive.
“Guess what was prevalent in Constantinople?”
Eve realized it was not a rhetorical question after she caught herself sitting there, waiting for an answer while both of her counterparts looked at her.
“Oh, um . . . I don’t know. They had a lot of balloons?”
“Sure, we can go with that,” Isaiah came across almost in a rebuking fashion. “No, the Emperor Constantine was devoted to his love for the Archangel Michael. In fact, he had four churches built in his honor just in the city alone!”
A picture was starting to form in her head.
“So, you think Michael hid the vial in the city? He couldn’t have just put it somewhere, but instead . . .”
“He gave it to the one group of people he believed would protect it.”
“The Watchers,” Eve stated.
Tanisha stood up and stretched.
“You are correct. Michael knew that the Watchers would not question the artifact if he told them it was the blood of Christ and that they would guard it with their life. He also knew that no one else would have a clue it existed.”
“Why would he keep it?” Eve asked.
“I can only assume,” Tanisha answered with a little bit of hesitation. “If you take what I have been told by my husband about the power of the deltas and Michael’s desire to find them, I believe he is planning on putting it all together himself. In doing so, he becomes the top dog when it comes to Immortals.”
Eve sat stunned. She mulled over everything she had just been told, and then looked over to Zarius’ wife.
“He has to know that the Watchers passed it on, that it was removed from the city. Even if it wasn’t—let’s say that it was lost when the city was destroyed—it still is not around.”
“That is why we believe everything is tied together. The Fallen could use the blood within the vial to release Legion—for that matter, so could Michael. The vial’s contents could also be used if both deltas were to be found.”
Tanisha paused for a moment and thought how she wanted to explain her next thought.
“We know it was taken out of the city, and we believe we have traced it to several hundred years after . . . but then it is lost. There is a good chance that Michael is looking for it along with the deltas. There is also a good chance that the Fallen believe that it is the blood of Christ and are looking for it to release Legion . . . or something worse.”
“So, what you are saying is that we are reading a movie script of a movie that we are a part of.”
“There is a good chance we may be playing some leading roles,” Isaiah stated with no emotion.






Chapter Twelve
Zarius was still uneasy; but after talking with his wife, he felt he could breathe a little bit better. He had apologized to Gene and the others, and they had agreed to meet back together after they had eaten dinner.
Chad seemed calmer this time, but this could have been due to a scolding from Serenity. Leah was sitting beside Gene, and she had Ann to her right. Zarius was standing and he found himself unable to stand still. He needed something to do or someone to fight.
“Zarius, do we need to send Guardians to protect your wife?” Leah asked.
“We?” he laughed as he realized that Leah still couldn’t help but fall into her old routine. “I don’t think we have Guardians to send nor the power to send them.”
She thought for a moment and then realized she had spoken as an Alliance leader and not a Vapor.
“I’m sure I could call in some favors. Gideon would do it if I asked.”
“No, she isn’t alone. She told me that she had two Nephelium with her, a guy and a girl.”
Leah’s facial expression was inquisitive, “She does? Did she say who?”
“No, I don’t think she did. She told me that one was a Jerusalem Breed, and the other was not.”
“Are you kidding me?” Leah almost shouted.
Chad looked around the room and was grateful that he did not appear to be the only one not in on the reason for her reaction.
“Gene, that has to be Eve and Isaiah.”
At the mention of Eve’s name, Chad could not help but notice that Ann’s demeanor changed. She became fidgety in her seat and stopped looking up. He felt that unusual, but his attention was quickly diverted by Serenity’s voice.
“Wait . . . Eve? Like our Eve? I mean, I guess technically she isn’t our Eve, but you get what I’m asking.”
“It has to be!” Leah expressed with some irritation. “I’m not sure why or how, but who else would it be?”
“Can they be trusted?”
Leah nodded, “I may have my differences and disdain for Eve, but both she and Isaiah can be trusted. Forget Gideon’s getting a hold of Isaiah; I’m going to reach out to him.”
Gene slapped his hands on the upper part of his thighs to get everyone’s attention.
“Ok, so I think we all see that there are way too many things moving for something not to be on the horizon. My suggestion is this: everyone reach out to whomever it is that you have to reach out to. The smallest tidbit of information may become a missing piece later if we don’t take a look at it.
“Leah, you may not have the Alliance to lead; but unless anyone has an objection, I would say you now have a new group of warriors. Don’t take what I am saying lightly when I call each of you a warrior. You are headed into battle, and it very well could be a battle that is bigger than most of you have ever seen.”
Every eye was on Leah, and not a single person voiced their opposition to Gene’s point of her stepping up and taking the helm for this group. They each had unique talent, and each had already fought side-by-side with the others in the last couple of days.
She sat looking back at them, and for the first time she felt herself scared of leading. Why? She had done this for ages. She knew deep down that it was because when she chose to become a Vapor, she felt that she had stepped down; and there was a hollowness inside her that made her doubt her abilities.
“I’ll be honest. I am not even sure where to begin,” she almost whispered.
“But you do, Leah.” Both Chad and Leah were surprised by Serenity’s coming to the defense of the Vapor. “The past is the past. The truth is that you have always been a great leader and one I willingly follow again.
“So, you are a Vapor. The fight is the same fight. Ok, so you are still learning the limitations of what you are; that is just being human. We still fight right along with the Alliance. It isn’t your angelic abilities that made us follow you, and it sure wasn’t your charm. No, we followed you because you have the qualities of a leader above all else.”
Leah continued to sit, looking straight out in front of her.
Then, she spoke, “Ok, make the phone calls; make the connections. I am going to see if Gideon can get me any type of gear and will also see how much they are willing to stick their neck out. I believe it will be pretty far, but I am not going to assume.
“Zarius, I want you to find out anything you can from your wife. See if that team has any ideas of what is coming or how we need to prepare. Also . . .” she paused, “I wouldn’t mention my name. If we want Eve to help in any of this, then we don’t want to bring me up.
“Serenity and Chad, I want you to get back to me in about an hour. You both know better than anyone in this room how I think. I need two people who will not be afraid to stand up to anything I decide we are going to do and challenge it if either of you see an issue. We need to sharpen each other.”
“We all know I won't be afraid to stand up to you!” Serenity raised her hand. “Guilty as charged.”
The group dispersed and left Leah and Gene in the room alone.
“So, what would you like for me to do?” the old man asked.
“Really? You are asking me? Gene, there is no way I could tell the planter what to do. You are the caregiver of life itself!”
He scooted his chair closer to hers, took her hands, and spoke, “Yes, I am the caregiver, the planter, and so much more. That is the reason I am here. Your reason is to lead. You would not ask me how to create a seed from nothing, create the liquid nourishment, or prepare the ground in which the seed will grow life. No. Why?”
“Because that is something I know nothing about.”
“You are correct. Each and every single individual, no matter the kind—Fallen, Eternal, Mortal, Vapor . . . it doesn’t matter—each have their purpose. I know nothing about leading a team into a fight, a troop into war, or even taking the existence away from a living being. You are the leader of Mortals and Eternals . . . you, Leah. So, I ask you again: what would you like for me to do?”
There was a slight moment that Leah understood how Eve must have felt in connecting with Alfonso. She leaned forward, half expecting Gene to give her a grandfatherly hug.






Chapter Thirteen
The dweller of three realms, yet the one that he longed for the most was the one he could no longer visit. Mantus took a morning stroll through one of the many gardens around the Castle Houska. His skin was tough and darkened from all the time he had resided in the Abyss. The moistness in the air struggled to soak through the leathery exterior of his existence. He was weary. This struggle had been for way too long, and there really was no reward.
When Hecate had come to him with concerns on the state of the Arch Council before the War of the Serpents, he had listened, believing her to be genuinely concerned. At that point in his existence he had everything he could have ever desired . . . at least he had thought so. He had joined into a partnership with an amazing lady, beautiful and confident. The promotion to General of the Celestian Guard had come about a year before Mantus and Hecate joined together, and then news that there was a child to be added to the family had been more than he could have asked for.
“Now, I look back and realize it was all a façade.”
His hand reached out and brushed against several rose blooms. He had to laugh . . . although laughing was something he rarely did. The contrast of the soot-stained and dry hands against the soft and fragrant rose blossom was the epitome of the picture of irony: one beautiful and the image of love and pureness and the other a mirror of darkness and burnt dreams and vision.
He was grateful for the overcast sky. His inability to stay in the ultraviolet rays of the sun for long periods of time made it difficult many times to even have the chance to experience beauty in its raw form. Over the span of time he had been exiled, his inability to handle the sun causing Mortals to speak around campfires and long nights at sea about a figure that would rise from the ground or up from the dark, murky depths to steal the souls of mortal man—tall tales of a strong, bloodthirsty Demon who would appear suddenly out of the fog or smoke. The appearance of this warrior of darkness would make men freeze in fear. The Viking warriors even began to mimic their own appearance from the legendary visual description of this Demon and his viciousness.
“Most times I would give it all up—the authority, the powerful ability to use fear to control mankind, the knowledge that I am heralded as a god—for one more chance to feel the sun upon my being and to breathe in the air of Scintillantes and hold it in my lungs,” he admitted to no one but himself.
Deep within the thick shell of his existence still beat the heart of a warrior leader, but all the battles, wars, conflicts, and tiffs had created a burden that rested heavily and squarely on his back. There was no set direction for anyone but simply the direction in which one chose to steer, whether it be upstream or downstream.
“Your shoulders are still broad, your will still resolute; but the flame of your fire is fading, Old Friend,” a voice spoke from behind him.
“Is it that evident? I do not need to have others see that; for once the alpha wolf becomes long in the tooth, he is chased from the pack, is he not?” Mantus reflected without even turning around.
“Yes, but the fact that we are even meeting after so long is reflective of the desire that the old alpha still may have some wisdom and bite.”
He nodded, “Maybe, but it also could be that I have just seen all of this through to the end of one age and the start of yet another, and I am done.”
He touched the blossoms one more time before turning around to face his visitor.
“You look breathtaking, if I may say so, Gabriel.”
The Archangel laughed, waved him off with her hand, and took a seat on a garden bench.
“Leave the schmoozing to your wife, Mantus. In war and fighting, there is none like you; but flattery and ambiguous flirting . . . that is Hecate’s thing.”
The squared-off warrior and general chuckled, “I can’t argue with that. Also, let’s make sure we designate that she is my ex-wife.”
“Why am I here, Mantus?”
He tugged at his beard; his mouth tilted to one side as he pondered the answer to her question. In his mind it was not really a secret why he had asked to meet with her, but talking about it out loud meant it could no longer be held inside as a secret.
“How did we get here, Gabriel? We—all of us—have been on a collision course to the point where we are today. I don’t shy away from any part I have played in any of this. There is no desire within me to even believe that I am more than a Fallen who has played out the role of a villain upon the stage of existence in front of the curtain of time.”
Where she sat was not too far behind him, her head tilted to the side, legs and arms crossed. They had been friends eons ago, as close as a brother and sister. They, at one time, had talked about becoming partners; but then each had laughed it off choosing, instead, to remain a powerhouse of friendship. That was until the War of the Serpents.
She had warned him of Hecate. She broke as she watched the enchantress draw him in. At that time, she had no idea what Hecate was up to and no understanding in how deep her vileness would go.
“Mantus, why am I here?” Gabriel repeated.
He motioned for her to come with him, “Please, Gabriel, follow me.”
She hesitated, “Where to?”
“Trust me . . . please. I have never done anything to personally hurt you; and even though we are on separate sides of the balance, I would like to think our former friendship is still strong enough for you to at least give me some trust.”
She nodded, “Ok, I trust you.”
They started walking back toward the buildings. Mantus struggled deep inside himself with how to proceed.
“This is hard for me.”
“What is?”
“I don’t even know how to voice the words out loud, Gabriel.”
She was so confused.
“As long as we have known each other, Brother, I always knew you to be a straight shooter. Everyone talked about how you could be brash; but they always knew where they stood with you, what was expected, and how you felt about things. I can’t believe that you have changed so much that any of that is different.”
They reached a large, iron gate that led into a stone foyer of sorts and then to wooden and metal doors that would take them into the main area of Houska. She was right: he still had to be true to himself.
“I’m done, Gabriel.”
She placed her hand on his arm, “Excuse me?”
“You heard me: I’m done. I’m done with all of this. I’m done with time—by which I’m not used to being bound—slowly leeching away my memories of joy. I’m done with kicking against the thorns that dig into my existence, reminding me that no matter the strategic pieces I move around, I will always be ‘Mantus, Ruler of the Abyss and General of the Se'irim.’  Even those whom Mortal call Immortal have a time where they take their curtain call and head backstage of everything to rest.”
He held the gate open, and he motioned for her to walk through. They both continued through the foyer and entered into the main area of the castle.
“Mantus, I understand. You are right: we both are on opposite sides, but we have danced this dance for so long that the lines have blurred; the music seems to be out of tune; and, speaking for myself at least, we find ourselves wondering what it is that we do. I have to admit, My Friend, I do not believe that any of us could have imagined the cascade of substantial magnitude that the actions you and the others took would cause.”
Their footsteps rang out on the stone floor. He led her to a stairway that twisted downward. He stopped at the top of the stairs and crossed his arms.
“Could not have said it better myself. I can’t change what happened, but I believe that everyone of us are at another moment of critical choices. I made the wrong choice before; I will not do it again. Please follow me. I have something to show you, and then I think why I called you here will become clearer.”
Gabriel followed as they took the stairs down into the belly of the castle. There was something noble about these old structures. They had the ability to make one afraid and feel brave and confident all at the same time. She always had admired human ingenuity.
They reached the bottom of the stairs, and she saw a long hallway stretch out before them with doors on both sides. She felt apprehensive about continuing, but she also did trust that Mantus’ insinuation that he would not bring harm to her was true. He could be loyal to a fault; and when Mantus gave his word or even alluded to it, one could trust him.






Chapter Fourteen
“Before I show you what I am going to show you, please understand something. This moment, where we stand right now, is unique. Yes, you are an old friend; but you are also considered an old enemy. I may be weary and reminiscent, but do not mistake any of it for weakness or surrender. I am still very aware of our positions, and I offer no guarantee or promise to what I am about to propose.”
“I understand,” is all she said.
Mantus accepted her response. He stopped them both in front of a heavy cell door and opened up a window that was at eye level. He motioned for Gabriel to take a look inside.
She observed what looked like a prison cell from a medieval movie. As her eyes adjusted to the low level of light inside, she observed a figure sleeping on a wood-framed bed. She gasped and put her hand to her mouth. She then looked at Mantus.
“So, you are the reason Metatron has not been seen or heard from?”
He shut the small window, turned, and leaned against the door.
“No, I am not; but I am the reason he is here.”
“I don’t understand. What are you doing with him? What do you want?”
“I told you, Gabriel, I am done. I do not see anything really left for me. If the rumors are true, then my son’s time here on earth is done; and the rest of him will be eternally captured within a realm in which I must make sure he is tormented. I can no longer do this.
“I am not ready to share how Metatron got here; and no, you are not going to talk with him, so don’t ask. I can promise you, for now, he is safer here than he could be anywhere else in his situation. I plan on maintaining that safety . . . again, for now.
“As for what do I want . . .” He rubbed his temples with his fingertips. “I want this all over. There are a lot of things that are about to take place. I have looked at the cards and have attempted to look at all the ways it could play out; and in the end, I will still be me and still be here. I am not fooling myself anymore in thinking that this is not my fate.
“I propose an idea for you to consider: I have information that I believe will benefit the Arch Council and the Alliance. I also am very aware that the time for the Council is coming to an end. I believe our time as rulers of the ages is coming to a close. We have fought ourselves into a corner—two immortal enemies fighting it out for dominance only to discover that when they have killed each other off, no one has enough strength left to stand. Both look up and see that while they were fighting, they lost vision; and without vision, they perished. Another took their place. The time for mankind to write their own history is now on us.
“I will give you Metatron back and will give you some vital information. In exchange, I want assurance that I and my brother will be spared as long as we remain allied with you and the Alliance. No, I am not asking for forgiveness or even a pardon. I am not looking to return to Scintillantes. I just want a way out. I know that I must remain Lord of the Abyss. The torment there will be my torment until I no longer exist, but I want no more of the fighting. This, if you and the others accept, will be my final battle.”
She was stunned. Her nurturing heart wanted to immediately agree, rush in, and get Metatron out; but she knew that it would not be that simple. Gabriel also could not believe that she was standing with one of the conductors of the War of the Serpents who was, in a way, offering a white flag.
“I do agree with a lot of what you stated, My Friend. The sun for the Eternals has begun to set with the setting of the ages. Yes, the Arch Council . . . we have lost our unity, our drive, and yes, even our vision. I do not believe that we are effective anymore, and many whom we have attempted to guide and direct have become disenchanted and even on the verge of walking away from it all.
“I will talk with Nemamiah and Michael. You are aware that once Michael hears about this, he, most likely, will bring a full-on war to your doorstep?”
“I do more than you understand, and that is why I asked you to come and not him. It is also why I am adding a stipulation to this deal of ours.”
She smirked, “Of course, and what is that?”
“There are only two people I want you to talk to about this . . . one with the Council and one with the Alliance.”
“Oh, ok. I believe you are asking me to only talk to Nemamiah, leaving Michael out. Who with the Alliance? Also, why?”
“I want you to talk with Leah.”
“Leah?”
He nodded, “She has stood beside the Arch Council. She has done all you have asked. She is feared by more of the Clans than you all can imagine, and her loyalty inspires me. I know that other Alliance members will follow her lead, and so I trust her.”
“There is a problem with that,” she quipped.
“What would that be?”
“She is no longer with the Alliance . . . more to the point, she chose the way of a Vapor, and I believe for all the reasons for which you stated you admire her.”
He put his head down for a moment in thought. He rubbed his beard as he digested this bit of news.
“I still believe she is a key in what we are about to face, no matter the side. So, I still stand by my request.”
“If I do this, when will you release Metatron?”
“All in time as time reveals.” He laughed at an ill attempt at a one-line joke. “He is not your concern right now. You need to understand one thing: as long as we work together, he will not be harmed. If you are unable to make this deal move forward, then I cannot promise anything for certain.”
“So, blackmail?”
“No,” he stated, “my insurance for an investment.”
“Call it what you wish, but your choosing to hold onto him doesn’t look like you are really willing to change anything.”
“My choice to not kill him or banish him shows you are wrong; and remember, I never stated I was looking to change myself . . . just changing my circumstance.
* * * * *
Gabriel sat in the back corner of an ice cream parlor. She loved ice cream. It had to be the closest thing she could imagine to sin and lust . . . yup, that was ice cream. She watched as her counterpart walked in. She waved to get her attention.
“I dare say this is the first time of which I am aware that there is not one single member of the Council inside Scintillantes!” Nemamiah stated as she pulled out the wire-framed chair and sat down on the other side of the small table.
“Ice cream?” Gabriel asked, pushing her bowl toward her friend.
“No, I am good. I do not understand your infatuation with that stuff.”
“Ah . . . it is so amazing.”
Nemamiah just sat looking at her, waiting for her to either finish her ice cream or share with her how the meeting with Mantus had gone. Nemamiah had been against the meeting. She had not had the same relationship with Mantus as Gabriel had before the War of the Serpents. She did not trust the general.
Gabriel took another few minutes to quietly indulge herself in her frozen treat and finished with a ceremonious throwing of the spoon into the bowl.
“What did Mantus want?”
Gabriel shrugged, “You aren’t going to be ready for anything I really tell you, but it is what it is.”
“He would like a seat on the Arch Council?” the other Archangel half joked.
“No, not exactly. He actually expressed that the time of the Council is over.”
“Oh, really?” she laughed. “Maybe we should inform the other members of this.”
“Well, Mantus was very specific with his demands. One was not to tell Michael.”
“Demand? Who is he to demand?”
“He has Metatron, and that is why he is demanding.”
Nemamiah let out a long breath and set back in her chair.
“Well, ok then, there is that. So, what does he want?”
“He says he has information that will be extremely important to us, as well as that if we go along with it, he will release Metatron without any further incident.”
“So, he abducts a member of the Council and expects us to just bend to his demands?”
“Honestly, I get the impression that, in a way, he rescued Metatron. He wouldn’t tell me the whole story. I am not sure that he is the one who is the cause for Metatron’s original disappearance, but I think Mantus is aware of who is.”
“Did he give his reasoning for all of this?”
“He just wants to be done with everything. He is seeking balance and just wants to walk away from all the havoc that has become a constant with all of us.”
“Meh, maybe I will join him in that.”
“So?”
“I’m game to hear what he has to say. We can’t just expect to leave Metatron sitting, held up as a prisoner.”
“We have one more person we have to convince now.”
“Who is that? I would say, Michael; but based upon your former statement, I take it that it is not him.”
“No, it is Leah.”
“Oh . . . strange and unique all at once.”






Chapter Fifteen
“Everything is moving so fast,” Serenity stated as she walked into Chad’s room. “At the same time, it feels as if we are wading through thick mud. We know there is danger, but we sure as hell can’t see it.”
“Isn’t that the way it normally goes, though?” Chad asked. He was lying down on the bed thinking about the different pieces that seemed in play. “I don’t remember a time when it felt like the Alliance wasn’t the underdog . . . goes back to the Arch Council’s not really letting us be proactive.”
She walked over to where he was lying and plopped down on the bed beside him.
“Yeah, I guess you are right.”
If she had looked at him as she talked, she would have realized the surprise he felt, as well as the strange awkwardness as she laid down beside him. He felt his body go stiff, and he didn’t want to move. What was she doing? What was he doing? His first instinct was to wrap her up and just lie there, but he caught himself. She was a teammate, a battle buddy, a friend. He placed his thumbs into his belt loops in an attempt to force him to keep his arms where they were.
“What do you make of all of it?”
She rolled over on her side and propped herself up on her left elbow.
“I have been asking myself that over and over. I really think that we are on the verge of figuring it out, but I’m not sure all the sides that need to be talking will talk with each other. Gene is right when he says that even the slightest piece of information could become a huge piece of information. The trick will be to get everyone talking.”
“Who do you think will not talk?”
“I think, if handled correctly, everyone will; but not to each other. In my opinion, we are about to become a clearinghouse for the information, and we will be in charge of putting it in order to reveal the bigger picture. I just hope we can do it in time; then we can be proactive.”
“Finally,” he laughed, still fighting the urge to wrap her up.
“Think we should go see what everyone is up to?” she asked.
“Let’s do it.”
They both jumped up and headed out of the room. He walked just a step behind her, trying to control the crazy emotions he was feeling.
“Chad?”
He stepped it up and got beside her.
“Yeah?”
“Next time I lay down beside you, I would expect that you give me more room on the bed. You can do that by moving over and then cuddling with me.”
His face turned red.
“Um, ok. I think we can manage that.”
She smiled, “Good.”
* * * * *
As the two walked into the new Eden Command Room, they saw that it had changed a lot. There was a large table in the middle of it, and Leah was already laying things out. A monitor to which a camera was attached was sitting on one end, facing the table.
“Wow, it is like a mini Sanctum.”
“Real mini,” Leah stated not even taking a second to look at either of them. “I was just about to come and get you both. We already are getting information; and just when I think things can’t get any crazier, I am wrong.”
“Why? What’s up now?” Chad asked as he started looking over the different things Leah had laid out.
“You will find out here shortly. I want to get everyone back in here. That way I don’t have to repeat myself, but you both better get ready to start working. We have a lot to go over.”
Within the next ten minutes the room became crowded. It was already a smaller room, and then with the extra things added to it—plus the team—it was really crowded.
Gene was still not with them when Leah decided to start, “Each of you took care of the things I asked you to take care of, and for that I am grateful. What I can tell you is that there is no turning back; and yes, we were correct: big things are taking place, and Legion is a part of it. I believe that we, without knowing it, actually threw a wrench into a lot of plans that were being set in motion by the Clans . . . well, one in particular.”
“Let me guess,” Ann spoke up. “Hecate?”
Leah tapped the tip of her nose with her finger.
“Hit it right on the bullseye.”
Serenity flipped through some notes that Leah had passed out, but none of it made much sense.
She looked up when Ann responded, “How are we going to take on the House of Hecate? Look at us!”
“I understand your hesitancy, Ann . . . I do. If we were doing this alone, then you would be correct: it would be impossible.”
“And we aren’t?”
Leah shook her head, “Far from it!”
She picked up a remote for the monitor and turned it on. There was a screen indicating that the camera was trying to connect, and finally it did. Chad and Serenity both smiled. They were not used to sitting on the other side of the camera looking back into the Command and Control Rooms of the Sanctum. There was Ki at the head of the table. He was flanked by Yara, Troy, Gideon, Jackie, Faheem, Bristol, and several other Alliance members.
“Well, if it isn’t our two rebels and our former leader!” Ki poked as he waved to the camera. “Leah, we have a couple of new faces as you can tell. We are ready to get moving forward.”
“Sounds good, Ki; and it is good to see every one of you, including the new faces! Jackie, I see that you waited until I was gone to join officially!”
Jackie laughed as she nodded, “No offense meant by that.”
“None taken!” Leah waved it off. “I honestly was just waiting for you to come and ask.”
Gideon threw his hands in the air as if to say, “Really?”
“How are you doing, Leah?” Yara asked, and everyone nodded in indication that they all were concerned about her.
Some even mouthed the words, “We miss you.”
“Hah! I can’t even tell you because I have not had a single moment to even consider that question. I think I have worked harder since I left you all than I have in years. I can say it is good to be back in the field!”
Ki smirked at Gideon as he quietly stated, “I can understand that!”
Leah looked at Zarius, “Is there going to be any way to get Tanisha and the other two up on this call?”
Zarius pulled out his phone to check his text messages.
“I sent her the information to dial in. She told me that she figured she would be able to use one of their cell phones. So, I’m not sure how good the picture quality will be; but they should be coming up on the screen.”
Ann looked at Leah with some trepidation.
She leaned over and whispered to her, “Do I have to be on camera?”
Leah shook her head, “No, but if you are not wanting exposure, then you also can’t talk. The moment you say something, everyone is going to want to know who is talking.”
Ann stated she understood and moved her seat back out of view of the camera.
Both Chad and Serenity noticed the secret conversation, as well as Ann’s moving out of camera view. They both looked at each other, confused, but did not have a chance to ask any questions before there was a noise indicating that another call was coming on the screen.
“Before they fully connect, I must warn everyone that Eve is with Zarius’ wife. She, as far as I am aware, does not know that I am involved and neither does Isaiah, who is also with Tanisha.”
“So, Isaiah is going to be on this call?” Troy asked from his end.
“The answer to that, Troy, is yes. Yes, I am on the call.” Isaiah’s voice broke through just as their call connected.
Zarius held back his emotion as he got the chance to see his wife on the screen. It seemed like it had been forever since he had held her. Now, there she was; and he still couldn’t hold her.
“Oh! Well, isn’t this just a big, damn reunion?”
Leah didn’t expect less from Eve as the Nephelium realized this was not just a call to Tanisha’s husband as she had been told.
“Hello, Eve. Glad that all of you could join us.”
“Sure! Makes me wish that I had a hot iron to just sit on my arm! Pretty sure that would be a better surprise than having to see all of your faces once again!”






Chapter Sixteen
Leah ignored Eve’s remarks and jumped right in, “Like I said, I want to thank each of you for coming on board tonight. We have a lot of things to cover and not much time. I believe that each of us has a portion of the story, but none of us have the full picture. We all know that this has been a problem in the past; and I think that if we do not correct it right now, we will find ourselves behind the eight ball. Not only that, but I think it will end up badly for us . . . most likely amazing for the Clans and, specifically, for Hecate.”
“Leah, we all stand behind you here,” Ki spoke up. “I just don’t know what information we have that is going to help. Just like you, we can feel something is happening. We see that things are moving, but we don’t know anything.”
“You don’t think you know anything, but I believe you do. I just think we need everyone in on this for it all to become clear. Does that make sense?”
He nodded, “It does.”
“Let me first introduce you all to someone that I don’t believe any of you actually know, although many have heard of.” She pointed to Zarius, “This is Zarius. Many know him as Raphael.”
She held her hand up as commotion broke out within the room at the Sanctum. Heads turned, and there were looks of astonishment, which she had expected. She knew everyone had heard the stories.
“Before anyone starts asking questions—which we do not have time for—no, he is not dead nor did he die; and if you trust me, then you should trust him.”
Zarius gave a nod of gratitude her way.
“In the other screen, you will see a lady that I personally have not met but, through Zarius, have already come to respect tremendously; and that is Tanisha. She is his wife and knows our history probably better than any of us do.”
Tanisha waved, “Thank you, Leah, although don’t build me up too much. I don’t want to let anyone down.”
“As many of you are aware—if not all of you—we are at Eden. If you are aware, then you may realize that Gene is not with us. There is a reason for that.”
Those in the room looked at each other questioningly. They had not been told anything.
“I am expecting him here in minute, but I wanted to let you all know in advance that he will not be alone. Remember, things have changed. They have shifted. What we have known is no longer what we need to know.” She paused as she thought about what she was saying. “I am a perfect example of that.”
There was a knock on the door, and then it opened. Gene walked in and was followed by two of the most beautiful women Chad had ever seen. He did not recognize either of them, but his mouth was wide open as he couldn’t stop looking at them.
“Careful or you will make things awkward,” Serenity slightly elbowed him.
He looked at her, amused, “Jealous?”
“Nope. I don’t know who they are, but they clearly look way above your level. Don’t get me wrong: I am also, and I’m stooping down a bit, hoping to lift you up to where I am; but those two . . . yeah, not a chance.”
“Whatever!” he retorted.
Gene turned to the ladies and offered them one of the seats, and Zarius moved over to offer them the seat in which he had been sitting. They both smiled and motioned that they would rather stand.
More murmuring from the Sanctum’s call caught the attention of Serenity, and she looked at the different facial expressions of each of the Eternals.
She leaned over and whispered into Chad’s ear, “Not only are they out of your class range, but I get the feeling they are not even in the same species range!”
She nodded to the screen. It took a second for Chad to look over, but then it became clear to him as he saw the same expressions that Serenity did.
“Angels?”
“I bet dinner on it.”
“Sure, a PB&J,” he laughed.
“Don’t expect much more,” she smiled. “Um, did we miss something?” she asked as she got his attention again and pointed to the screen.
Chad leaned over so he could get a better look, and he saw all the Eternals of the Alliance standing.
“Please, everyone who is standing, have a seat,” one of the two females stated.
Ki spoke up, “We are honored and puzzled, Gabriel! Why do we have two members of the Arch Council present in this meeting?”
“What the . . .” Chad whispered. He looked at the two ladies and then back to Serenity, “Arch Council?”
She smiled, “Told you they were out of your league.”
Gabriel sat in between her counterpart and Zarius.
She acknowledged Ki’s statement, but then turned to Leah, “Leah, this is not our meeting, but yours.”
The Vapor took it all in for a moment. When she had chosen to step away from all of this, she thought that was what she was literally doing. Here . . . now . . . this very moment, she was not only leading her team, but also leading two individuals who had done so much for her over the years . . . two whom she had grown to love and respect . . . two angels that she thought she would most likely never have the chance to converse with again. How things were changing.
“For those who do not know, Ki is correct: these are two members of the Arch Council, Gabriel and Nemamiah. They are friends and supporters.”
“Don’t forget warriors!” Nemamiah spoke for the first time. “We didn’t start off as Council members, but we have sat where you each are right now.”
“Fantastic! Anyway, could we get a pizza delivery guy, also?” Eve questioned flatly.
“I’m dying for a pepperoni pizza right now.”
Leah wanted to punch her in the face. She hadn’t changed . . . well, she may have gotten worse; but she clearly had not gained control of her tongue or attitude since the last time they had spoken with each other. Their feud reminded Leah of another disgruntled friendship and she looked up at the screen in an attempt to get a read on Troy. Sure enough, he was leaning back, no expression, arms crossed—true soldier form.
“Ok, as we get started, let me give a caveat to all this. There is no one . . . and I mean no one . . . is being forced to be here. If you don’t want to be here, then you are free to go; and there will be no hard feelings. What we are about to talk about and head into is not going to be easy. We cannot afford to have feuds, anger, or even hatred become roadblocks.”
“Sweet!” Eve stated as she stood up. “I have nothing to offer anyway. I am here simply to be support for Isaiah; and by the looks of it, he now has plenty of it.”
Isaiah grabbed her arm and attempted to pull her back to her seat.
“Eve, come on.”
“Come on nothing! All of you, including your picturesque Arch Council members, are nothing but a bunch of hypocritical, religious zealots on a fantasy mission of self-destruction. I want no part of any of this. You all may not have made me what I am, but yet all of you actually did make me who I am! The Clans, Hecate . . . hell, some weird dragon with seven heads . . . can have the bunch of you as far as I am concerned.”
She yanked her arm away from Isaiah and exited off camera. No one said anything. Those who knew Eve were not surprised, either.
Leah looked over to Gabriel and Nemamiah, “Now, do you get it?”
Gabriel smiled, “I get why you two don’t get along; she is you all over again.”
That generated a round of laughter from almost everyone, and it eased the tension for a minute.






Chapter Seventeen
“Let’s start this off.”
Zarius scooted closer to the table as he spoke.
“It is obvious that what we share here is on a need-to-know basis. If you are hearing this, then you fit that category; but remember, anyone outside of this meeting needs to only know the portion of the bigger picture.”
There were nods all around.
“Sweetheart,” he addressed his wife, “do you want to go first?”
“Before she does, Zarius,” Leah interrupted, “please let me explain a few things to all of those who don’t know anything about you. What you all need to know is that, as stated, you can trust him; but also, he is the brother of Michael.”
“Yes, Michael is my brother,” Zarius confirmed. “That is going to come into all of this as we go along.”
For the next hour or more, information flowed back and forth; and the leaders for each team took notes, compared notes, and crossed off notes. Finally, it started to look like a picture forming in front of them.
“As we start seeing how all of this is coming together, there are a few pieces for which I need everyone to take a deep breath and just soak in what some of us here are about to share with you,” Leah explained. “This is going to be hard for some to understand, but there is some information that we cannot share with everyone. I just ask you to trust me when I say that as soon as we can share things with everyone, we will; but for the safety of some, right now is not that time.
“Gabriel, would you like to explain the main reason you both are here?”
The Archangel took a deep breath. This meeting had been a wild ride already, and she felt like she was about to announce that the rollercoaster everyone thought was coming into the station actually had a few more large drops.
“There is no way around any of this except for just laying it out on the table. We need everyone to know and understand—especially the leaders—we believe that the Arch Council is done.”
“Done?” Ki questioned.
“Every one of you, I assume, knows by now that Enoch has been missing.”
She got affirming nods, comments, or just looks from the group.
“Well, I was called to a meeting with Mantus. There I was informed that he has Metatron.”
She saw the reactions she expected she would see, but the group was respectful to allow her to continue without a barrage of questions.
“What I am going to share with you sounds so far out there that it was hard for us to believe. It boils down to this: Mantus has information that he believes will help us, and he wants to help us. He not only wants to give us information; but he also claims that by holding Enoch, he is keeping him safe. From whom we do not know. He explained that he wishes to step out of the conflict and be left alone . . . he and his brother.”
She stopped and waited to see if anyone was going to verbally react, but not a single one of them said anything.
“Based upon some information that we have heard here today, I believe that the Arch Council only has two members . . . and we are sitting here in front of you.”
Ki raised his hand, “What about Michael?”
Zarius listened to see what Gabriel’s answer would be. She shifted and then answered, “I’m not sure, but it is my belief that Michael may be a part of the shift in the universe right now.”
“Ki,” Leah spoke again, “I would like to have you and Gideon stand by once we are all done. We have some things that we need to share with just the leaders, and then we can make a game plan.” They both acknowledged her request. “Tanisha, I would also like you and Isaiah to stay on the call.”
A few minutes later many within the Sanctum had already left the call, leaving Ki and Gideon. Tanisha and Isaiah were still sitting huddled around her phone. Ann had stepped out, but the rest of the Eden team, including the members of the Arch Council, were still inside the room.
“Leah, we are still missing too many pieces. I think I speak for most everyone when I say all of this is a lot to take in,” Ki stated as they settled back into the meeting.
“I get that, Ki. If there is anyone that gets it, I do. From the moment I chose to become a Vapor, I have not had a chance to even breathe and process everything. I believe that each of us have certain degrees of that, but we don’t have a choice. We have to face it . . . and face it now.”
She asked Zarius to ensure the door was locked and then she asked, “Tanisha, is there anything we need to know from your end that you couldn’t share with everyone?”
“There is, and I just ask that my husband understands that I’m not going anywhere.”
She looked at her screen and gave a look to Zarius that was clear: she was not going to discuss any idea of her returning home just yet. Zarius just threw up his hands and nodded. She then continued, “I believe there is a chance that we have a shadow here.”
“A shadow?” Leah asked.
“Yes. After Zarius informed us regarding the suspicion he had about Michael and what he may try, Eve informed us that she was certain someone was inside the church. We never saw anyone, but she was confident enough to try to go hunt the person or thing down.”
Zarius shifted a little in his seat.
“Dear, sure it wasn’t just paranoia on her part?”
“Eve doesn’t get paranoid,” Ki stated frankly.
Leah backed him up, “She is a very straightforward individual. She may go off a lot of times, but paranoia is not her thing. So, if she stated she thought they had a visitor, then I would hang my hat on it that she was right.”
Tanisha’s husband cracked his knuckles.
“Tani,” he started, using his name of endearment for her, “what is it that you can do there that you can’t do here?”
“I’m not coming home, Zee! We don’t have time for that. We need to ensure that we decipher this information as soon as we can.”
The room was silent. It was a little awkward as everyone felt they were unnecessary observers in a husband-and-wife spat.
Nemamiah spoke up, “Tanisha, I understand what you are saying, and I have no doubt that your husband and everyone else does, also. However, maybe we could look at it in a different light that would help us get the information we need, as well as allow your husband to know you are safe.”






Chapter Eighteen
“I’m listening,” Tanisha responded to Nemamiah’s offering of an alternative idea.
“So, am I,” Zarius followed up his wife’s statement.
“Gabriel and I have already talked, and until whatever this is is taken care of, we are not returning to Scintillantes. We all have to be focused. Zarius, you are a good warrior, but I know you are not going to be able to focus if you believe Tanisha is not safe. Tanisha, we do need you and your team to continue your investigation; there is no question about that.”
They both nodded and continued to listen.
“If we had a way of getting you and anything you need for your work back to Eden and promised you resources—anything that you need—would you all return here?”
Tanisha sat back, thinking about the question. Nemamiah was right. Tanisha knew that her husband had one thing he valued over everything else and that was her and her safety, but there was no way they would be able to bring everything that was in the library with her. She wondered what would she choose to bring? What if she missed something?
Gabriel spoke up when she saw complexity cross the archaeologist’s face, “I promise you that we have the ability to get things to you faster and more efficiently than you may expect. So, you would be here but would not have to worry about not being there.”
“I think that I may even be able to help,” Isaiah said quickly. “I am supposed to be here. Alfonso’s package told me to come here and to learn here. I could stay and then could connect with her . . . just like we are now.”
“No, Isaiah,” Tanisha shook her head. “I think if one of us goes, we both should. I also am not really sure if the important part was for you to actually be here but, instead, have access to everything to which I am going to need access, too. So . . .” she said as she looked back at her husband, “I trust that you all can hold to your side. I will gather what we have so far and what I think we will need and we will fly back.”
Zarius had to keep his emotions in check. He knew that his wife already understood how much this meant to him, but he didn’t want to go over the top with a double fist pump.
“Let me say, we need to get busy getting things gathered up; so, unless there is something extremely pressing that we need to know right now, I think we will drop from the call and start working on getting out to you.”
“That sounds like a plan, Tanisha,” Leah remarked and, after a final wave, they disconnected.
“Zarius, I think it is time to bring everyone fully up to speed,” the former Alliance leader stated. “If we are going to look to mobilize a plan, then I want all the leaders on the same page.”
“I understand,” he stated as he stood up and walked over to a small table on which was a cloth bag with a large item inside. He brought it over to the larger table, and Chad stood up to help him with the removing of the object from its cloth container.
“What I am about to share will ensure that every one of you will be in more danger than you believe and will shock most of you.” As he spoke the last few words, he looked directly at the Arch Council members. “You need to understand that this will alter even your idea of what could be happening.”
With Chad’s help, Zarius unveiled his delta. The truth was now fully out, and there was no turning back. Secrets that had been hidden were fully in the open now.
A flood of emotion rushed over the Council members as they were transported back to a time where they had simply been Guardians; and in an instant, with the slaughter of so many, they had become members of the highest-level court and ruling body within their existence.
“How?” was all Gabriel could ask.
“That, My Friend, is a long story that I can share with you, but right now we need to focus on the what, why, and even the who.”
He looked up at the screen and realized that the few left on the call all had questioning expressions on their face. Zarius was required to share a little about the history of the deltas, his role, and a more accurate account of what took place at the Council of Shammah.
“Now, that you all know an abbreviated understanding, my belief is that my brother has been biding his time for ages. He, in his gut, knows I still have this; but he has not pushed. I believe he sees a chance right now to gain access to this, find the other remaining delta, and, if there is any chance he is aware of the location of the vial, everything we know and even the Clans know will become obsolete. We are looking at the opportunity for a rise of power that will pale to the War of the Serpents and even Lucifer’s attempt at a coup. My personal belief is that he has sat back watching and orchestrating over the years and using his position within the Council to be the puppet master.”
“What does all of this have anything to do with the Clans and Legion, though?” Ki asked.
“That is what we don’t know. We can surmise that if Michael is able to do what we think he is doing, then he could send every Clan Overlord into a frenzy to survive. As for Legion, I don’t believe there is anything that Michael can do. I imagine he originally was trying to release Legion and recruit him, but with what is left of the bastard child . . . I don’t see that being an option anymore.”
Gene broke his long silence, “That is true, but we also have to be prepared for anything.”
There were head nods all around.
“So, I guess the question still remains, what are we going to do about Mantus?” Leah asked.
“I think right now we start walking it forward with his proposal,” Chad stated. “No matter what his real reason is for keeping Enoch, we can’t just turn our back on an Arch Council member.”
“Gabriel, what was your perception of him and his proposal?”
Ki waited for an answer; and as he did, he studied the faces of both Council members sitting at the table in Eden. He wanted to see their reaction, as well as hear their thoughts.
“I think he is genuine. Now, of course, I can’t promise you he doesn’t have an ulterior motive; but do we chance it? When talking with him, I saw an individual who is confused, tired, and weary but still could be very much a threat. In fact, there is a chance that he is more of a threat at this point than ever. He shows signs of being a caged animal that remembers the wild and is looking for any chance to escape. I guess it depends on who releases him from that cage.”
A few minutes later they decided to bring it to a leadership vote. Each individual agreed that they needed to find out what Mantus knew and what he was willing to help with. They also agreed that at any time they would squash the deal. The ultimate goal was to get Metatron back.






Chapter Nineteen
She stood silently in the shadows. It was never about the attack or kill, but the toying, the game. She loved the game. How close could she get without being noticed? What was her victim thinking when their eyes widened in horror as they realized that it was all over?
Moments ticked by, but she had patience for it all; and it had paid off. Eve had exited the church in what appeared to be very angry fashion. The Nephelium then leaned against the front of the church, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, and lit one up.
Denora watched as Eve stood alone. Her posture indicated that whatever she was upset about was not about to let her rest any time soon. The Demon slowly moved to her right. This allowed her to move to a position where the church itself blocked Eve from seeing or picking up on any movement.
Denora then circled the building and came up on the left side, allowing her to get closer to Eve. She figured that the Nephelium wouldn’t see her until the second she came around the corner. This should offer enough surprise to give her an advantage.
As she got closer to the corner, she felt her phone buzz in her pocket. She swore, because she knew that there were only a couple of people who would be trying to connect with her . . . none of whom she should probably ignore. She quickly backtracked and stood behind the church as she answered it.
“Yes?”
“That is what you have to say? You have been gone now for a couple of days, and I have not received a single update.”
“I’m sorry, Hecate, but nothing has happened . . . yet.”
“So, you are wasting my time?”
Denora wanted nothing more than to cut out the Overlord’s canine teeth.
She had to grit her own as she thought about all the possible responses but held her tongue and simply answered, “Love, if you want results, you have to allow me to do my thing on my time.”
“You don’t have much more time to do whatever it is you are doing, and . . .”
“Go ahead.” Denora rolled her eyes.
“You may have shared my bed; but many others have, also. None of them are my ‘Love,’ so don’t promote yourself.”
With that, Hecate hung up and left Denora fuming.
“Ha . . . you just wait!”
She brought her focus back to the Nephelium that she had been stalking. Denora moved back to where she had been when Hecate called; but as she did, she stopped suddenly. She wasn’t alone. The hunter was being hunted!
She swung around quickly with a blade in her right hand. Her arm was outstretched with the intent of slicing anyone in close proximity of her. The Demon stood surprised and confused. The individual who had come up behind her she did not recognize and yet she was someone to whom she felt a strange and strong draw.
“That is a good way to die,” she snarled. “Who are you?”
A young lady with dyed red hair and wearing a short, black dress stood just out of arm's reach. Her eyes were pitch black, and a wily smile was slight upon her face. She appeared to be young, but her eyes held the ages within them.
“Who I am, you will find out. Why I am here is what should concern you, Demon.”
The young lady’s voice was smooth and rich. It did not waver or tremble. It was confident and strong. Denora moved closer to her with her blade held at the ready, but the young lady did not even flinch.
“You challenge me, Underling?”
“Underling!”
Denora felt rage rise within her. Who was this young lady calling an Underling? Even though her rage rose as a growing fire within her, Denora could not find the mental fortitude to move closer. Something was holding her back.
“I am no one’s Underling; and one whom I do not know, who seems to be barely in high school, has no authority to call me one!”
The teenager smiled, “Do not be fooled by the outside coverings. I know you, Denora; and you should trust me when I say there is not much I do not know nor many places to which I have not been.”
As she spoke, it seemed as if out of nowhere a congress of ravens began to fly around, some even daringly darting at the Demon.
“I will not stand here and be mocked,” the demonic band leader gritted out. “Don’t share with me who you are; but if you truly know who I am, then you are aware that if you sneak up on me again, there will be blood.”
“Blood? How do you know I bleed?”
Denora felt energy crackle within her, and she could not hold her anger back anymore. She was not one for patience. She lunged forward. As she chose her mark as to where to hit, the young lady vanished into a burst of dark mist; and the ravens began to attack Denora.
She screamed as she swung widely, attempting to get the birds off her. She felt their talons digging into the top of her head, pulling at her hair, and causing deep scratches into her arms and face.
Off to her right the figure took shape again, but this time the straightforward, focused female voice was no longer evident. Instead, an ancient, deep, and evil voice flowed from her lips.
“Kneel before your lord.”
Denora felt pain throughout her body. She struggled to keep standing and refused to kneel in front of this creature, whatever or whomever she may be.
“I kneel for no one!”
“You will.”
“Only when my life source is flowing from me!”
“Even if that is true, then you still will kneel. I am not here for you, but you will be wise to understand with whom you are face-to-face. For we are the one who has come and will come.”
Fear was something new to Denora, but fear flooded her body as the words came pouring from the lips of the young lady. With the last statement, the Demon understood more than she had expected. Without any further rebellious determination, she found herself kneeling.
“Legion! I did not know. It was told to me . . .”
“That I was gone? That I had been killed? That the prophecy would vanish like dust within a hard wind?”
“Yes.”
“To any whom I have not revealed myself, that should be what they believe. You will not tell anyone that you have seen me; but this is no chance encounter, Denora. I am choosing you.”
“Of course,” the Demon stated to herself. “Fodder for leadership, it seems.”
“What was that?”
“Nothing, Lord.”
“No, you stated something.”
“It just seems that for all my attempts to break free, I find nothing but those who wish to use me; and it seems that the saga continues.”
“Stand up and listen to me intently.”
Denora stood and looked at the young lady. It felt bizarre that this Ancient was instructing her from the body of a teenager, but she did as she was told.
“I do not wish to use you. I wish to have you join me. The Clans have lost their way, and there is no longer time to continue doing things the way things have been done. We are on the verge of a new dawn, a new era. It is time for change. I want you to be you but to understand that we, together and with others, will usher in a new age. The time of the Clans are done.”
“So, you are recruiting me? What do you know about me?”
“I know enough. I know you pretend to work for my mother. I know that you have served the Clan that hails me its hero. I also know that you have enough grit and determination that you will not stop until you are playing a leading role, and that is what I am offering you.”
“What do I do?”
“Kill my mother.”
Denora stood in disbelief. Did she hear him right?
“Hecate?”
“Yes.”
“Hmm . . . that simple, huh?”
“I didn’t say that, but you asked what you could do.”
“I have something else I need to take care of before I head back.”
“The Nephelium? No, she is not for you . . . or at least yet.”
“To what end? I don’t understand any of this. I am here to find out what information I can about the three inside this church. I am led straight into a woman who, I consider, is the one who got away. I am told you have been killed, and yet here I find you . . . yet, not you. I am talking to a teenager who, in reality, is the temple of what is prophesied as our greatest warrior. You stand here asking me to follow you, one of whom I have only heard, and to kill one who, to the question of some, is the top in the power listing of the Clans.”
“Time will show, but I will not force you. You must make the choice yourself.”
“I guess you will know if I do.”
The young lady nodded, “I will. I believe your time is not yet, but it is coming.”
Right before Denora’s eyes the young lady, once again, broke into a congress of ravens and with a rush flew off into the cold sky.






Chapter Twenty
Eve was still fuming as she listened to Isaiah explain to her why they were headed back stateside. He was trying his best to convince her to go with them to Eden, but she was standing firm on heading back out on her own.
“Eve, I get it. I understand. I was rejected the same way, but this isn’t about us. This is about the world we live in.”
“You sound just like Leah; but again, you did work with her for a while,” Eve spat back. “I owe them nothing!”
“I didn’t say you did. I am saying that you may be able to add dimension to this in a way only you can.”
“By putting my boot up Leah’s . . .”
“Eve,” Tanisha interrupted. “I don’t know these people. What I do know is that, in the few hours I have spent with you, you have a lot to offer. I also would like a face with which I am familiar to be with us, even if I’ve only known you for a few hours.”
“Nice try, Cupcake, but I’m not the mushy, sentimental kind; and the little game of string-pulling you are trying is not going to work.”
Tanisha slammed the chair beside which she was standing against the desk.
“Ok, listen! I don’t care what you are or where you are from. I don’t care what people have done to you or not done for you! What I do care about is the knowledge that this world as we know it is facing a possible onslaught that no one can even understand. What I do know is that I love my husband, and I want to live out my days with him in the world as I know it. What I also do know is that, for whatever reason, I like you, Eve. I see in you a fighter, and Lord knows we need all the fighters with us that we can have.”
Eve stood there somewhat surprised at the outburst and, at the same time, amused.
“Ok, so maybe calling you ‘Cupcake’ was a bit much, but the chair didn’t do that to you. As for what you are saying, I hear you . . . I do. I also hear Isaiah. I know both of your hearts are in the right place; but for me to go with you and stand beside you means that they all . . .” she motioned in a broad circle, “they all would get what they have wanted: me! For me to stand beside you means I stand beside Leah! I refuse to do that!”
Isaiah walked around and stood between Eve and Tanisha. He got as close as he dared to, being in Eve’s face.
“You saved me, Eve. You never gave up on me in the last five years. Please trust me when I say that I need you with me. I’m going to do this, no matter what; but in order for me to do this, I’m going to be walking into the same lions’ den that you are avoiding. Please walk with me.”
Even though she claimed to not be “sappy” or focused on emotional sentiments, Isaiah knew she understood a direct plea from someone about whom she cared, even though that list was very short. She stood silently for several minutes and then threw up her hands.
“I will go with you. Honestly, if you both are leaving, then there is no reason for me to stay; and if I am returning stateside, then I might as well go with you both . . . but with a caveat.”
“What is that?” Isaiah asked.
“I’m not committing for the long haul. I won’t say that I will just up and leave, but I also am not promising to stay. I am here to help you both and do as little as possible to help out Leah and the Alliance.”
“Fair,” Tanisha stated. “I do need and want your help, Eve. I didn’t know you before, but I am glad I know you now. I am going to help the Alliance but only because, in helping them, I help my husband. I don’t owe them anything; and in fact, I don’t want to work with them anymore than you do. I just want my life back; and I hope with that, my husband.”
The female Nephelium nodded, “I can stand behind that.”
“Then, hopefully, we can all leave tomorrow,” Isaiah stated, “no matter if we like the Alliance or not. It is a necessity that we all work together right now, and I would rather be working with you both beside me.”
* * * * * 
“Lano, I want to play hide-and-seek!”
“No.”
“But you won’t play like you used to. We always play it.”
“I DON’T WANT TO!” Lada’s brother raged. He turned around and grabbed a book that was on the small table near him and threw it at his sister. “Playing is for babies! The time for playing is gone!”
The little girl was able to dodge the book her brother threw. Her eyes were wide for a brief moment and then began to flood with tears.
“That hurt!”
“I didn’t even hit you, Lada!”
“It hit my feelings!”
“It can’t hit your feelings!”
Lano’s sister nodded, “It can, and it did.”
The young boy’s hands clenched and unclenched. He felt rage quickly fill his soul. He looked at his sister and felt an uncontrollable desire to unleash on her with all that his young body could muster. His young mind could not comprehend all that he was feeling.
His sister sat on the floor just a few feet away from him. She rocked back and forth, silently crying over the feelings that supposedly the book hit and hurt. The reality of it was that she was crying because her brother had never thrown anything at her, and it had hurt her feelings. She felt her brother becoming angrier and increasingly more hostile toward her. She just wanted to play, but Lano started spending more time by himself.
There were many times that he kicked her out of their room, closed and locked the door, and then remained alone. What really confused the little girl was that she knew he was alone in the room while she sat outside the door; however, at times she thought she could hear her brother talking to someone inside the room.
“Lada, you need to leave,” Lano quietly stated to her. “You need to go somewhere else.”
“Why? I don’t want to leave.”
“Just go!” This time the young boy was firm and a little louder.
She wiped her tears with her arm and stood up. She looked over at her brother. He stood with his arms straight down to his side. She could tell that he was angry, and his eyes were almost black, glaring at her.
She turned and shuffled toward the door. Her head hung low, and her hair fell disheveled around her face. As she reached for the door knob, she looked back at her brother.
“Lano?”
Her brother’s expression never changed; he stood, glaring at her.
“Is the monster still with you?”
She was scared to look at him.
“Get out!” he screamed.
He started grabbing anything his small hands could pick up and throwing them in the direction of his sister. Lada quickly ran out of the room. She moved so quickly that the door did not fully latch. She fell in a crushed, small, crying heap. Her eyes flooded with tears, and her heart shattered in only the way a young child experiences when the innocence of life turns into the death walls of reality.
As she sat sobbing, she could hear her brother’s voice. She slowly looked up and realized that she had not closed the door completely. Her crushed soul quickly turned to fear. What if her twin realized it? He would be mad! She quietly slid closer to the door and reached up to pull it closed. As she did, she observed movement in the room through a small crack in the doorway. With her hand on the door knob, she placed her forehead against the door and tried to look in without moving the door.
She couldn’t see her brother, but she could clearly hear what sounded like her brother once again talking to someone. She pushed the door open just a little bit more to see if she could catch sight of Lano. She could see the left side of her brother. He was facing away from the door and looking toward the side of the room of which the view was obstructed by the door. He clearly appeared to be talking with someone, but with whom?
“I am scared,” she heard her brother say in a timid voice to whomever he was speaking. “I don’t want to do this.”
Lada put her hand over her mouth as she gasped at the sound of a female voice. The voice sounded familiar, but the little girl couldn’t fully recognize it.
“Lano, you want me to play hide-and-seek, right?”
The young boy could be seen nodding. His body was not rigid and defiant, as it had been moments earlier when he directed an outburst toward his sister. Instead, he was docile and almost wilted.
“I want to play with my sister.”
“No!” the unknown female voice stated. “I told you that for now we play games together. We have fun together, right?”
Again, Lada could see her brother nod. She felt her small body shiver. She was too young to understand that her body was experiencing a fight-or-flight reaction to the scene playing out in front of her. She only knew she felt scared and frozen . . . trembling, as well.
“I like having fun with my sister, also.”
“You will get the chance to play with her again once you have helped save me. You want to save me . . . like a strong warrior fighting to rescue the princess, right?”
Again, he simply nodded.
All of a sudden, Lada let out a quick scream as a large, black-as-night raven flew past the crack in the doorway and perched on the top of a bookshelf that was in her limited viewing area. She fell back, looked up, then took off running down the hallway as she saw the raven focus on her and stare.






Chapter Twenty-One
The Abyss was broken up into a unique system of trenches, areas, circles, and realms. Logistically speaking, Mantus ruled over a larger area than any other Clan Overlord could hope to rule over. He had more troops under his command than any Clan had in their respective houses, but the Abyss was still—no way around it—a banishment from any form of normal existence.
Through fear of the Abyss, the control that he maintained over those of his kind was immense; but what good was that if those who entered his realm could not leave and those who were not within his realm did not want to visit?
The Mortal rendition and view of Hell was gimmicky and almost laughable. The Abyss was far worse than the comprehension of a mortal mind: darkness that lived; darkness that breathed. Fire that was unquenchable, yet fire that would not allow the screams for permanent death to be met with relief.
Malebolge was the eighth realm of nine that could be found inside the Abyss. The Abyss consisted of nine different regions or realms. Each contained their own hellish nightmares, but each were not equally horrendous. The eighth realm was reserved for creatures that made one’s biggest fears appear like fluffy cotton candy at the county fair.
If a Fallen was sent to the Abyss, they were imprisoned within Malebolge. If a member of the Alliance fell in battle with an Eternal, they found themselves vanquished to one of the outer realms of the Abyss where silence and loneliness was the most maddening effect, but where these same elements were embraced for healing and restoration. In this realm, one could leave once they had regained their essence of existence. Malebolge was no such realm.
Ashmedai relished in his role as captain within the ranks of the Malebranche. The very name of those he led was dark and ominous within itself, but the ancient definition of this name was what ripped at the heart of the bravest of warriors. The name Malebranche meant “evil claws.” This was derived from the ability to shred a being all the way through the life source of that creature. It also described the tools that were used by these torturers.  Each one was known to carry different, roughly-forged grappling hooks that would be used to pierce the body of prisoners within Malebolge. Those who found themselves in combat with a Malebranche would quickly discover themselves pierced and even hung as a fresh kill to writhe in agonizing pain.
The captain was not a Malebranche himself. He despised these beings that had been created simply for their enjoyment of the pure and sheer delight of torment and torture. They were grotesque, resembling mangy dogs with tufts of hair, bulging eyes, and razor teeth and void of any real intelligence. No, he was not one of them, but he enjoyed having them under his control.
“Drag, you are in charge for now,” Ashmedai stated to one of the creatures. “Mantus called me to a meeting.”
The Malebranche sneered as acidic drool dropped from his mouth. His eyes seemed to bulge even more with excitement.
Ashmedai took off down the different black-rock pathways that would lead him up through the various levels of the Abyss to the well carved-out and designed complex from which Mantus ruled.
He was curious about what his boss wanted him for. The Demon could not remember the last time he had been summoned to meet with Mantus. He would see the Overlord here and there, usually when he would stop in to check on Legion or when a new Clan member was banished to Malebolge; but it was rare. Being called to a meeting was definitely unique.
Steam spurted out of different fissures within the rock formations he walked past. Long ago, he had stopped worrying about being burned by these bursts. His skin, like all who had come to reside within the Abyss, had become thick, similar to a leathery armor. The nerve endings, likewise, had long ago become numb.
The Demon was medium height with a strong, muscular build. The right side of his body held scars and element aspects of his surroundings from a fall into a fire cell when he had gotten too close to a Malebranche in full reaction mode. The creatures became like rabid dogs with no understanding other than that they were in full attack mode once incited.
He had been knocked against a rock formation with molten lava flowing down the side of it. The incident left him with severe scarring; but with it, he had learned that he was able to maintain a continual burning within his scars. There was no pain, but the appearance it gave created a figure of fear and trepidation.
He moved quickly along the different paths, brushing off any attempts by other Underlings to speak with him. He entered a long hallway that had been cut into the rock bed. The hallway led to a series of rooms, as well as to other corridors. He reached for an iron handle and manipulated the latch so that he could open the door. He stepped into a large room that held a shiny black table.
Mantus sat on one end of the table, diligently poring over several documents and notes. He barely looked up when Ashmedai entered. He motioned for the captain to take a seat beside him.
“Have a seat, Brother.”
The Demon did and then leaned back, studying his Overlord.
“What did I do to gain this unique request?”
“Nothing, actually, but I needed to meet with you away from everyone else.” Mantus looked up. “I need to talk to you about something that requires it to be kept between us . . . not even Dumah can know right now, clear?”
“Clear,” the Demon stated.
He was truly curious now. For Mantus to not even want his brother to know about the meeting made this meeting even more intriguing.
Mantus continued, “I do not know what I expect your response or reaction to be with what I am going to share with you. I personally do not care, but I do want you to know that however you respond will be tolerated in this setting. What will not be tolerated is confidentiality broken.”
The captain nodded his head and leaned forward. He tried to take a look at the documents sitting on the table in front of the Overlord, but he was unable to make out anything of value that may give him a heads-up concerning the subject matter.
“Since the time we were all exiled, so much has changed for most of our kind,” Mantus began. “We have witnessed so many come and go, and we have watched the Houses rise and some even fall.”
Ashmedai nodded in agreement as he listened intently. He saw the “general look” emanating from all over his leader’s face.
“We have changed. In my personal belief, there has been change that was not always for the best; but we have rolled with it. You, Brother, were one of the fiercest warriors that Scintillantes had before the War of the Serpents.”
“I am honored by that remark.”
“How do you feel about everything?” Mantus asked with clear indication that it was a loaded question.
“Everything? Not sure what you mean. Everything here?”
“All that has transpired with our kind since our exile.”
Ashmedai let out a long exhale.
“General, I don’t know how to answer that! I am not the same as I was at the start. Yes, most of what I have become is because there was nothing else to become. Look around us,” he motioned around him. “We expected to be gods to mortal man. We expected power, authority, position; and yet those of us who followed you were not only exiled from our home, but also exiled from the world of Mortals, as well. I don’t blame you. I blame . . .”
“Hecate?” Mantus asked.
The Demon nodded, “For every single bit of it . . . from being here to even the transformation that I now have accepted as being who I am.”
“What if I told you that all of it could be reconciled?”
Ashmedai just looked straight at him, searching his face to see if there was a punchline coming; but all he could see was the stoic face of a hardened warrior.
“You have to give me more than that, Boss. I am not following you.”
“What if we could, in a small way, get back at Hecate and regain some of what we had always thought we would have?”
“Are you talking about a Clan uprising? Too many have tried. Hell, even now the Clans are at war with each other.”
“True, but what if we had allies that they do not have?”
“Allies?”
Mantus stood up and began to walk around. His arms were crossed, and he seemed troubled with attempting to actually get out what he was trying to say.
“Is what you used to be fully taken over by what you are today? Is there a chance that your old self could return?”
“My old self? You mean before the exile?”
“No . . . yes . . . well, maybe not before the exile, but just after the exile. Could you go back to being a fierce warrior but not focused on the love for what you need to have in order to do what you do now: the torment and torture that I need from you here?”
The Demon sat still and silent. His mind couldn’t even remember that person that Mantus was asking about. The general was right: there had been change. Some change could be reversed, but too many times it could not be.
“No, I don’t think I can. This is me. This is who I am.” In order to make his point, he raised his right arm. “One of the reasons I chose to take on the name Ashmedai is because I am Ash. Look at me, Mantus. Half of my body is glowing ember. I am not sure I could even live outside this realm of ours.”






Chapter Twenty-Two
Mantus stopped and placed his palms on the tabletop.
“I thought that is what you would say to that question, but I also hoped there was a chance that there was some of the old you still inside there.”
“I would apologize, but I feel that what I am now is just an enhanced version of what I used to be. The creature I am today makes that old version look like a choir boy.”
The general smirked at that remark, “You are right at that.”
“So again . . . what allies?”
Mantus returned to where he had been sitting and leaned back. He knew he was taking a chance opening up. Ashmedai could easily take this information and place it in the wrong hands; Mantus could find everything crumbling around him quickly. However, he also knew that this was the path that was laid out before him, and he had to take it. It could change with a drop of the hat, but he had to walk where it led for now.
“The time has come for change, Ash. What we had long ago hoped for has been nothing but a bloody façade, and the conductor of it all has been my ex-wife from the start. I’m done. There is only one thing I long to see, and that is her downfall.”
As the general struggled with exposing his desire and plan, a light bulb turned on in Ash’s head.
“You are joining with the Alliance!”
Mantus looked straight into his captain’s eyes, “I am.”
“How? Why?”
“Well, I believe that Hecate will never stop until she is either taken out or rules with an iron fist. The latter is what I am hoping for; yet if I just take her out, I would find myself a part of the permanent fixture of my own realm and not in the ruling sense. There is not a single House of the Fallen that would back me up. Instead, it would leave a void that will require even more of a bloodbath to fill. Most believe her and her talks of the rise of Dracon, our son. Because of that, they will slaughter each other if she is gone. They will try to release Legion or at least take over his mantle to carry forward in hopes of gaining power. In order to be able to move into a new age—one ruled by mortal man—we must adapt. Yes, I have worked out a loose deal with the Alliance.”
Ashmedai sat stunned. He had followed Mantus since the fall. He imagined the general falling in a glorious battle with the full glory of combat, fearless anger, and raging flames but never standing down and aligning with the enemy.
“Sir, may I speak freely?”
“Of course,” Mantus acknowledged. “That is what I need right now.”
The captain took a moment to collect his thoughts. He sat staring at his ashened hand glowing with the living fire of the Abyss. His mind flooded with many questions, ideas, and even some feelings of betrayal. He knew that he was given permission to speak freely, but he also understood that he still needed to sculpt his thoughts in a manner that would get his point across without enraging his Overlord.
“You started off asking me to keep this meeting and the subject matter private, even ensuring I don’t share this with Dumah. When I take a look at that request, Mantus, I hear you setting up walls to exclude yourself from the very individuals who have followed you, believed in you, and stood beside you . . . the very same people who still do all of those things today.”
Mantus sat stoically, listening intently.
Ash continued, “Sir, we are warriors, soldiers, legends. There is a reason. You asked if I could return to what I used to be, and I was honest with you: I cannot.
“I now want to ask you the same. Sure, we are not where we expected to be. This . . .” he motioned to their surroundings, “is not the glorious realm of power that others may have, but it is ours. It is the one place where not a single one of the Clans have attempted to take over; no one wants it. We have, for the most part, been able to exist without any interruption from the rest of our kind instead of being swept into the Clan Wars.
“Sure, we are weary. I get that, Sir. Warriors get tired; soldiers get tired. They get worn out, but they will never, ever stop being a warrior. It is ingrained in us; it is who we are.”
“I understand,” Mantus simplistically responded.
“Do you, General? I ask that, because I ask you the same question you presented to me. Can you return—really return—to whom or what you once were? True, you may not have the scars of the Abyss upon your body the same as I do; but it is not the scars that are easily visible that we ignore. No, because this . . .” he lifted up his right arm and pointed to the right side of his face, “can’t be ignored. It is the scars that are deep within that we can convince ourselves do not affect us. Sir, you have been touched by the Abyss. It is in you and you in it. It is more than a place. It is your kingdom, and it exists how it does today because of your control over it.”
“So, what are you saying, Ash? That I cannot change? That I am so integrated into all we have done that it is like a symbiont that cannot be separated from its host?”
“That is exactly what I am saying. I don’t believe either of us can ever return to what we once were, for we are no longer those individuals. We are not the same beings that stood outside of the Hall of the Arch Council, waiting for the signal to storm inside. We are not the same that stood condemned, waiting for the certainty of exile. We, Sir . . . we are the Fallen. We are those who remain.
“We are divided, but we still can unite and not surrender this fight. If we surrender now, then all that we have done has been a waste; and all that we could do will never come to fruition. We can look at this as a chance to bow out or we can look at this as a chance to finally break out from the Abyss as a mighty force that no one would have seen coming. Sir, this could be the tip of the spear.”
The general said nothing. He listened intently to every word that his captain spoke. He could hear the heart of this leader. He understood it. It was true; they were warriors.
The general contemplated. There may be some truth, also, to the statement that the Abyss had scorched his very existence. Was his weariness so strong that he could not fight, and this is why he had chosen to align with the Alliance? Ashmedai was correct in so much of what he said, but a good military leader also understood when to sacrifice for a battle that could be won and when to cut losses for a battle that still could be fought at a later time. The question that presented itself was which one was this moment . . . fight or surrender? He had been so sure of his move, and now he sat with the warrior again waking up inside of him.
* * * * *
Ann’s daughter ran right into her as she came running out of the upstairs hallway, around a corner, and down the stairs that her mother was coming up. She caught her daughter and quickly realized that she was shaking.
“Sweetheart! What is wrong?”
The little girl’s tears flowed down her face. Her body shook, and she refused to look up at her mom. She buried her face in the legs of her mother and just held on tightly. Ann knelt down, quietly moving the little girl’s locks out of her face and gently wiping away the tears.
“Lada, what’s the matter?”
Her daughter refused to talk. Her eyes, wide with fear, focused straight ahead, attempting to hold in each convulsive sob.
“Momma, is Lada okay?”
Ann looked up and saw her son standing at the top of the stairs. He had one hand on the railing, and his face was etched with genuine concern.
“Yes, Lano. Did you do something to her?”
“NO!” he raised his voice. “No! I didn’t do anything. I just wanted to be alone in my room, and she got mad.”
“Is that true, Sweetheart?” she asked Lada. The little girl stood, staring straight ahead . . . not moving and not saying a word.
“Lada!”
Ann’s raised voice got a jolt reaction from her daughter, and the little girl appeared to come back to her senses. She nodded.
“Lada, if your brother wants time alone, then you need to give it to him. You understand?”
Lano’s sister turned and looked toward the top of the stairs at her brother. She shivered a little as her thoughts flashed back to the female voice, the argument, and the creepy bird. She was scared, but she was more scared of what would happen if she actually told her mother what she had witnessed. So, she kept that to herself.
“I understand, Momma.”
“You both go find something to do—together or separately, I don’t care—but I don’t want to hear any fighting!”
“Yes, Ma’am,” they both replied.
Ann stood somewhat puzzled as she witnessed her son go in one direction and her daughter in a different. She shrugged it off, looked down at her watch, and realized that night had sneaked up on her. She really could go for a shower . . . maybe a glass of wine . . . and just time to breathe. She knew in the next day or so she was not only going to have to deal with whatever was taking place with the Alliance, the Fallen, and this new team that had come together, but she was also going to have to face someone to whom she would have a lot of explaining to do.






Chapter Twenty-Three
“Do we let anyone back home know what we are doing, Gabriel?” Nemamiah asked as she, Leah, and Gabriel sat on the closed-in porch of Eden. “Never has there been a time where every member of the Arch Council has been gone from Scintillantes, except for the Council of Shammah.”
Gabriel had her eyes closed and was covered in a thick blanket. It seemed forever since she had relaxed under the atmosphere of the world of Mortals. She realized that she had missed it in a very strange way. She didn’t want to talk, think, or even plan. She found herself wanting to shut out everyone and everything and simply exist. She wondered why humans couldn’t just understand the power of being present in the moment. Sure, they wanted nothing more than to have an eternal paradise; but what they didn’t realize was that they were the cause of that paradise not being exactly where they were. If they could tune into the universe around them, they would find the connection was there, waiting to bring peace.
“Is there any chance that we can just let all of this take place and we sit this one out?” the Archangel questioned as she opened one eye and looked at her counterparts. “Sure . . . it sounds harsh; but honestly, why do we keep doing all that we are doing?”
She sat up and looked at the other two.
“Why? What do we owe Mortals? All of us have been in existence before they came to be. We have fought and protected them from the very beginning . . . and for what? And don’t give me the ‘will of Jah’ standard answer! None of us can remember the last time anyone really understood what that means. We quote it all the time. It has been our rally cry for eons; and yet, here we are . . . exactly where we always seem to be . . . well, at least to where we have been heading all this time. Nothing has stopped this. What has all the loss, the fighting, the tragic events done? Nothing! We are still here . . . on the brink of war or extinction.”
Nemamiah and Leah had no response. They sat stunned. What she was saying made sense, and there wasn’t a single one of them that hadn’t either thought the same or were thinking the same. Just to hear her actually voice the words was shocking, though.
“So . . .” Nemamiah broke the awkward silence, “I hear you; and in a unique way, I understand you, but that doesn’t answer my question.”
“No, we don’t owe anyone anything. Our job as Council members has come to an end. There is no Council; and honestly, I wonder if we shouldn’t have realized that truth a long time ago. What is here is each of us. What is here is the understanding that we are each unique beings whose time maybe has come and gone . . . who knows? What I do know is that I have bought into the whole belief of Guardians, Messengers, Council Members, and Eternals and Mortals. I have played myself out on the game board of the existence of life itself, and somehow I was never told that we were playing a losing game.”
“What are you saying, Gabriel?” Leah asked. Before the Angel could answer, the Vapor continued, “What I hear you saying is that everyone here at Eden and those at the Sanctum, who have looked up to you, respected you, and hope to follow you, have been blinded by your past actions and leadership . . . and speaking of being blind, they now have followed you blindly into something that you now are suggesting you no longer can stomach.”
The Archangel fully sat up. The blanket with which she had covered up herself fell to lie in her lap. She wanted to verbally attack Leah, yet the words the Vapor spoke were poignant and full of truths to which Gabriel could not argue.
So instead, she threw back some questions of her own: “Then tell me, Leah, have you not had the same questions? Wasn’t it the same questions that led you down the path to becoming what you are today? Aren’t questions like the ones I am sharing what made you constantly a thorn in our flesh? You, Leah, are not one to even begin to judge me and my feelings.”
“No, maybe she cannot; but I can!” Nemamiah’s voice was full of controlled anger. “I have not only served beside you on the Council, but I have also stood beside you when you comforted scared children. I have fought beside you when you have stood against overwhelming odds in order to save one Mortal.”
“Sure, you have. Did you do that for the Mortals or did you do that because you had my back?” Gabriel interjected.
“Are you kidding me, Gabriel? Why are we doing this right now?” Nemamiah was so confused by the current status of her companion.
“I really am not sure. I only know that I am done. Maybe all of this has opened my eyes: Metatron being held by Mantus; Michael betraying all in which we have believed; and then starting to wonder myself if we have bought into a lie ages ago . . . and in doing what we thought was expected, we have hurled ourselves toward the very thing we thought we were keeping from happening.”
Leah hunched down into the big piece of patio furniture in which she was sitting and turned her head to watch the flames in the fireplace.
“I get it, Gabriel. You are right; I have had the same questions. I have no idea what winning on a large scale feels like.
“I look back at that moment when we watched the Persians storm the city of Babylon. We knew what Marduk had been doing. We were fully aware of the young Nephelium. Sure, we could have slaughtered all of them within the temple that night; but we chose to allow them to escape. We, through the ages, believed that the descendants of Rephaim would be the key to securing victory for mortal man and maybe even bring peace between us and them. Instead, I look back and see a chronological timeline of constant loss, destruction, pain, and winless battles. At what cost? To what end?
“Trust me, Gabriel; I understand probably more than you. I have felt that call within my chest to stand as the Guardian of mortal man. I have marched through the ages of man, protecting one ward after another only to find myself, once again, watching the life source of another mortal or Jerusalem Breed vanish before my eyes, unable to do anything more than what I already have done.
“That is the key, however. What if I had not? Sure, maybe we have marched forward with each step to this very moment. Maybe what we are facing now has been unavoidable; but if that is the case, then what if everything we have done has prepared us for this very moment, the moment when Eternals and Mortals join together to fight off the very vampiric leeches of the Fallen?
“I can’t put past losses in the win column. I can’t guarantee that all of this has not been for nothing. What I can guarantee is that in the end, if we walk away now, if we just turn our backs on mortal man, then everything up to this point literally has been for nothing.”
The Archangel ran her long fingers through her thick, blond hair. Why couldn’t they just let it go? She could sense death and destruction. As she attempted to tap into the threads of time, she saw nothing but a black curtain that appeared to be emblazoned with a dragon. The curtain was on fire, and she could hear the screams of the dying.
“Death is coming, and it is coming for us all,” she whispered.






Chapter Twenty-Four
The Enchantress of Seduction and Darkness looked up from the dinner she was eating as she heard footsteps heading toward the large dining area. The room in which she sat was elegant, just as she ensured everything within her estate was. Beautiful chandeliers hung at either end of a long table. The table itself was well-polished and had a runner from one end to the other on which sat a beautiful set of candlesticks that had been given to her by an old lover centuries ago. She grabbed her long-stemmed glass of red wine and took a sip as she watched her current lover walk in with fury and determination.
“Denora, I see that you made it back in one piece.”
“No . . . you don’t get to talk! You get to listen!” the Demon almost shrieked as she walked straight up to Hecate, pulled out a chair, and sat down very unceremoniously. “I’m out.”
There was no immediate reaction from the goddess of sensuality. She took another long sip from her wine before picking up her knife and fork to begin cutting another bite from her rare prime rib. She slowly placed it in her mouth, enjoying the tenderness of the meat and the blend of sauce and blood. She never could understand anyone who charred their meat, taking out all the life source and flavor.
Denora knew she was playing a game. Everything Hecate did was a game. She knew that the Overlord was toying with her, and the Demon was not going to fall for it.
“You are out of what, Dear?”
“I’m not your ‘Dear.’ I am not of the House of Hecate. I am not your lackey or lieutenant.”
“Oh? Wow, I am so sorry to hear that; because I was just starting to think we had something.”
“Hecate, you never have anything but a desire to satisfy your own lust and desires. You care about only one thing, and that is yourself.”
“I have never denied that, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy extra things. When you are the best, then it means you are unable to have anything better, and so . . . well, you must settle for the leftovers.”
She looked at Denora with sheer darkness.
“And don’t believe anything less, Denora, than that you are leftovers! You are left over from a hierarchy that no longer exists. You were left over from Adramelech and from Arioch. You are just . . . well . . . left over. You are fortunate—even if you can’t see it—that I have chosen to mentor you and to bring you on.”
The Demon scoffed, “Oh well, thank you for setting me straight!”
“No, I could care less about setting you straight. I do care that you know way too much about what I am hoping to do. I do care that I sent you on a mission that you were unable to complete. I do care that you have been feeding information to a certain individual who has lived his whole life double crossing each and every being that has come his way.”
She paused for effect and to take a moment.
“Ah, I see the look that you are attempting not to reveal . . . a look that confirms the information I have been told.”
She was right. Denora was feeling the fear rise up inside her. Fear was something she rarely, if ever, felt; but now, fear crept into her like the sticky fibers of cotton candy being spun around a cardboard cone. It was growing and sticking to everything inside of her. There was no way that Michael would have told Hecate about using Denora for his own twisted coup . . . was there?
Along with the fear, anger was building, creating a deadly and volatile, emotional concoction deep inside her chest. Her mind was speeding down every crossroad of chance in an attempt to find reason and answers to what, who, when, and why?
As she sat staring back at the demonic Overlord, it was as if every warning siren began to go off inside her head. The light bulb turned on; and she knew. She didn’t move. She didn’t blink.
She looked straight into the eyes of this Queen of Manipulation and shouted out, “Come on, Nephelium! I know that you are here.”
There he was. Her mind had gone back over the last several days, and an image of the Assassin holding a knife to her throat became vividly clear. She had been correct. There in the back-left corner behind Hecate, within the shadows, stepped out the head of the Nephelium.
He began to slowly clap as he revealed himself, “Ah, Denora, Denora, Denora, you are more brilliant than Arioch ever gave you credit for.”
She shoved away from the table and stood up, hissing at him through her revealed, bared fangs, “You will die!”
“Oh, how I do love a good fight! It gets me all hot and bothered,” Hecate almost giggled.
The giggle caught the other two off guard for a moment. Neither had ever heard her make a noise that even resembled joy. Denora took full advantage of the distraction. With a quick motion, she reached over and grabbed the knife out of Hecate’s hand. She held it firmly in her right hand. Smoothly and effortlessly she placed one foot on the seat of the chair she had been sitting on and her other foot on the tabletop. She used the momentum to catapult herself over Hecate. Instead of going after the Assassin, however, to the surprise of the other two, she landed behind Hecate and, in one breath, had the blade pressed against the Overlord’s throat.
“Now, ask yourself, Hecate. Will this Half-Breed willingly sacrifice himself to save you? Will this tainted blood find you worthy of being saved, or has he used you like you have used everyone with whom you have ever come in contact?”
The lady of the house did not flinch. She did not move. She smiled. She loved games that promised bloodshed.
“No, Denora, you should ask yourself a question.”
“Oh, and what is that?”
“Do you have what it takes to spill the blood of a Clan leader? Do you really have what it takes to take on the Clan that will hunt you down and torture you in ways that will make you jealous that you never thought of the tactics first? I have no ill-conceived notion that Kadar cares about me any more than I care about him . . . or honestly, anyone.”
Kadar stood only a few feet away, watching every move that the rock star made. He knew that he had no real dog in the fight, but he also knew that Hecate was correct: to kill her would mean to bring on the wrath of her Clan. He also knew that anyone who killed a Clan leader without the backing of the Clan would be hunted down by the full force of the Fallen. Actually, usually the Nephelium were sent after them. So, maybe he could let this play out, kill Denora afterwards, and be hailed a hero.
Hecate watched as the questions ran through Kadar’s mind. She meant it when she stated she didn’t believe that he only cared about himself, but she also hoped that he would understand the value of protecting her and making her indebted to him. Then again, if he had not gutted her pet, there would be no need for anyone to get the demonic wench away from holding the blade against her neck.
“You have played too many people, Hecate. You have spent your existence twisting, manipulating, and weaving threads of individuals’ needs and desires to work for your own hunger for power. You are willing to sacrifice everything, including your son!”
Hecate’s attention snapped back to the words Denora was speaking.
“My, Son? What does Legion have to do with any of this?”
The Demon realized that she actually stood with authority and power over the most lethal and murderous Clan leader that the Fallen had ever known. It was intoxicating. She felt her mouth began to salivate. This was what power felt like.
“To answer your question, your son has everything to do with what is taking place here. You didn’t give me a chance to answer your question when I first came in. You know, the one about why I was walking away.”
“You are right. I did not, but since we are doing this little dance, feel free to answer it at any time.”
Kadar started to take a step forward but stopped when he saw Denora look up at him. Her eyes were solid black, and he could see she was in full bloodlust.
“Denora, really think about what you are about to do or say.”
“Ha!” she scoffed. “Why? Because there is a balance that you are trying to maintain; and in that balance, you don’t want my next move to be the weight?”
“No, I just want you to really consider any and all ramifications.”
“What is she talking about, Kadar? What balance?”
Hecate turned her eyes toward the Nephelium, still refusing to move.
Kadar swallowed hard. He was still trying to figure a way to defuse this situation . . . and yes, restore balance. They each had their role, and right now Denora was way out of hers.






Chapter Twenty-Five
Kadar took a deep breath. This was not the first time he had been in a situation where he felt his back was against the wall. He really had no dog in this fight. He could walk away from all this and take the pieces and certainly still make something of it. It was what he did; but for some reason this felt different.
“Hecate, you need to know something for which I have no proof but I believe is very true.”
“Fantastic!” she answered mockingly. “Please share. I mean, who doesn’t want to hear new information when a maniac has a knife to your throat? Oh . . .” she drew out, “Denora, I also would like to know if we are going to sit here all night. I do have your replacement lying in my bed waiting for me.”
Kadar winced. He knew that Hecate was playing a game. He had no doubt that her wheels were turning. He also knew that Denora was like a rabid dog off its leash, willing to do anything for any reason at any moment.
“Hecate, Legion—or at least the part of him that was still free—is gone! The Alliance took him out.”
Fire! There it was. He knew it. Sure, by giving her that little bit of information, he was showing a hand that she was unaware was still left to be played. However, he also had taken a gamble that the information would ignite the Clan leader. His gamble paid off.
He watched as Hecate’s hands slowly gripped hard onto the armrest of the chair in which she was sitting. Her breathing became faster; her jaw was set; her eyes bulged.
“How do you know this?” she hissed.
“I was told . . .”
“Shut up, Half-Breed. You know nothing!” Denora spat.
She bent down, maintaining the pressure of the blade against Hecate’s neck.
“Don’t worry. What he thinks he knows is what everyone thinks they know, but I know the truth!”
“What is the truth, Denora?” Hecate gritted her teeth.
Very deliberately and articulately, in a controlled voice Denora whispered into her former lover’s ear, “Your son hates you. Your son sent me here. He sent me here for this!”
With no other words and no real sign of emotion, Denora pulled the blade hard and quickly across the neck of the leader of the House of Hecate. As she did, Denora opened her mouth wide and dove at the jugular vein on the side of the Overlord’s neck. She felt the rush of the hot blood spray the inside of her mouth. The taste was like nectar from the most amazing and juiciest fruit one could imagine. It flooded her senses. It poured out the corners of her mouth as she was unable to drink all of it. She could feel the warmth of it washing over her face, running down her chin, and bathing her neck. The surge of ancient knowledge rushed into the dark confines of her mind, and she shrieked in pure gluttonous delight.
Hecate never made a sound. She had heard of ancients talking about how they were connected to the threads of existence and how many had witnessed the end of another. The stories had been told that those who met their demise felt it and understood it was the end. As Denora whispered about the betrayal of Legion, Hecate knew. She saw it. There was an understanding that everything she had worked for, all the moments that she had manipulated had brought her here to her end.
Kadar felt his knees go weak and he staggered backward. This wasn’t happening! The powerful Hecate. The seductress of life itself sat feet away from him. Her head had fallen back. Her body was drenched in a crimson wash; and Denora was now standing up, attempting to wipe the copious amounts of blood from her lips and chin.
“What have you done?” Kadar managed to squeak out.
He felt like his voice mimicked that of a young child. He ran his hands through his thick, dark hair repeatedly as he rested against the wall behind him.
“You just sealed your fate and a good chance mine, as well, if anyone finds out that I was here!”
“Then I guess it is time to decide who you will follow, Half-Breed! I would hate for that bit of information to get out. Me, personally,” Denora started, standing strong and warrioresque, “I say bring it to anyone who dares cross my house!”
“What? YOUR HOUSE? You are kidding, right? The House of Hecate will never follow you!”
“Believe that, and see how that works out for you. I can promise that my despise for you has not waned; but I will also promise you that if you will join with me, I will ensure  your safety.”
He could not stop looking at the depleted and lifeless soul of the former Clan leader. His mouth was like cotton. He didn’t think that Denora had it in her to actually go through with it. He had been wrong. He was rarely wrong, but this time he had been.
The Demon had come so far from just being the lead singer of “In My Darkest Hour” at the Vortex to the would-be Clan leader who now stood before him.
“What the hell . . . I am always in for a ride. So, what next, Queen of the House of Denora?”
* * * * *
Serenity felt a slight pep in her step as she saw light coming from underneath Chad’s door. She walked quicker down the hallway to knock.
As she reached his door, she heard a sound behind her. She looked in the direction of the sound, but didn’t see anything. She swore she heard children’s feet, but the twins should already be in bed. She had watched Ann tuck them in. With a quick shrug of her shoulders when she couldn’t see anything in the dimly lit hallway, she knocked on Chad’s door.
“Yeah?”
“Chad, its Serenity.”
She heard him moving around in the room and then start walking toward the door. A second later the door opened up.
“I thought you were already in bed,” he stated as he smiled and moved to the side so she could come in.
“I was, but couldn’t sleep. I kept staring at the ceiling wondering what we are missing.”
He closed the door behind her.
“Hmm . . . yeah, me too. I laid down for about 15 minutes, and then . . . well, you can see . . .”
He motioned to the papers scattered on the bed and desk, as well as to his open laptop. Serenity walked over and plopped down in the chair situated near the desk.
“What is all this?”
“This,” Chad laughed as he shuffled some papers around on the bed so he could sit on it, “is me trying to figure out that thing you think we are missing.”
She cocked her head to the side and raised an eyebrow in puzzlement.
“You have the piece we are missing?”
“I didn’t say that now!”
“Then I am not following.”
He shook his head, “In a very weird way, I am not, either.”
Serenity looked at him. His dirty blond hair was disheveled. He was dressed in a pair of cotton pajama pants, bare chested. She realized that when he became passionate about something, his eyes would turn almost ice blue. There was a sense of whimsical boy and yet secure man wrapped up in that being of his. True, many times he annoyed her, but that annoyance had turned from something she avoided to now something she sought out. It had become an anchor point in the chaos of their world . . . something familiar she could hook into. There was no doubt, as long as she didn’t try to be dishonest with herself, that she was attracted to him.
“So, you have a missing piece . . . are following it . . . but not following it?” She laughed. “Come on, Chad, you can do better than that.”
As she poked at him, she heard the sound of small footsteps just outside in the hall quickly going past the door. She motioned with a head nod toward the door.
“Did you hear that?”
“Yeah, the twins are up, I am sure.”
“They aren’t, though. I watched Ann put them to bed, and they were sound asleep in about ten minutes.”
“Meh, I don’t know. I have heard it several times tonight and just figured they were still up.” He stopped for a minute. “Actually, come to think of it, it happens many nights. I bet they wake up and sneak out. Tell me you didn’t do that as a kid.”
“No, I did. I don’t know . . . it’s just weird.”
It dawned on Chad that he had no idea why Serenity had come knocking on his door.
“What brings you here?”
“Honestly?”
“No, please, lie to me,” he snickered. “Of course, honestly!”
She felt her face start turning hot. She had laid in her bed thinking about how this would transpire if he was up and would let her in. Now, he was awake; and now she had been let in. What did she do now? She didn’t know if she had the guts to go through with what she had fantasized she would do and say.
He just sat there looking at her. She hated him right now for that. She wished he wasn’t sitting shirtless . . . wished he didn’t look so hot . . . wished he had a flaw—well, except for his not knowing when to shut up. Then again, she wished he would actually say something right now.
“I . . . I guess the deal is that you comfort me, Chad. You have grown a lot on me, and we are a great team.”
“That we are,” he quipped. “At the same time, it is because I lead this team that makes us . . .”
She looked over and saw a highlighter on the desk. She picked it up and threw it at him.
“Oh, Great Leader, I am unworthy!”
“True, but I will allow you the honor,” he laughed as he dodged the projectile.






Chapter Twenty-Six
“Seriously, though, listen to me, Chad!” Serenity started again. “So, let me say this. I like you. I like you a lot, and I find myself wanting to actually be around you.”
“OH! Actually!”
“Shut it! Yes, actually! What I am trying to say is that not many people understand what we do. Even less would consider me sane if I tried to describe it. So, dating is not the easiest.”
He put his hand up to stop her, “So, since the dating pool is small because of what we do, I get the short straw?”
Her eyes twinkled, “Yes, that is what I am saying!”
“Well, that is fair.”
She sat and waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. He just sat looking at her.
“I guess that is it.”
“What is?”
“Damn it, Chad! Stop making this difficult!”
“Are you saying you want to date me?”
She pounded her thighs with both fists.
“Yes! That is exactly what I am saying.”
He stood up and walked over to her. He knelt in front of her and took her hands in his.
“What took you so long to catch on?”
“Oh . . . I hate you!”
“Now, that is the perfect way to define our relationship!”
She laughed and threw her arms around him. She felt his chest rise and fall and felt secure being held by him. She didn’t need him to feel secure; she was her own woman . . . but it also felt so very good.
“So, are you going to tell me what it is that you think you are on to?”
The moment was gone, and he was back on his feet being Chad as he became really animated.
“Yes! So, remember when we found Victoria?”
She nodded, “Sure, can’t forget that!”
“While we were in the receiving area of the Warehouse, I happened to pick this up.”
He handed her a small medallion which had a leather string attached to it.
“I didn’t think too much of it, except that it was the only thing that resembled any insignia that night.”
“I remember,” she stated as she looked at it closer. “None of those we looked at that night had any Clan markings at all.”
“Right! That is why this really stood out to me!”
She looked at it as her fingers traced a dragon with a gaping mouth. In its mouth was the symbol of the sun, and there was the Roman numeral 14 on it. She handed it back to him.
“So, what is it?”
“That is the part I am trying to figure out. You see, we have never seen that much Clan activity without a House being over it all. Yet . . .”
“There was no House represented.”
“We thought that because it has always been evident with any of the Clans: they display their House insignias almost like gang signs most of the time.
What if this is a new generation of Familiars and Fallen? What if this . . .” he motioned with the medallion, “is the insignia?”
Serenity leaned forward and waved her hand toward him, asking to see it again. She looked at it but saw nothing that she didn’t see the first time. The Clans had been formed shortly after the War of the Serpents. Each had been given a mark that the Houses adopted as symbols of their authority and family influence. This did not look like any of those.
“What would it mean, though?”
“Ah, that is what started my ‘midnight oil burning’ session tonight. I started doing some research.” He pointed to the laptop behind her, “There are a few ideas that I have.”
He got up and motioned for her to get up and let him sit down. With a grin, she only moved enough to give him a sliver of the chair on which to sit. She rested her chin on his shoulder so that she could look over it and see what he was doing. He typed in a few things and clicked on a link.
“Look here,” he pointed at the screen. “Now, don’t laugh; just listen. What I have so far is just quickly jotted-down notes and then following the string to see where it leads.”
“Ok, I get it,” she smiled.
He was fully zoned in on what he was sharing. His excitement billowed around him.
“So, I started with looking up ‘dragon.’ We all know about dragons, but I wanted to see what the dragon, sun, and even the number 14 meant. As I started looking up the word ‘dragon,’ I remembered something that we have seen over and over within ancient manuscripts and prophecies that the Alliance keeps talking about. There are many texts that talk about the return of the dragon or dracon. Now, I am not a linguist; but I found out that ‘dracon’ is actually a derivative of ‘dragon.’”
“A regular Sherlock Holmes!” Serenity rolled her eyes.
“Seriously . . . wait!” He continued, “So, we know the sun is used in many of the original Clan insignias, so that leads me to tie it into the Clans. This left me with the number 14.”
“Wait . . . there are fantasy novels galore out there with dragons in them. So, just because you looked up ‘dragon’ and tied it into ‘dracon,’ doesn’t mean . . .”
Chad threw his hands up, mocking defeat, “Are you going to let me finish?”
“Yup.”
She shut her mouth and pretended to zip it.
“So, I found two noteworthy bits of information about the number 14. One deals with an Egyptian myth about Osiris. The mythology states that the god Osiris was killed by his brother and cut into . . . get this . . . 14 pieces!”
Serenity did not look amused, excited, or even stirred. She continued looking at him, waiting for more. So far, this sounded like the delusions of a man who needed more sleep.
“Ok, the 14 pieces were brought back together so that he could be brought back to life! He was; and according to mythology, he became the ruler of the underworld.”
“Ok?”
“You aren’t seeing it, are you?”
She shook her head, “Nope.”
“Oh, come on, Serenity! Who rules the Underworld?”
“Mantus?”
“YES! When I tell you that a persona of evil is divided into many, who do you think of?”
“Legion . . . but he is gone.”
“Yes, but not the part that is imprisoned in the . . .”
“The Abyss!”
“Or also known as?”
“The Underworld?”
He clapped his hands together, “You see now?”
She thought for a moment and cocked her mouth to one side.
“No, not really. I mean, we already knew that the prophecy was talking about Legion. What do you think we all have been talking about now for days?”
“I get that, but this looks like it is a direct link to Legion . . . oh, and a good chance a new Clan dedicated to him!”
Suddenly, it was as if a light bulb turned on in her head.
“Wait! Holy hell! Hecate is not looking to turn over her Clan; but instead, she is looking to raise a whole new Clan for Legion!”
He nodded, “I think so!”
“But, like I said, for the most part, he is gone! The portion of him that is in the Abyss . . .”
“We have to make sure he never gets freed, or we will be dealing with a new rise of demonic warfare! If the House of Hecate and a new House of Legion join together, there will be no chance of beating that powerhouse!”
“We need to share this with the others.”
“I agree; but I suggest we wait for Isaiah, Tanisha, and Eve to get here tomorrow.”
“You stated earlier, though, that you are still working on the missing puzzle piece. Isn’t it right here?”
Chad picked up the medallion.
“Part of it. Nothing with the Clans is ever that simple. I still think we are missing something; but this is a start, for sure.”






Chapter Twenty-Seven
Kadar sat alone in what used to be Hecate’s study. He looked over, his eyes coming to rest on the place where he was used to watching Cerberus lie, guarding the lady of the house. He was still stunned!
Even living through the passage of time, some things just seemed as if they would never change; they were a constant.  Hecate had seemed to be one of those very things. True, there were always hopes, plans, and deals being made in an attempt to minimize her and her power, but he didn’t think there was anyone who really ever thought she would be killed. He couldn’t get the image of this goddess with her head resting backward, the spurts of blood slowing down, and the image of a once-laughed-at lackey taking on the mantle of a full Clan Overlord.
“Nothing ceases to amazes me, yet amaze me all at the same time,” he whispered to himself.
He pondered getting up and pouring himself a drink; but right now, he did not want to move. His arms felt like lead pipes, and his feet seemed to be encased in cement.
The door to the study slid on rails from which they hung, and he turned to look in that direction as he heard them start moving. He had to catch his breath; he couldn’t help but let a verbal expression escape his lips.
“Wow!” he spoke, almost in a whisper.
Yes, she had changed. She had commanded the music stage for so long, belting out amazing rock songs, creating a sense of delirious anger and lust all at once, but now . . . now she was stepping out onto a stage much bigger than for what she was created.
Denora was dressed in a new outfit, changing her appearance to match the air of authority into which she was stepping. Her dark hair was pulled back tightly, and across her eyes she had used black theatrical makeup to paint a thick band. It gave a strong, authoritative, evil visual. The new outfit that she now wore was a comprehensive blend of chainmail and functionality. He had never actually considered her to be attractive; but within one moment, that had changed.
“You can put that drooling dog tongue of yours back in your mouth. You are not my type, Kadar.”
She walked in and sat down behind the desk. She picked up a trinket here and there, looked at it, and then unceremoniously tossed each of them into the trash.
“I must say that, other than for a few things here and there, Hecate had horrible taste!” Denora stated simplistically.
The Nephelium snickered at her remark, “Yeah, but when you can have anything and everything, I guess your taste starts needing an expansion.”
“What are you saying . . . that she did have good taste and I haven’t sat in this seat long enough to acquire such a flare?”
“Maybe . . . but what we need to be talking about is what is next?”
“You are onboard, then?”
“I won't be your puppet, if that is what you are asking. I am willing to be a partner, if the plan is attractive; but I won’t be your puppet. I know that you do not like me nor my kind, but the truth is that the Nephelium are a part of who you are, who the Clans are.”
He raised his hand to stop her from interrupting, “Before you say anything . . . just like you, we came from a Clan. Just like you, although with the support of my Clan, I took out the Overlord of our house. We are here. Because the other houses have kept us from coming out of the shadows, there is not a single one of you who truly know our numbers. Also, because we are creatures of both mortal and immortal, we are able to maintain our secrecy better than anyone.
“If you think this is a threat, don’t; but also understand that the time when we remain in the shadows is gone. The time when we establish ourselves within the hierarchy of the Clans once again is fast approaching.”
Denora leaned back as she listened. “Ok, so what are you trying to tell me, Kadar?”
“You have our support in this, whatever it is you are doing; but the moment you believe we are the old, broken band of misfits, will be the time where you slip.”
She waved her hand nonchalantly in the air, “Fair.”
He paused for a moment and then leaned forward.
“I have a question that really needs to be answered.”
“Ask away.”
“You told Hecate that what I said about Legion was not true and, in fact, blamed your actions on the guidance of Legion. Sure, what we heard was rumors, but my sources told me that it was certain that Legion had been destroyed. So, what is the truth?”
Denora didn’t answer right away but chose, instead, to ponder the way to answer the question. She looked at the Nephelium. She could understand him in many ways. He had fought his way to where he was. He had been treated as a sidekick, a hired-hand, an enforcer. She admired, though, that he had taken what he had and smashed his way to where he was today.
“I will say this to you, Kadar. I don’t know the real answer to that question. What I do know is that Hecate sent me to do something for her in Austria. While I was there, I was visited by a teen girl who came in the form of a congress of ravens. How did I know it was Legion? I just did. It was things she said, not to mention the ability to disperse herself into a number of black birds.”
“So, you believe that this teenager is the incarnate version of Legion?”
“I do. She told me that she needed me to take out Hecate.”
Kadar sat back and contemplated this.
“You know that doesn’t make any sense to me. Hecate had a plan to release Legion. Sure, she had some major gaps. However, she was working on it; and I believe, if given the time, she would have figured it out. What that plan was, I’m not fully sure; but it was there. Then, from everything I heard, Leah and her group took out Legion in a pretty epic battle.”
She shrugged, “I don’t know. I do know that I believe whom I saw was Legion; but either way, here I am.”
“Ok, so what happens when—if that was Legion—he comes . . . I mean she comes . . . for her Clan?”
She looked at him. He had no clue! The assassin spent so much time with his hands in the cookie jar all this time yet never understood what ingredients were going into the new batch of dough!
“This is so much bigger than you understand, Half Bre . . .” She stopped herself. “Nephelium, you have no idea what is really going on.”
“I guess not! So, willing to enlighten me?”
“Sure, but what you think you know, you will discover has been a smokescreen to almost everyone.”
“Ok.”
“I will start off by saying this, Kadar: from the moment that you met with Eve in that café, Hecate has manipulated almost everyone, including those in the Alliance! No one—I dare say even me—has known her full intent or plan. Everyone knew enough to make them believe that they saw prophecy taking place. So many pawns believed that they had a chance to clear the board; but the queen was drawing each pawn, bishop, and even a king here and there into her spiderweb of twisted and mental derangement. The issue, however, is that the queen of the board did not suspect the rook would not protect her.”
“I take it you were the rook?”
“I was until I became the queen, and now I am relying on you to be my rook; but I promise you that I will not take you as lightly as the former queen did.”
“Fair enough. So, show me the board.”






Chapter Twenty-Eight
Mantus stood outside the cell that held Metatron. His mind went back over what Ash had said to him in their meeting. It had been so clear where he was headed, but then the words that Ashmedai had spoken to him hit home.
Could there be a future where he left the Abyss, able to stand again within the ranks of the Fallen on a regular basis? The question that Ash had asked him about being what he used to be haunted him. He felt he could, but could he really?
“Do you know what one of the hardest lessons any Mortal struggles with, Mantus?”
He looked up at the door in front of him as the prisoner inside spoke to him. He reached over and unlocked and unlatched the door. The heavy metal cell door came open just a little bit, and he pulled at it to open it up enough for him to walk in.
“No, Metatron. I do not.”
Metatron looked more Mortal at this moment than he had in ages. He looked worn, weary, tired; but his eyes were still alert. He patted the bench beside him, motioning for Mantus to have a seat.
“Listen, I didn’t know you before your exile, Mantus, but I will say there are still stories shared about your bravery, your strength, and, yes, even your tenderness when it was needed. When I walked this earth, I was troubled by the judgment of Mortals against other Mortals; it was as if the more they judged another, the less they felt guilty about their own actions. The judgment from others never compares to the judgement with which we judge ourselves. Mankind is notorious for creating an avalanche of personal judgment that continues down a slippery slope, gaining speed and creating destruction from which many cannot break out.
“Now, with that, if one could learn that we are whom we create ourselves to be, then that allows opportunity to break out from the past and build the future. This requires some hard changes, though, and a belief that we are in control rather than life in control of us. When, as mortal man, we understood this, we could then begin to crawl and scratch our way back up the mountain on which we once stood.”
“I see.”
“Do you? I can see you are troubled. No, this is not a mad attempt to influence you to let me go. This is not some insane trap that I wish to set to trick you, win your trust, and escape. This is me doing what I have always done.”
“What is that, Metatron?”
“Caring. Some say it is a flaw, but I see it as a strength and a purpose. Sure, it has left me with some pain; but I have seen the chance to leave something behind inside the existence of each and every being I run into. I don’t believe in chance or fate. I believe that we are the pilot of our destiny; and mine has been to change those I interact with, help them see a bigger picture or version of who they are.”
Mantus was so tired. He leaned his head against the cell wall. He envied Metatron, once a Mortal, given eternal life, and now seeming to be outside of the machine of power and temptation.
“Why are we here? When Hecate started her serpent deception, I believed every bit of it. I was smarter than that, Metatron! Why did I just go along with her like a lamb to the slaughter?”
“No matter Eternal or Mortal, we all want something better; and many times, we fail to see that where we are and what we have is exactly where we need to be and what we need to have at the time. We push things, dictate things. We flip a switch within us, explaining to ourselves that what we are doing is what needs to be done right now, subsequently squashing the voice deep within us that is whispering ‘calm, cool, and collective.’ It is telling us to just be present; but then the voice of self screams louder, like a spoiled toddler. We know what is right, but what is right is not always the loudest voice. The loud screaming out of our selfish desires becomes maddening. We fail to move and act upon it to shut that voice up. We believe it because it is the loudest voice on the platform of our life.”
“So, we act impulsively as a child and then lose sight of who we once were and become something we were not intended to be?”
Metatron nodded, “Exactly. Not only do we become a child, but we become also the kidnapper of that child. We imprison the child within us, refusing to let that child mature. We condemn ourselves and convince ourselves that we are beyond help or forgiveness . . . beyond change.”
Mantus looked over at his prisoner with a respect that he had never before possessed for any of the Arch Council.
“Why are you telling me all of this?”
The Angel smiled, his eyes closed, his body seemingly to be at peace.
“Remember when I said that my purpose was to leave an impact?”
“Yes.”
“I made a promise that if given the chance to enter the gates of Scintillantes that I would never return to the world of man.”
The general looked puzzled.
“Yet, here you are.”
“Yes, here I am. I knew when I stepped away from the Arch Council what it would mean, and I accepted it. I did so because I have learned that our purpose is bigger than ourselves. I didn’t know to where that purpose would lead, but now I do. I thought it would be, for as long a time as I had left, to stand and guide Leah and maybe the Alliance against the Clans . . . against you and your kind . . . more so, Hecate.”
“You sound as if now you are doubting that.”
“No, no doubt . . . just understanding.”
“Understanding?”
“My purpose was not to come and help them, but instead to help you. You, Mantus, have the ability to change the course of all of this: the Fallen, the Alliance, mankind! Just because you made decisions that set you on a path to arrive at where you are today doesn’t mean you have to banish yourself to the very hell over which you rule. No, if you really take to heart what I am saying, you can change all of this.”
The ruler of the Abyss sat without saying anything, taking in all that had been spoken to him. As he chewed on it, there was an element that began to crystallize . . . something that was beyond the words spoken, but found in the pattern, fluctuation, and in between the lines. He turned and looked at the Arch Council member.
“You stated that you made a promise not to return. You also suggested that you were accepting the consequences for coming back.”
Metatron reached over beside him and grabbed a folded piece of paper. He handed it to the general.
“Yes, you are correct. The atmosphere and weight of this world is recognized by my body. When I returned, the fingers of time grabbed me; and I am dying. I am not eternal here.”
“What if I offered you the chance to go back to Scintillantes?”
Metatron laughed, “I do not challenge you, Mantus, but do you really believe that you are keeping me here? This is not the Abyss. This is not your realm. True, this is your fortress; but the control you have over keeping me as your prisoner doesn’t start until we pass through the gates within the bowels of this place. That is why Michael insisted on Dumah taking me there, but you knew that. That is why I am here.”
“Maybe you are right. As a soldier I fought evil; as a general I led others to understand the importance of standing for those who could not stand for themselves.”
“Now, you are conflicted because something that you intended did not come to pass; and what you hated, you became.”
“Yes.”
“So, what will you do with the knowledge that I shared with you?”
“Well, I guess we will see; but what I need to do now is something that may actually answer that for me.”
“I forgive you,” Metatron started. “Please understand that once faced with a choice, you must make the decision on your own. Understand that the choice is yours, but the consequence to you comes with that choice. Once you make the choice, you may find out that you can also not return to where you could have been . . . but no matter what, I forgive you.”
Mantus looked at the once mortal man and saw nobility. If he was honest with himself, Metatron was everything Mantus had always desired to be but so far had never achieved.
“I know you do, and you do so before I even say that I am sorry.”
The knife he pulled out without any fanfare slid deeply inside the Arch Council member. Metatron’s eyes of forgiveness and wisdom never looked away. He never stated another word. He was gone, and the darkness that had become Mantus became even darker.
“Ashmedai, you were right. I long for what I used to be, but I have become what I am.”






Chapter Twenty-Nine
The taxi pulled up in front of Eden. The trio piled out of the car as the driver retrieved their luggage from the back of the van. Tanisha couldn’t wait to be back in the arms of her husband. She knew they had a lot of work ahead of them, but first there was going to be some time set aside for her to fade away into his love.
Isaiah and Eve had a different feeling about this. Eve had said maybe two sentences since they left Austria. She was angry, bitter, and 100 percent not wanting to be here.
Isaiah could feel her emotion, and it was feeding into his. Sure, he really didn’t want to see Leah, either; but a lot had changed with the both of them since he last worked with her. He had hopes that she now understood more about him after she walked away from what she was used to and became a Vapor.
“Isaiah, you ever been here before?” Eve asked as they took charge of their luggage.
He shook his head as he tried to figure out if his luggage even had a chance to roll through the snow.
He realized it was futile, collapsed the handle as he picked it up, and then verbally answered, “No. I have heard of it; but no, I have never been here.”
Before any of the three could take too many steps toward the large, front, wooden doors, a well-built and bearded man opened the door. The look on his face mimicked that of a young child hearing the ice cream truck coming down the street. They recognized Tanisha’s husband from the video conference they had just a few days prior.
Zarius grabbed his wife around the waist and picked her up off the ground with a huge bear hug.
“Hello, My Love!”
“We will leave you two alone.” Eve rolled her eyes as she looked at Isaiah and nodded her head toward the door, “I think we can figure our way around.”
Tanisha ran her fingers through her husband’s beard and looked deep into his eyes. She saw it. She had never seen it before, but she could see it now. He looked older. It almost appeared as if the ages of time had found their place upon the deep etching of his face. She knew that when they chose to move forward with this plan, there would be a chance that by the end of it she would notice an even greater change in her husband. The warrior within him had been docile for so long, but that hadn’t changed the fact it was still who he was. He had stepped back into that role; and with it, the burden of all he had seen had risen to the surface.
“How are you, Zee?”
“I am better now that I have you in my arms and not all the way across this planet.”
She playfully glared at him, “I am serious. How are you?”
He placed her on the ground and picked up her luggage.
“I have been better. This all has become a burden so heavy on me. I can’t put my finger on it, but I feel we are not even close to understanding what is happening around us. I feel this darkness starting to circle us; and honestly, I am already worn out.”
“Now, that I do believe.”
She followed beside her husband as they walked into the front of Eden.
“We will have time to start digging in; but before we do that, I need some time with you.”
“I want nothing more.”
He kissed the side of her head as he held the door open for her and then followed her in.
The two walked in to find Isaiah and Leah standing inside. As most do, they both were admiring the large tree within the foyer. Tanisha stood looking up at it, and the magnitude of what she was looking at swept over her. She looked at her husband, the one who was the Guardian of the tree.
“You were right, Dear. There are no words that can describe it, and knowing all that this tree represents leaves me just wishing that it could speak to me.”
The whole group turned as they heard footsteps coming toward them. Eve felt rage flash up inside her. She felt Isaiah’s hand on the back of her arm as Leah walked toward them. Both of the Nephelium had to admit—even if Eve didn’t want to—there was something different about Leah. She seemed as if she had crawled out from underneath a heavy burden; and there was an air of focus, but freedom.
“Eve, Isaiah, good to see you both. Thank you.”
“Liar,” Eve muttered under her breath as her partner squeezed hard on her arm.
The Vapor turned her attention to Zarius’ wife, “Tanisha, great to meet you in person. Your husband has been invaluable, and he has talked you up quite a bit! We will let you all get settled in, and then later tonight we can all get together and strategize our next move.”
She turned to Eve, “If you don’t mind, I need you and Isaiah to follow me before you both get settled in. We have something that we need to talk about before anything else takes place.”
The two looked at each other in bewilderment.
“Ok,” was all Eve said.
Leah nodded to Zarius, “Will see you both a little later.”
The other two then followed her as she headed to Gene’s study. Leah opened the door and ushered them in. Once the door was closed, she motioned to the chairs.
“Please, both of you have a seat.”
“Why do I feel like I just got ushered into the boss’s office for a disciplinary hearing?” Eve stated to Isaiah.
“Because that is exactly how this feels,” he responded as they both sat down and watched Leah walk around to the other side of the large desk and sit down.
“Listen, let’s just get everything laid out. There is no way any of us are going to be beneficial to all that we need to do if we can’t just at least find some clear air, level heads, and somewhat of a clean slate. Fair?”
Eve refused to answer the question, but Isaiah acknowledged with a simple “Fair.”
“Eve, I need to ask your forgiveness before we go any further.”
“Excuse me?” the Nephelium asked with a hint of shock in her voice. “Forgiveness?”
“Yes. No, I don’t agree with almost everything you do . . .”
“Really?”
“Please,” Leah put her hand up to stop any sarcasm coming from Eve. “I really need you to just let me talk. I’m not demanding; I’m asking.”
“Well, that is new . . . the asking part, I mean; but the need to be heard . . . not so much. Go ahead.”
“As I was saying, I do not agree with most of what you do; but I also understand that I do not stand innocent in much of the bad blood between us. I have made choices that have been with the best intentions but maybe not the best choice, no matter the intention. I was angry at you because I blamed you for all that has gone wrong with my team and also for my standing with the Arch Council.
“This all was wrong. I did this because I did not want to admit that the issue lay inside me. We all have changed in the last five years, and I ask that you allow me the chance to show you my change.”
Eve didn’t know what to say. Leah had disarmed her with the confession and request for forgiveness. She wanted to hate her, be angry at her. It was actually a driving force within her. Eve had allowed the desire for revenge, as well as the knowledge that she was a thorn in Leah’s side, to be her motivation.
“Leah,” Isaiah responded, “we understand that you are no longer with the Alliance.”
She sat back. “No, I am now a Vapor. Don’t ask me too much about what that means because a lot of it I am still learning myself. What I can tell you is that in the short time I have walked in these shoes, it has allowed me a small view into your world. I see now that even though I felt that I did not view mankind or anyone else differently, I was wrong. I was created into a world that influenced me to look down upon each of you, and I didn’t even recognize it until the day I no longer had the larger group to stand with. That feeling of not belonging, feeling as if I was fighting from the back of the pack no matter what I was capable of . . . I now know what that looks like.”
“I’m not looking for sympathy, Leah. You may know something different, but I can tell you that I have not known anything different . . . even before I knew about being a Nephelium. I have always fought for everything that I have.”
Eve was not fully ready to embrace the former Alliance leader.
“I know, and I know that I did not help. I thought I was, but I see now that I was working for a different platform . . . one that was driven by my own selfish desire.”
Eve couldn’t think of anything else to say in response, so she just sat there. She had not expected this reception. There were so many emotions right now, and she did better at blocking emotion rather than expressing it.
“Can we work together, even if it is simply with a respect of what each of us can bring to the table?”
Eve simply nodded her agreement. Leah was pleased with the acknowledgment from both of them. She hadn’t expected a miracle, so she was happy with the mutual understanding.
“Before I let you both get settled in, there is one more thing I need to share with you. When I share this with you, I do not expect either of you—especially you, Eve—to fully understand. I just ask that you listen with an open mind and an understanding that what I am going to share is bigger than any of us.”
Eve shifted in her seat. There was a tone in Leah’s voice that made her uneasy. She wasn’t sure why, but she could sense something big was about to be dropped in their lap. She hated surprises, and this sure felt like one.
“Five years ago, every single one of us dealt with the start of the Clan War. All three of us were at the Vortex that night, and we all had a part in it. No doubt it changed all of us, but I need you to understand that there are elements of that night that only a very small group of people really know about. It was a necessity that it was kept that way. Furthermore, I do not expect either of you to understand; but I do ask that you just trust those involved in the secret.”
“Secret?” Eve asked.
“Yes.”
Leah stood up and looked toward the door that led to the conference room that had been changed into the Command Center.
“You can come in.”
Both Eve and Isaiah turned as they heard the latch open. Neither of them could have prepared themselves for what happened next . . . especially Eve.






Chapter Thirty
Eve gasped. Her reaction was involuntary, and she could feel her body starting to shake. This was not happening! This was a dream—a bad nightmare—but in a twisted way, a dream coming true right in front of her.
Isaiah looked back and forth from the individual who had walked in and Eve. He had no words; but he also felt like he needed to say something, even if it was just for the sake of having words spoken in the sudden and surprising silence. He couldn’t. He was shocked as much as Eve.
“How?” the words finally broke from Eve’s vocal cords. “I don’t . . .”
“Hi, Eve.”
“Megan? How?” The Nephelium sat stunned as she pinched the back of her hand to make sure this was real: her best friend standing very much alive in front of her . . . the best friend whose grave she had visited so many times over the last five years but who clearly was not in the grave.
Eve looked at Megan and then Leah, waiting for someone to either come up with an explanation or a cruel laugh, indicating a very bad joke. She didn’t know if she should get up and hug her friend or become angry at her. Should she feel elated or betrayed? She couldn’t figure it out.
“Eve, this is where I need you to please just trust and listen,” Leah quietly spoke as Megan came in and stood to the side of the table.
“That night at the Vortex, we had a team that came across Megan while looking for Alfonso. They had no idea who she was, but she was in very bad shape. If left at the Vortex, she would have died there.”
“‘Would have’ versus actually dying like most of us—most importantly me—was led to believe?”
Her anger started to rise. She knew anger; it was familiar to her.
“Eve,” Megan stopped her.
She wanted nothing more than to throw her arms around her longtime friend and go sit on the porch to catch up. Megan never thought that this reunion would actually ever happen, and yet here they were. She knew that Eve had spent five years mourning a friend who was still alive in reality.
“Please, just listen. That night when the Alliance found me, they thought they had just found a random girl inside Arioch’s room.”
“Arioch’s room?”
Megan nodded, “I know you told me not to go back, but it was all I knew. Sure, I knew the club was no longer safe; but better the devil I know than the devil I do not. The only thing was I didn’t even know the devil . . . not the real face of evil.”
“Arioch and Denora used my drugged stupor to, in essence, kidnap me. They used me that night for a ritual that left me pregnant and on the edge of death.”
“What? Wait . . . they did what?” Isaiah cut in.
He was stunned. He had been told that night that they had gotten Megan out, but then later that story was refuted. It was explained that they had originally thought they had her out but that, indeed, she had been killed that night.
“The Alliance did get me out that night; but when it was discovered that I was carrying the child of a demonic leader, it was believed that for me and the sake of my child it would be safe to have everyone believe I was dead.”
Megan paused.
“In a way I was. The old Megan was no more. That night, Eve, I began to understand all the things you and Alfonso had been trying to get me to open my eyes to. I was done. If I was going to live, I no longer wanted to live the life I had been living. I could not have walked away from it—even after all of that—without help.”
“A few of us brought Megan here to Eden. I know that neither of you are fully aware of the powers of Eden, but here we knew that she would be protected. She had given up all hope of living, but we believed that Eden would heal her and that she would find peace here. We also wanted the chance that if she and her baby survived, this would be a safe place for the child.”
“A place where you would be able to raise your new ‘Jerusalem Breed’ would be a better way of saying it, I’m sure,” Eve gritted.
“No, Eve. Leah and the Alliance have let us be. They have allowed my children and I to just be us with no pressure to be anything more or even become a part of anything more.”
“Oh, isn’t that just convenient that . . . wait! ‘Children’ plural?”
Eve stopped mid-sentence as it dawned on her what Megan had just stated.
“Yes, I had twins: a boy and a girl.”
“Are they . . .” Isaiah didn’t know how to properly finish his question.
“Demonic? Nephelium? Something else?” Leah finished it for him.
“Yes, that is what I was going to ask.”
“They are who they are,” Leah answered. “They are children. To address what is clearly one of the sticking points for Eve, we didn’t want to put a label, i.e., ‘Nephelium,’ on them. I learned a lot over the ages; and sure, not quickly, but I still learned. I understand now that placing a label on someone can actually set them on a course in which they will either have no choice in filling that label or have to fight trying not to fill a label that was never theirs to fill but, instead, was forced upon them. They are children. Are they capable of special things that would come from their Fallen lineage? We don’t know. Here in Eden, they just get to be kids.”
Eve stood looking at Megan. She didn’t know what to feel. She didn’t know what to say. How many times had she stood in front of that gravestone, wondering what it would be like to just be able to grab a cup of coffee with her again . . . to laugh and to “camp out” on the couch? The truth was that she had come to the understanding that none of that would take place, and even now something inside of her told her that nothing had changed. Just because her friend was standing—very much alive—in front of her didn’t mean that they would return to that old friendship. How could they? It wasn’t like they had spent the last five years on the phone, sending emails, or texting. No, they were not the same two people.
“Anything else you would like to spring on us before we get settled in and kicking off whatever this is that we are doing?” she asked.
“No, except we want you both to know that no one else here knows about Megan’s story. When she came to Eden, we ensured secrecy; and with that she took on the name ‘Ann,’” Leah stated, more out of fact than a request for the two to start using that name.
Eve stood up, looked at each person in the room, and walked out. There was nothing else said. There was no other emotion shown. The truth was out there, and there was nothing she needed to do or say. It was just simply the truth.
Isaiah did not follow right away. He watched as his friend closed the study door behind her. He then turned to both Leah and Megan.
“You are right: we have all changed. She is still changing. I sense that returning to all of this is doing more than stirring up old feelings. I believe that when she left five years ago, she had no doubt what she would do; and she has done it. She has become a lethal machine of vengeance. In a way, she does the very thing you, Leah, wanted her to do. No, she isn’t doing in the way you had hoped . . . and maybe not in the way you would agree . . . but it is her life.
“I do believe, though, that all this,” he motioned to both of them, “is making her have to face that when she ran from what she thought was poison to her and her existence, she actually ran from her real self; and she hasn’t stopped since. Everything we are doing and facing is requiring her to have to really take a look at herself and what she is doing.
“I can tell you this. I am the only reason she is here. She is tough and well-crusted, but deep inside of her is a loyal heart.”
“Well,” Megan smiled, “that is something that we can all be excited has not changed. For as long as I have known Eve, if she called you family, she would lay down everything that was in her power for you.”
“Isaiah, I didn’t think this reunion would be a walk in the park; but I do believe it was unavoidable. We didn’t see it coming, but clearly it was meant to be.”
“When do we meet up again?” he asked as he stood to take his leave.
“We will all get together tonight.”
He nodded to both as he turned to walk out. Before he completely left, he turned and looked at his former leader.
“It is good to see you again, Leah. I must say I also didn’t believe this would go well, but it went better than I suspected.”






Chapter Thirty-One
She had a large incense pot burning in the corner as she sat in the dark, allowing her body and mind to take in the new ancient secrets that were binding with her existence. As she had allowed Hecate’s life source to flow across her palate, she had begun a metamorphosis. The ritual she was carrying out would finish the melding of her and her knowledge and that of the now deceased Overlord. It required time to meditate and open up, allowing the new knowledge to take root inside of her.
If a projector could reveal what was taking place inside, it would appear as if someone had taken an historical documentary and placed it in super-fast forward. Scenes, images, words, events of the past flashed quickly across her mind.
She had stood in the shadows watching for many years, and there was a lot of which she had picked up—a lot that she had used to maneuver herself into the position in which she now sat, but there was so much that she had not known. It all was now playing out on the big screen of her mind and thoughts—visions of the manipulation that Hecate had woven over the ages. She watched as the Fallen were exiled and as Hecate felt the pain and agony of the loss of Legion. Denora became witness to the twisted plots that the Queen of Darkness had played out using Mantus and Michael along with so many others. She saw their reaction and then felt a respect build up as she could see Hecate still use her seductive talent to bring these two back to her.
Denora watched as Hecate met with Kadar, and she could see manuscripts of historical genealogy laid out between them. The new Overlord began to understand that Hecate had been tracking Nephelium through the ages, and the visions showed she had zeroed in on Eve before the woman knew she was one.
“Why?” she found herself asking. “What were your plans?”
She wondered how much Kadar actually knew. Was he a pawn or a willing participant?
The visions continued. She watched as Kadar met with Eve. There were visions of the great lengths he went to in an attempt to woo her but failed.
“You had not planned on my killing her, Watcher! Her emergence as a Nephelium wasn’t supposed to happen then, was it? You were preparing her . . . trying to win her trust . . . but for what reason? How did this benefit you?”
She watched as Hecate stood in a room full of artifacts. Denora recognized the room; it was just a few doors down from where she sat. In the vision, she watched as the former Overlord went to an empty area on the wall and touched the molding. There was a compartment that opened, and inside was a large velvet bag. Hecate removed the bag and placed it upon a black pedestal and then carefully pulled its contents out.
Denora opened her eyes. Did she just see what she thought she saw? She stood up and headed toward the door. She had to see for herself! If it was true, then Hecate had been playing a bigger game than anyone else could have imagined.
She made her way down the hallway and reached for the door handle to open up the door of the room she had seen in the vision. As she did, she heard a noise come from inside. She paused and listened. Yes, there was someone in the room.
Without waiting another moment, she swung open the door. The figure that stood across the room did not move. Their back was turned to her, but she could clearly see the compartment in the wall was open; and the figure held something in his hands.
“I had hoped that I could remove this before you were able to view Hecate’s mind. You are playing on a field for which you have no comprehension, Denora.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure of that, Azrael. You do not know the lengths I will go to in order to get to where I am going.”
Michael turned and looked at her. He held the dark velvet bag in his hand. He walked, almost ceremoniously, over to the dark pedestal and unwrapped the object. Denora watched as he placed the delta down. She stood back as a blue light began to glow along the etchings and carvings on the stand and slowly embrace the delta.
“No, Denora, you have no idea how deep the abyss goes.” He looked up and smiled at his choice of words. “No pun intended.”
She stood in awe. She had heard of the deltas and about everything that had taken place at the Council of Shammah. There had always been rumors of the power of life and the destruction that they held and that they had not been destroyed, but then rumors usually turned out to be more rumor than truth. Here, in front of her was an authentic delta; and she may not know of all that it was capable, but she also knew Azrael having control of it was not going to work for her.
“Explain to me, then, what it is I don’t know if you are so certain that I don’t; or could it be that you are afraid I do know because of my connection with Hecate?”
Michael smiled. She was a rookie at this; that was evident. Did she really think he couldn’t tell she was digging for information, as well as stalling? She was most likely trying to formulate a plan to overpower him even though they both knew it wasn’t going to happen.
Throughout the ages he had been unable to get close enough to Hecate to get his hands on this relic. Again, he had been duped by her. He had walked up to the deltas that day knowing full well what he was about to do. She had convinced him to switch out the blood that had been given to them and to only use a vial of his blood. She had promised that they would be able to make it out with the deltas, and he had—one of them. She believed the other two had been destroyed. The one for mortal man was merely symbolic; but his brother had returned to the site several centuries later and became reclusive. The change in his brother’s demeanor had convinced him that there was a chance he had found the other delta.
Since that moment, he had been trying to get his hands on the one that Hecate held. As far as he was aware, she had never known the possibility that Zarius had the other one. He had kept that in his back pocket.
Michael looked up from the glowing delta at the new queen of the house. He had underestimated her; they all had.
“Denora, you have no reason to trust anyone, and I dare say that you should keep it that way. I am willing to offer you a deal. There is no way you can stop me from taking this; we both know that. You can try, but you are a mediocre fighter at best; and I have skill and understanding beyond what you can fathom.”
She stood listening to him boast. How he was never discovered on the Arch Council she could not figure out. He was one of the most lofty and prideful beings she had ever met.
“The new age is here. You are a part of the new rise of power within the Clans, and I personally believe that you will be able to rule this house in a more cohesive way than Hecate ever did.”
“Stop with the flattery, Azrael. You clearly do not know enough about me to know that gets you nowhere. Get to your point.”
“Fair enough.”
He began to place the Delta back in the carrier in which it had been kept.
“Let’s talk. You think you know what is going on? Then let me hear what you think you know. I will do what I can to fill in any gaps. By the way, it isn’t flattery when I tell you that I think the change in power is good; and with that, I believe that in order for us to make moves that will benefit all of us, we must all come together and honestly work together . . . none of those mind-twisting setups for which your predecessor was notorious. I appreciate that you are not her and that flattery does nothing. You are someone who wants it straight and, I believe, will keep it that way. I think we can work together . . . that is, if you are willing.”
“I will be no one’s lackey, Azrael.”
“I’m talking to the Overlord of the House of Denora—nothing more, nothing less. You may be new to your role, but you are still in that role—an equal.”
She stood for a moment and thought about all he said. He was right: she was certain she could give him a run for his money. She had already taken out one Overlord, but it was clear that the infighting had also destroyed the Fallen.
“Ok, I’m interested. We talk now, though.”
He grinned as he finished placing the delta in its carrier.
“I am in agreement with that, but you understand if I secure this first?”
She waved her hand toward the door.
“I will be in the main room when you are ready; but if you double cross me . . .. I don’t care what you think you are capable of; because I know what I am capable of, and you will not find rest until I act out my vengeance.”
He laughed, “I have no doubt.”






Chapter Thirty-Two
Tanisha lay in her husband’s arms. She was home. True, maybe not really home, but Eden had its peace and comfort. Lying here, feeling her husband’s love flood over her, she knew she was home.
“So, what lies ahead, Zee?” she asked.
Her head rested on his chest, and she could feel each breath he took.
“Well, not sure. We know that Mantus states he wants to help us, and he is holding Enoch as security; but who knows if we can trust him or even what the real reason is behind his wanting to defect? Michael has gone quiet. I am sure he has no idea that Mantus has Enoch, but the longer he is incognito worries me more and more. I have no doubt he is aware that Nemamiah and Gabriel are no longer in Scintillantes, and that only means that he is aware they know his double life.”
“How do you feel about the idea that others know about the delta now?”
“In a weird way, it is a relief. It is like passing a burden onto someone else and allowing them to carry it for a while; but honestly, it is like having a burden that you give over to an already worn-weary, battle buddy and you feel guilty that you have done that.”
She turned her head so she could see him.
“I know, but you did your job. Now, it is time for others to do theirs.”
He sighed a heavy sigh and just lay there in silence for a few minutes.
“I understand, but it doesn’t make it any easier.”
She smiled that radiant smile.
“We never do easy, Dear.”
“You are right on that.” He became thoughtful before speaking again, “I don’t see Legion as a problem anymore. I can’t believe that Hecate or anyone else will find a way to release him.”
“So, where does that leave us? To me, it sounds like we go back to business as usual. He was the threat, wasn’t he?”
“I can’t help but feel that we are missing something, and that is why I hope that tonight we can all sit down and find out what that ‘something’ is. I think we have everything we need amongst us all, but we have not had the chance to all sit down together in one room and talk it out. Maybe the threat is over, but we have to make sure.”
She rolled over and gave him a long kiss. It felt good to do that again.
“Well, I guess it is time to start working on that. The sooner we can figure it out, the sooner I can have my husband back to just me.”
He looked at the clock in the room and realized she was right. Time had passed quicker than he realized. He had found rest and peace again with the presence, love, and comfort of his wife; he had not even paid attention to the time at all.
They both got up and walked into the hallway. The two found themselves almost run over by a sobbing Lada as she ran past them.
“Hey! Hold on there,” Zarius yelled out in a gentle but firm voice. The little girl stopped and turned around. She used her two fists to dry her eyes, but she could barely catch her breath in between sobs.
Zarius walked over to her and knelt down. Even though Tanisha had not met either of the twins, her heart was overwhelmed watching her tall and strong warrior husband become a gentle giant.
“Lada, what’s wrong?”
His voice was calming and soothing. Both of them were shocked as the little girl threw her arms around the Vapor and hung to him like her life depended on it. Zarius looked to his wife for some guidance, and she shrugged.
She smiled and mouthed the words, “You got this.”
He moved the young girl so she was sitting on his knee, his big, fighting hands becoming tools of comfort as he brushed away a few more tears.
“Lada, it’s ok. What happened?”
“I . . . I . . .”
She couldn’t get anything out between sobs. She quietly held out her arm, and Zarius looked at it. His eyes grew large as he saw that her arm was covered in welts and deep scratches. Many were bleeding.
“What happened?” he kept himself from raising his voice.
“My . . . my . . . broth . . . er . . . er,” she sobbed.
Tanisha ran back into their room and grabbed a cloth, wet it, and returned, handing it to her husband. He began to pat at the wounds and use the wet cloth to bring some coolness to the hot and swelling welts.
“Lano did this?”
“Uh-huh,” she nodded and buried her face in his chest. She then began to shake her head, “No, not Lano . . . the lady with Lano.”
“Lady with Lano?”
The little girl nodded and began to sob again.
“Victoria,” she whispered.
Zarius almost dropped the little girl. His face lost all expression as he looked up at his wife. The expressionless face quickly turned to deep-etched horror as what she just said sank in.
* * * * *
The door flew open to the Command Center of Eden. Most of the team was around the table, and all heads turned quickly. Chad even jumped, ready to go full-on with whoever was blowing through the door. He thought twice when he saw the large-framed Vapor standing in the doorway, his wife behind him and in his arms, Lada.
Leah caught a look in Zarius’ eyes and knew something was not right—not right, at all. She had seen the eyes of too many soldiers when they were processing the idea that the fight was no longer “out there” but the fight was “right here.”
Megan jumped up at the sight of the tear-stained face of her daughter, and Lada held out her arms for her mother. A new round of tears began as the little girl collapsed against her mom.
“We have a problem!” Zarius yelled out. “I need Leah, and hell, Eve and Isaiah, also!”
“What is it?”
Zarius shook his head and nodded toward the young child, indicating he didn’t want to say anything more in her presence.
“Where is my son?” Megan asked, looking past the two standing in the doorway and noticing an obviously missing child.
“Ann, trust me on this. I will leave Tanisha here; but please, just trust me and let me take those I asked for.”
Megan’s motherly instincts began to kick in. Her “danger” radar was going off, and her momma bear was coming out.
“Where is my son?” she yelled as she tried to move past Zarius.
The Vapor refused to move, and Tanisha stepped around her husband.
“Please, Ann, I have learned many years ago to trust my husband.”
“That is grand for you, but he is not MY husband; and I want to know where MY son is!”
Eve, Isaiah, and Leah were already standing up. Chad and Serenity looked back and forth, feeling the drumbeats of a fight and not wanting to miss any action; but the Vapor had not called on them.
Gabriel stood up and calmly walked over to Megan and Lada. She looked at Zarius and read more on his face than any other could. She could feel death and danger. He looked at her and nodded as only a military leader would to another when no words were needed. Gabriel stood between Megan and Zarius, but not close enough to block Tanisha from being a part of the support.
“I’m sure we will find out soon enough. Let’s let them do what they need to do.”
Maybe Megan was not getting the answers she wanted from Zarius, but she knew from whom she could get answers! She pulled her daughter away from her body enough to look into her eyes. As she did, she saw her daughter’s arm. Her heart raced. She wanted to scream, but panic would not do Lada any good. She caught herself and kept her eyes on her daughter’s eyes.
“Lada, where is your brother?”
The little girl looked toward the doorway just past Zarius and pointed.
“He is with Victoria.”
The room became silent.
“Ok, listen. I don’t know what she means, but I need those whom I asked for to come with me, NOW! I am hoping that she is so wrong.”
“How?” Serenity was standing now. “We buried Victoria! She died! We were . . . well, most of us . . . were all there!”
“Are you talking about that teen girl over whom you all fought Legion?”
Lada started crying.
“Can someone shut the kid up and answer my question?” Eve’s voice raged.
Megan spun around, fire in her eyes.
“That ‘kid’ is my daughter!”
“Fine, then be a damn mom and shut her up!”
“EVE!” Leah snapped. “Out!”
She pointed toward the door.
“Glady! Let me go find the dead girl, because this time I will make sure she is really dead . . . if she isn’t already!”
She shoved her way past the numerous occupants between her and the door. She almost made it out before she felt Zarius’ massive hand grab her by the arm. She spun around with an elbow intended for his face, but he blocked it and slammed her against the wall.
“Stop! Now! This isn’t the streets, Nephelium! I am no Arch Council, Alliance member, or whatever or whomever you have a vendetta against; but I promise you that I will make each and all of them look like teddy bears if you want to tangle with me!”
It appeared as if someone had hit the pause button in the room; and Leah actually felt herself grinning just a little bit, watching Eve contemplating her next move. She half hoped that she would try to challenge Zarius.
“That would be interesting,” she thought to herself.
“Stop! Every single one of you.” Gene didn’t move. He remained seated, but his voice controlled everything, “Now, Zarius, take whomever you wish to go see what Lada is talking about and see if you can find her brother; if possible, find out how she got these injuries.
“Ann, your daughter needs you here, and Gabriel and Nemamiah will also stay here with you. Serenity and Chad, I want you to focus on putting together the information we are going to need to go over once we get a chance.”
Leah and Isaiah stood and started making their way to follow Zarius. Eve stood where she was; while Zarius stood, towering over her and glaring at her.
“You either do this my way or you stay here. I don’t have time for your Nephelium bullshit.”
She threw up her hands in mock surrender, and he backed off.
“Listen, I don’t have a good feeling or a good explanation for this; but no matter what, we have to remember we are dealing with a little child.”






Chapter Thirty-Three
Dumah stood beside his brother looking out over the numerous smoking, lava-drenched pits. They both had been through so much together. For so long, Dumah had looked up to Mantus. He had counted him as the best of the best.
“So, where do we go from here?”
Mantus shook his head, “We do what we do best: we fight.”
He turned and looked at his brother. He placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder.
“I had a talk with Ashmedai earlier, Dumah; and I need to share a few things with you before we move forward with anything.”
The tone in the general’s voice caught Dumah’s attention. He could hear concern in his brother’s voice.
“Go for it.”
“I need you to know that I do not expect for you to follow me in what I see lying out before me.”
Before Mantus could share anything more, they both heard footsteps coming up quickly behind them. They turned to see the captain heading up the rock stairway that led to the ledge on which they were standing and that overlooked the Abyss.
“General, we need to talk!” Ashmedai expressed with concern and a sense of urgency.
“What is it?”
The captain looked toward Dumah and back to Mantus.
“Not sure how much you want me to share at this point.”
“Just say it,” the general snapped.
“I need you to follow me and come see something . . . and I’m telling you this can’t wait!”
Both Mantus and his brother looked at each other inquisitively and proceeded to follow the captain. The energy coming off him was one that they understood: this was something serious!
Ashmedai led them through numerous corridors, pathways, and past different levels of the Abyss. The trio headed down further into the depths of hell. This was an area that neither of them rarely visited. It consisted of the eternal damnation of Eternals who had been taken out of existence by another Eternal; and, due to their level of deeds within the Mortal realm, many would never leave.
“Why are we coming down here?” Dumah asked with apprehension in his voice.
They usually didn’t come this way because the faces, bodies, and agony of Fallen whom they had previously known were hard to see.
“We have a visitor,” the captain stated almost with a whimsical air.
The two ducked into an alcove that had two hand-carved hallways stretching out from it. The captain led them left. Dumah could see the concern on his brother’s face. Mantus had good reason to be concerned: this area was reserved for high-ranking members of the Clans. Torment was a pleasure that all three enjoyed, but having to bring eternal damnation to one whom you had served beside was the soul-crushing portion of what they did. In fact, Mantus would say, “It is the ultimate in karma: bringing torment to the tormentor.”
Ashmedai nodded to one of his Se’irim to unlock the gate, giving them access to one of the chambers.
“Sir, before you go in there, I need you to understand that there is no way you can prepare yourself for this.”
Mantus was puzzled. His mind raced with what he could possibly be walking into. He hesitated for a slight minute, looked at his brother, and then walked into the large cavern.
The light was dim, but he could see a figure chained against the back wall. The figure’s head hung down, and the only sound he could hear was the hissing of fissures and the dripping of molten lava. He walked with reserved authority toward the figure and then stopped. His eyes widened as recognition waved over him.
“Hecate?”
Her head snapped up at the sound of the voice of her ex-husband calling out her name. Her eyes were glazed over. The once vision of beauty and seduction now hung like a possessed China doll. Her hair was matted, and saliva ran down her cheeks.
Once a Fallen arrived this deep within the Abyss, the evil and vile, putrid characteristics of whom they are became evident and were no longer hidden by supernatural fortitude; most became mindless, raving creatures.
Mantus kept his distance to ensure she was unable to bite him. He stood stunned.
“Brother, any idea?” Dumah asked as he stood further back.
He had never liked Hecate and had no desire to scrap with this creature, even if she was bound to the wall.
The general turned with his jaw set, “I can think of only a handful of people who would have been able to get close enough to her, and two of them are standing here. Out of the other two, I am not sure who would have been brazen enough to take out the leader of a Clan.”
Mantus stood thinking. The hissing and howling of what was left of Hecate was vicious and angry. She pulled against her restraints as her now grayish skin ripped with her struggle, meat and muscle exposed. He had once loved her, then hated her, and now he felt . . . well, empathy: Mantus was not bound to a wall, but he felt bound to his existence.
“Mantus,” Hecate’s voice rasped at him, drooling and gnashing her teeth, “our son?”
He turned and walked closer to her. She was having periodic semi-clarity. There was no way that he could deny that she had been, in all accounts, the strongest of them all. There was no doubt that she would have eventually acquired the power for which she had fought so long to gain.
He reached out his hand; and her matted, sweat-drenched hair fell through his fingers, some falling out of the top of her head and falling to the floor.
“How the mighty fall,” he whispered. “Captivity comes for us all in one form or another.”
Mantus leaned closer. Her breath was a putrid mix of bloated, dead whale and animal puke.
“Our son is as he has been for some time; and you, Dear, now are here.”
He stepped back to get a look at her. Having his son within his realm had taken its toll on him, and he had blamed her for it. In fact, he had blamed her for so much of what had happened. He, of course, took responsibility for his role; but it was she whom he had trusted.
Hecate looked up at him; and in another moment of clarity she pleaded, “Take me to him . . . please, Mantus.”
Dumah and Ashmedai stepped back as they observed every muscle in the general’s torso tense. Mantus clenched his fists . . . but only for a moment. With no further warning or indication, his right hand shot out. He felt her jaw bone in his hand. There was a sense of twisted pleasure as his fingers gripped down on it; and with a mighty crush and snap, he squeezed tightly onto her and pulled back. There was a sickening snapping and crunching sound, followed by a howl that would have turned the stomach of anything living.
The other two stood shocked as a black, tar-like substance poured out of the wounds where Hecate’s bottom jaw once was. It had not just been snapped off but in half, leaving a small portion where her tongue was attached. It now hung, flapping around, slinging saliva and tarry blood.
“Sure, let me take you to him . . . or at least the part that is not held by those restraints.”
He shoved his way past the other two and stormed out of the room. His anger was burning inside of him. How could he be so angry at her and angry at whomever took her out at the same time?
“I want to meet with both of you now!”
His voice gave full indication that this was not a request but an order coming from their commanding officer. They followed him out, and he only took a few steps outside of the room before he turned toward them.
“Ash, you are in command here. Dumah, you are going with me.”
“Sir?” Dumah asked confused. “Going where?”
“You will see! This is war, and there will be more than just screams and gnashing of teeth.”






Chapter Thirty-Four
“I am coming with you, Zarius,” Tanisha’s voice rang out as he, Isaiah, Leah, and Eve walked from the Command Center, through the study, and into the main hall.
She ran past the others and caught up with her husband.
“Mind telling me what you are doing taking a squad of warriors to hunt a child?”
“Question me and stay. Do what I order, and you can follow me.”
Her temper flared as she jumped out in front of him. One hand went to his chest as the other came flat across his face.
“I am not one of your warriors! I am your wife, and don’t give me that ‘military mindset’ bullshit!”
The slap stopped him as it did everyone else, also. The other three felt a sense of overwhelming awkwardness come over them. Each felt that if they could fade away right now, they would.
“Tanisha, I didn’t ask you to come. I didn’t choose you. There is a reason. There is a side of me that you have never witnessed . . . a side that I do not wish you ever to see, but right now it is a side that is necessary!”
“Oh, and what side is that?”
“The side that will do whatever it takes against anyone who brings a threat to those I care about.”
“Zarius? What are you talking about? Who are you talking about? This is a child who scratched his sister!”
Leah stepped forward.
“Tanisha, I think this is more than just a child. Lada mentioned the name ‘Victoria.’ If she is seeing Victoria, that can only mean one thing: it is not Victoria.”
“I’m going to say this once to all of you,” her eyes flashed with a passionate fire. “I am not a part of you or your group. I don’t fight your fight. I am here for the sake of my husband; and if any of you think you can interrupt me when I am talking with him, see where that gets you!”
She addressed Leah specifically, “Vapor or no Vapor . . . Mortal or Eternal . . . I don’t care! Do you understand? If you are suggesting that what you are looking for is Legion, then this . . . all of this is on you and not my husband! You were in charge of making sure that creature never came back!”
“TANISHA!” Zarius snapped.
Jaw set, she shut up and looked straight at him. She stared him down with the tenacity that had made him fall in love with her in the first place.
“Dear, I am your husband; but right now, whether you can understand it or not, you need the warrior, not the husband. So again, if you do what I say, you are welcome to follow me; but if you are going to question what I do or how I do it, I ask that you stay behind.”
He moved past her, and the others followed. She didn’t recognize him. He was right: she had never seen this side of him. There was something deep within her that admired it and was afraid of it all at once.
“Leah, where is my sister?”
The group stopped. Each looked up toward the sound of the young voice. There on the landing sat young Lano, his face pressed against the rungs of the upstairs banister.
Isaiah looked around to see if he could see any demonic activity as Leah got the nod from Zarius. She placed one foot on the bottom step as she held out a hand to the young man, maintaining a watchful eye on her surroundings.
“Lano, she is with the others; but we thought you were playing hide-n-seek, so we came to find you.”
“Is she mad at me?”
Leah waved her hand, motioning for him to come to her.
“Why would she be mad?”
“We were playing, and she said I hurt her.”
He stood up and slowly started moving down the stairs. Leah observed similar scratches on his arm to those they had witnessed on his sister.
“Did you hurt her?”
He shook his head, “No . . . or at least I didn’t mean to.”
“How did you both get all those scratches?”
Lano instinctively placed his hand over his arm in an attempt to hide his wounds. He didn’t answer directly but just shrugged.
“Isaiah, this doesn’t feel right,” Eve whispered.
“No, but I am not really sure why . . . just not right.”
Lano reached Leah; and in a rare show of tenderness, she reached down and picked him up. She checked him over to make sure there were not more serious wounds, but all she could find were the similar scratches and wounds on his arms that Lada had exhibited. He laid his head on her shoulder. As he did, he turned and started playing with her pendant.
“What is that?” he asked.
“It is an old necklace that belonged to a friend of mine a long time ago.”
“Can I have it?”
She smiled. “No, it was a gift that means a lot to me; but I promise that I will let you look at it more when we get you to your momma. You have to promise me that you will be gentle with it, though.”
He smiled, “I promise. It is pretty.”
Tanisha looked at her husband with confusion and a tint of anger.
“This was your evil, demon lord? You got up in my face over this little boy?”
“To be fair, you were the one who got in my face; and I’m sorry. I guess Lada must have more of an imagination than I thought.”
“Big Guy, all little girls have big imaginations . . . little boys, also.”
He wrapped her in a hug, “I’m sorry, Dear. I was wrong.”
* * * * *
Megan jumped up as Leah walked in with Lano in her arms. She rushed over, and the little boy quickly transferred himself from the Vapor to his mom. As she took him, she looked at each of the team members for some form of answer; but all that looked back at her were confused and blank faces.
“Well?” she asked.
“Nothing. He has the same injuries as his sister. We didn’t see anything or anyone else, and he says they were playing,” Leah responded.
As she spoke, she quietly slipped off the piece of jewelry that she had promised Lano he could hold.
“You promised to be gentle with it.”
He nodded and carefully held it in his hands.
“Playing?” she looked at her son’s arm. “With what? A mountain lion?”
“They are both safe at this moment,” Gene spoke up. “Ann, if you want to attend to the twins, please do; but I just ask that you do it here. There is a first aid kit in my study, but right now I want all of us together.”
Isaiah left and returned quickly with the med kit. He handed it to Gabriel as she helped Megan with the kids.
The Nephelium couldn’t help but notice that Lada refused to get near her brother but held herself in a guarded position. The rest of the team took places around the table, and Gene motioned for Serenity and Chad to share what they had.
“We did two different charts of sorts,” Chad stated as Serenity passed out copies of paperwork. “You will see one chart shows things we know, which we are not going to spend hardly any time on unless we are able to tie it into the other list. That second chart is made up of all the things we have questions about. We asked each of you to bring to the table things you have been working on . . . things with answers and things that still seem out of place.”
“Before we get started,” Zarius interrupted, “should we have the crew from the Sanctum in on this, and where do we stand with Mantus?”
“We are still waiting to hear back from him. We sent a message letting him know that we are willing to work with him, but haven’t heard back yet,” Nemamiah answered.
“I have to ask: does that seem normal? For someone who is holding one of our own and wanting so badly to help us, don’t you think he would already have gotten back with us?” Zarius questioned.
Nemamiah looked over at Gabriel as she worked on putting some wound cleaner and bandages on the twins’ arms.
“Well, it does have us questioning; but we don’t know all that is going on. There could be a variety of reasons, but I would say we move forward with whom and with what we have . . . see where it leads. Then, if he does help, we know.”
“If he doesn’t?” Eve questioned.
“We then have a rescue mission to set up to get Metatron back,” was the Council member’s answer.
“As for the Sanctum, we are going to keep them as the main fighting arm, if needed. So, at this point we need to figure out what it is we are about to be fighting.”






Chapter Thirty-Five
Mantus stood in front of the shell of his son. Neither Dumah or Mantus spoke. Dumah could feel seething anger emanating off his brother as they both stood looking at the skeletal, demonic shell of Legion. Mantus held Hecate’s jawbone in his hand. He looked down at it and then cast it to the feet of the bound creature.
“Son, your mother wanted to be near you; but this was all I felt inclined to bring to you.”
The Malebranche quickly crawled down from the walls to which they were clinging and began to fight over the small morsel that had been offered up by the general. There was no response from the barely animated carcass of Legion.
“Brother,” Mantus addressed Dumah, “gather up a collection of your fiercest warriors. It is time we bring terror to the world that has for too long shunned us.”
Dumah turned toward his brother, “Mantus, I have followed you through the ages. You are more than my brother and my general; you are the one whom I consider my best friend. I will do whatever it is that you need of me.”
A dark smile broke across the general’s face as he listened to his brother. They had been through so much, and Dumah had always followed without hesitation. The duo had been feared by many and yet forgotten by others; but they had never been separated. They had covered each other’s backs in so many battles. So, the words that Dumah spoke did not surprise Mantus.
“You willingly follow me? Brother, you give everything you are over to my leadership?”
This question puzzled Dumah as to how his brother worded the question.
“You know that I do. I always have.”
Mantus opened up his arms in a bizarre display of affection—one that his brother was not sure how to accept. In all his years he didn’t believe he had ever witnessed the general ever hug anyone.
He returned the embrace. As he did, he felt the arms of Mantus tighten around him.
The voice of his brother whispered quietly and yet deliberately within his ear, “Dumah, you willingly have surrendered yourself to follow me. You have chosen, by your own words, to follow and to help. Your sacrifice will not go unnoticed.”
Dumah accepted it. There was a look of shock that flashed across his face as he felt the knife pierce his back and slide in between his ribs on his right side. His brother took his face in a firm grasp and would not allow Dumah to look away. Pride would not have allowed him to look away, anyway; he would look his murderer in the eyes as he felt his back become wet and soaked with blood as it poured down his leg and began to pool around his feet.
“Why?” was the only word that escaped his lips.
“You willingly took on this role. You chose on your own with your own words to do what is needed, and what I need is my son to be released.”
Understanding spread like a wildfire through his being. Legion must be released with the blood of an Eternal who willingly gave it up. With his proclamation of open servanthood to the needs of his brother, he had bound himself to the release of his nephew.
Mantus let him go, and Dumah fell backward. He turned and looked up at Legion. There was no fighting it. A warrior knows when it is their time, and to fight the end was a sign of weakness. A warrior embraced the fight in front of him, even if he knew that fight was his last.
He reached out and grabbed a hold of the chained creature. His blood smearing against the chains and the leathery skin.
Dumah looked one last time at his brother, “You will go mad. Already I see tributes to Hecate within this action. There is an end to even the Immortals. This,” he choked out as he began to cough up blood, “is the beginning to the end of the world as we know it.”
Mantus kept an eye on his brother while watching to see what effect the blood sacrifice would have on his imprisoned offspring. He did not have to wait long.
The creature’s open wounds that had been touched by Dumah as he collapsed showed signs of regeneration. Muscle and tissue began to regain color for the first time in ages, and Legion’s fibers and nerve endings twitched. His head thrashed back and forth, and Mantus watched as life crept back in.
“Rise, Son. We stand united. Rise and be free.”
In a matter of minutes, the general saw the version of his son that had been long forgotten. His muscles were ripped; his hair was long and thick; and his facial features returned. Legion looked up at his father, his eyes wild and untamed. As they made eye contact, he sneered; and Mantus smiled as he saw that Legion’s sharp canines grew longer. The time had come for the rise of a new house, a new generation, the horror of past and present focused on devouring the future.
Mantus stood back and watched his son grow stronger and healthier. Legion’s color was back, and he fought against his restraints. He found his voice that had not played upon his vocal cords for a long time.
“Father, free me!”
“I can’t. I have given you the blood that will provide you strength and freedom, but each creature’s bonds are theirs. I can provide you the tools necessary to break free; but you, Son, must break from the bonds yourself.”
Legion thrashed and pulled at the chains and restraints. His body bent in unnatural positions as he attempted to break free. His voice howled at the pain of his newly healed muscles cramping and tightening. The once-leathery skin, now ripped, cut as the metal dug into it.
His father could see the restraints heaving as the demonic powerhouse fought against them. Mantus wasn’t sure how this all was supposed to work. He knew the elements, but not how they came together. So, he stood, watching.
The Malebranche hurled insults and swear words in their own language at their former prey. The first chain snapped with a loud sound that echoed off the stone walls; and Legion reached out, grabbing one of the creatures by its throat. His hand squeezed into the fatty material around its neck. The creature’s already bulging eyes became more defined as it gasped for the ability to breathe. Mantus got satisfaction as he heard the tendons snap and the bones crack.
With a final burst of supernatural strength, the warrior of the Fallen was free. Legion stood, holding the limp body of his tormentor. In one swift motion, he tore into the creature’s neck and began to slurp and chew as it became fuel for the released champion.
“We don’t have a lot of time to move forward. So, absorb what you can. Heal however you can, but we must get moving.”
Legion looked up. He had body fluids pouring down his chin, drenching his bare chest. His arms were covered to his elbows in the remains of the Malebranche.
“You do not tell me what I need to do or the time in which I need to do it. Mantus, you are not my Overlord or my general. You are nothing to me but a piece of my existence. Do you understand?” he growled.
Mantus stood stunned. He had nothing to say. There was no gratitude evident within his offspring’s existence. No, instead there was a vile and distinct platform of hostile wrath and anger.
His head spun. In a short time, he had come to an understanding with the Alliance, backed out of that agreement, killed a member of the Arch Council—even though they were not yet aware—planned an assault on the Alliance and Eden, discovered his ex-wife to be vanquished, murdered his brother, released his son, and now stood dumbfounded as Legion defied any idea of orders being given.
“You are my son.”
Legion stretched his neck back and forth. He did not bother to wipe away any of the juices running down his chin. He just smiled, his teeth stained with his meal. The Demon’s eyes burned with darkness as he stood to his full impressive height.
“You are blind, Mantus. You are as blind as my mother. Those who are blinded by power fail to see their blindness. They are unable to see past the reality they built, even though that reality is a façade. You were strong when you believed that this, the Abyss, was under your control. Your failure to understand that time has marched past you is your undoing. There has been a thread from the beginning that neither you nor my mother had control over; instead, you have been pieces in a game.”
“Oh, is that the case?” Mantus mocked him. “So, I should just give in to following you? Enlighten me then, Son. What does this game look like that I am playing?”
Legion sneered, “You are weak. You are nothing. Are you even aware that at the Council of Shammah my mother set into motion my rise to power? Are you aware that there are sleeping agents of my Clan who have sworn allegiance so long ago but have been known by other names and roles, waiting for my rise to power?”
Mantus shook his head. Legion truly was Hecate’s son. He was sounding like the former Overlord with every word that came out of his mouth.
“I may not be aware of all that has been playing out, but one does not need to know everything . . . only enough to be a stick within the spokes of the wheel that is turning to turn it upside down.”
Legion stepped closer to his father and leaned in. His long, thick hair hung around his face.
“Do you know what happens to a weak stick when placed inside the spokes? It breaks.”
“Threaten me, and you will discover that I may be part of what you label ‘a time that has passed.’ You will also discover what expertise that time builds up within someone.”
The demonic son sneered, “Father, you cannot stand against the onslaught of what I now bring. You can fight me or stand with me, but what you will not do is control me.”
“You expect me to follow you? Me? Do you have any idea what I have seen and done throughout my existence, and you expect me to stand with one who was bound for ages because he was unable to win a simple victory over a band of renegades? Tell me, Son, did you even put up a fight, or did you just bow out of fear?”
Legion’s fist swung hard at the face of his father. Mantus had picked up on the fighting stance his son had taken and saw the swing coming. He dodged it and followed up with a knee to Legion’s mid-section. The Demon bent over; and Mantus grabbed his doubled-over frame, planting another full-force knee to the chest of his son, followed by an elbow that came crashing down onto Legion’s back.
The Demon let out a groan but was able to maintain his legs under him as he grabbed Mantus by the waist and picked him up, shoving him backward into the rock wall. The general’s head smashed against the black stone. Ages of fighting had taught him to be able to work through pain and confusion to stay in the fight, and stay in the fight was exactly what he did.
He crossed over with another elbow, smashing it into the left side of Legion’s face. There was a splattering of warm blood that came from the blow, and Legion stumbled backward.
“Stop!” a voice rang out. “Back off, or you will find captivity for all these years was not worth the death that will overcome you!”
Legion spun around, attempting to see through his pain. Mantus caught his breath as he stood up and also looked in the direction of the voice.
Michael stood just feet away, his arms crossed and face set.
“Why have we failed so far? This is why! We have fought amongst ourselves when we should be fighting those who stand in our way! Both of you stop!”
“Well, look! It is like a family reunion!” Legion mocked Michael. “So, which do I call Dad?”
Michael ignored him and turned his attention to Mantus, “We need to talk.”
The general wiped some blood from his mouth and lifted his hands in a truce to Legion.
“This is not over, but Azrael has a point. No, I will not follow you; but I think we could find ground on which to stand that will allow us to fight beside each other.”
Legion stood heaving, trying to catch his breath as he held his rib cage.
“That’s fair, for now.”






Chapter Thirty-Six
“What do you want, Azrael?” Mantus addressed the Archangel.
“We need to talk strategy and get ready to attack Eden.”
“Eden?”
“Yes, there are a few things about which you need to be brought up-to-speed; and then together we need to bring some form of structure to what is left of all of us.”
“Up-to-speed?”
Legion held his midsection as he laughed.
“I told you . . . you don’t know everything.”
Mantus looked back and forth between the both of them.
“Let’s put out the important stuff right here and now!”
Michael shrugged, “Ok. Well first, are you aware that Hecate has been taken out?”
“You know I would know this; and since you are not immediately ’fessing up to it, I take it that it was by the hands of Denora?”
“Yes, Denora has taken over the House of Hecate.”
“What else?”
“Your ex-wife had plans to release Legion, but what she was not aware of is that there are several of us who have already been working on what would happen after that took place.”
“What do you mean?”
Mantus was puzzled.
“We have masses of Familiars and even Fallen who have sworn allegiance to Legion already. They have been in a type of hiding . . . a Clan that is sworn to allegiance but no markings to give away that a new house has risen.”
“How many?”
“Thousands, including even some within your own realm. We have spent ages working behind the scenes to shore up support that would fall behind Legion.”
Mantus stood there, not sure how to react or what to say.
“How?”
“From the moment that everything fell apart at the Council of Shammah, I began to build a long-term plan. Hecate, of course, chose to go along with it; but I never doubted she had her own endgame in mind. I was right.
“She saw the power in what I proposed, but she intended to take it over. Her fingers began to weave through the sands of time. I did not stop her or expose her because I knew that her ability to manipulate would come to use for us, and it did.”
Mantus leaned back and took in what he was being told. How could he not have seen any of this?
“I discovered that Hecate had managed to restore a delta from the Council meeting. She also inadvertently shared with me once that she had discovered by chance that there was a vial of blood that had been saved from the death of the mortal embodiment of Jah.
In true Hecate fashion, she diligently and patiently hunted for signs of it. She discovered it was being kept in Constantinople,” Azrael lied as he figured Mantus didn’t need to know the full truth.
“What? Wait!” Mantus began to fume. “Was she responsible, then, for getting me removed from that territory and placed as the general in charge of the Abyss?”
Azrael nodded, “She was. If her information was correct, then she could not have you discover that one of the most important artifacts of our time was within your realm.”
Mantus became enraged. He wanted nothing more than to return to the cell that was holding Hecate and personally tear her from limb to limb. He had never understood why he had been taken from that area, but now it made sense.
Michael could tell that Mantus was buying into his lie. The Archangel hoped that the general didn’t remember that he, also, had been worshipped in that region.
“She didn’t find it, though, did she? If she had, everything would not be what it is today,” Mantus answered himself.
“No, from what we can gather, Watchers discovered that she was onto the artifact and had it passed through back channels to a knight who was tasked in delivering it to a different sect of the Brotherhood for safekeeping.”
“Where?”
“Not sure where it was supposed to go. We believe,” Michael shrugged, “that the knight never finished his journey. He was killed in a storm; and we had operators in place to try to find the vial, but we never did. There have been many rumors of its popping up here and there, but all have turned out to be false . . . mostly pompous, religious sects who wanted to drive their followers into giving up money for blessings and the chance to see the sacred relic—all fake.”
“So, where is the big conspiracy?” Mantus asked.
“While searching for the vial, Hecate began to twist the minds of the Brotherhood of the Watchers. She was able to get several to come over to her Clan and work in the shadows . . . double agents of sorts.”
“You would be familiar with how all that works,” Mantus scoffed.
“True,” the Archangel smirked. “Continuing, though, Hecate began taking on the Nephelium . . . more specifically, the Jerusalem Breed. There are hidden messages within the sacred text of the Bible that, when run through a numerical code, one discovers a hidden message about a mother and her two children emerging from a desert oasis to destroy the Clans.”
He paused and looked over to Legion.
“More specifically, the prophecy states that her children would not only bring down the Clans, but destroy the queen and her child. Your mother believed that meant her and you, Legion.”
“Well, she is gone, yet here I am; and I haven’t seen any wench or her children come my way!”
“That is why I am here. I think I am starting to see some pieces move into place so that if we can attack now, we may be able to keep things in our favor.”
“How so?” Mantus asked.
“We have a new face to the Clans. This is clear, and we must accept it to stay relevant. Legion, you are part of that; and I am sure that the ‘old guard’ can come along side of you. Denora is also one of those we must accept now as a Clan leader. There is no getting around it if we wish to survive, Mantus.
“With that knowledge, Denora and I have secured the delta that Hecate was in possession of. I have a strong belief that my brother found the other one years ago and has been hiding it. What I propose will not just be a chance to retrieve the other delta, but a full reconciliation of all we have lost and the access to all we have wanted. If we play this right and are able to work together, we could not only have the power over mortal man but also control of Scintillantes!”
The general’s eyes went wide.
“You are bolder than I even expected. If it can be done, how do we do this?”
“We release Legion with Dumah’s former hit unit. Let him do whatever he is going to do. This should draw enough chaos his way that we would be able to fly under the radar. We launch an attack on Eden and Scintillantes at the same time. I believe the Council is aware of my true loyalty, but no one has blocked my access to get back home.
“Eden is where my brother is, and I believe that is where the second delta is. If we are able to have control over those, it is my belief that we would still be able to harness a power from them of which many are not aware they hold.”
“What power is that?” Legion asked as he tied his long, dark hair back.
“The power to create life. Others believed that the vial was necessary to activate the deltas. That is not the case. Yes, combined with the vial of blood the deltas are more powerful than anyone could imagine. They can create and destroy life. They can build up and tear down, but just the deltas joined will allow us to create a legion of forces.” He looked at the newly-restored Demon, “No pun intended.”
Legion rolled his eyes, “So, let’s do this.”
Mantus was not as quick to the punch. His military mindset was analyzing the different options laid out in front of him, weighing the pros and cons.
“I hear you, Azrael. My thought is that we do it. You are right: we have to come together; and this sounds like an overreach but maybe bold enough to actually work.”
“I will contact Denora and let her know we have a green light to move forward. My suggestion would be that we do not tell anyone else. Right now, the smallest force we can use but be effective . . . I think that will be the best.”
“Agreed,” Mantus stated flatly. “Let’s do this.”






Chapter Thirty-Seven
The walls to the Command Center were plastered with notes and pictures. The team had been working hard to start piecing things together. Megan sat in the corner with the twins, both sound asleep with their heads resting on her lap.
“We know that Michael is after the delta that Zarius is in possession of. We know that there has also been a hunt for the fabled vial of blood. We know that Alfonso sent Isaiah to St. Vincent to become the Guardian of the vial, but there’s still no proof it ever existed or still does exist. We have traced what we believe would be the history of it through to early Austria, but we’re not sure where it went from there.”
Serenity pointed to each piece of evidence they had as she talked. Chad quickly took notes, trying to put a consistent timeline down on paper.
“We believe that Hecate and the Clans are hoping to use the blood to release Legion—or what is left of him—but that looks like a moot point at this time.”
Gene interrupted her, “We can’t assume that. We must assume that our enemy has the upper hand, and how do we combat that?”
“Fair enough,” Serenity stated. “Let’s assume the vial survived the trip to Austria. Where would it have gone? Where would the Watchers have taken it to hide? Alfonso must have believed it to be still there.”
Isaiah cut in, “We saw no evidence of that, though.”
Tanisha was going through a stack of notes she had taken over the last few days. She nodded in agreement with Isaiah as he spoke. She quickly flipped through a few other notes and then looked up.
“So, let me ask those who have been around a lot longer than the Mortals in the room. Does the name ‘Gobert Thibault’ mean anything to anyone?”
Leah’s head jerked at the mention of the name. She looked over at Tanisha with a wide-eyed expression on her face.
“Who?”
“Gobert Thibault,” Tanisha stated as she pulled out a journal and flipped through it. “There seem to be several entries about him . . . then nothing. Most of what we have seen has been consistent, but he is not. He appears in the journals suddenly and without much explanation and then vanishes in the same manner.”
Gabriel looked intrigued.
Up to this moment the two Council members had not said much, but now Gabriel spoke, “What does it say about him?”
“I take it by your question that this name is not random?”
“Tanisha, what does it say about him?”
The archeologist began to read out loud, “Today we were visited by the young Gobert Thibault. He is a warrior priest that the world will soon forget, but history will protect.”
Leah’s expression did not change. She sat with a stunned expression and just stared straight ahead. The entry was so true: he had been a warrior and history may have forgotten him, but she never had.
“Is that all there is?” Gabriel prodded with another question.
“Yes, but the interesting part is where it is mentioned. This specific journal has numerous accounts of the Watchers attempting to hide a precious artifact. The artifact itself was never named, but I can surmise that it very well could be the vial of blood.”
Gabriel looked over to see if Leah was going to speak. She was not surprised to see the Vapor sitting shocked and silent.
“So?” Tanisha questioned.
Every eye was on Gabriel.
“Yes, that name is known to some of us within the room, but . . .”
Before she could finish, there was a knock on the door. Gene acknowledged it, and the door was opened by one of the very few workers at Eden. He was carrying a medium-sized box.
“Sorry to interrupt, but this was just delivered; and I was told that it needed to be delivered directly to you, Sir.”
Gene waved the man in and thanked him as he set the box down and quickly left. The older man looked the box over carefully.
“No return address.”
“I have seen movies about things like this,” Chad laughed. “Never a good thing.”
Gene quietly took out a pocket knife and cut the tape that sealed the box. He carefully opened it. The caretaker stood there, looking at the contents of the box in front of him. His face was expressionless, and his mouth uttered no words.
“Everything okay?” Zarius asked as he stood up and walked over to the elderly man.

When he got close enough, he looked inside himself. Nothing prepared him for what he saw. This warrior of warriors felt his knees go weak, but he was able to mask any other signs of emotion. He quickly closed the box up.
“I guess we have received our answer from Mantus.”
Nemamiah could feel immense sorrow and shock vibrating off the two men.
“Metatron?”
Gene nodded, “I will not open this box again; but, everyone, the box contains the head of Enoch.”
There were gasps all around the table, and Gabriel began to cry. No words could capture the emotion that swept through the room. If there was ever a blow that could defeat their team before the fight ever got started, it had been dealt.
“Isaiah, please, if you could remove this from the room before the children wake up, I would appreciate it.”
Eve stood up and walked over to the box, “I got it.”
She picked it up and started to walk to the door. She turned around with power written on her face.
“This is not the time for us to break or cry. There will be a time for that. This here,” she lifted the box, “is our battle flag. This is our cause. You all may not agree with how I have walked the path of the Nephelium; but I can tell you that the moment I watched Denora kill Alfonso, I had my cause. I would hunt down every predator I could and make them pay for the price of innocence that they stole.
“If you deflate now, Enoch dies in vain. He died because he stood up against the predators. He was murdered and butchered because he believed that, no matter the cost, the right thing to do is to stand for those unjustly treated!
“Leah, I believe, based upon what I have heard, he stood up for you and defended you at a great cost.”
Leah was holding back tears. She could feel the anger boiling, and she embraced it. In a flash she began to regret the condescending attitude that she had held toward Eve all these years. Enoch had been her Alfonso, and now she was starting to see why Eve had allowed the anger and bitterness to take root. It was the propellant she needed to become the hunter.
“Yes, he did.”
“Then we fight. We fight for Enoch. We fight for all of those who have no idea the battle that rages behind the curtains of mortality. I never knew. I was a sheep that aimlessly moved throughout my life until that moment where I found a reason . . . a reason to become the sheepdog.
“I personally don’t care for any of you, but I will have no respect for any of you if you allow this murder and butchery to go unanswered. I made the right decision years ago to walk away from your way of doing things, but now it is time for you to embrace my way of doing things.
“Now—this moment right here—is when we come together . . . Eternals and Mortals, and we cut the head off the snake!”






Chapter Thirty-Eight
Choosing to work together did not mean that trust of each other came naturally. This could not be clearer than at the moment when Mantus, Legion, Denora, and Azrael found themselves sitting together in Hecate’s old estate.
Denora had coldly welcomed the other two in when Azrael returned. She had not wanted to go along with his recommendation that they all join together to take on all fronts of the battle they were about to instigate, but she could see some common sense in it.
“Congratulations on your quick promotion, Denora,” Mantus quipped as they all sat down. “I cannot promise that after all we are going to look to accomplish that there will not be Clan fallout over your murdering a Clan leader but for now, congratulations.”
“I hear that murder seems to be the action being taken liberally these days,” she scoffed, “or is your brother currently attending to affairs elsewhere? I would think one of your top confidants and military-minded leaders would be here for this occasion, yet here I see one whom no one believed would ever be freed . . . but no brother.”
“Touché,” the general retorted flatly.
“Legion, I’m not sure how your design works. Does the part know the whole, or is the part divided in understanding and knowledge until joined again?”
“I am not sure I understand what you are getting at,” the Demon responded.
“Recently I was visited by a being that claimed to be you or at least part of you. So, I guess I am asking, ‘did you know that?’”
“No, I cannot know what the other part of me knows unless I have been reconnected to myself. Since it has been longer than anyone can measure since that has happened, no, I am not aware of any meeting between you and myself.”
She laughed, “Now, that is interesting and confusing all at once! Well, I can say the other version or portion of you is more attractive . . . too young for me but attractive, nonetheless.”
“Well, I technically am older than you, I believe.”
“True, but it comes down to whom you embody; and right now, the young teen girl is not my thing.”
“Let’s get past the niceties of this conversation and get to the meat, please,” Azrael spoke up. “We have some heavy-duty planning to do.”
“So, both Eden and Scintillantes . . .” Denora questioned, “who hits what?”
“Well, I personally am going to be with the group that goes after Eden. I have a personal vendetta that needs to be taken care of,” Azrael stated. “I think taking Legion with me would be the best move; but of course, I am open to suggestions.”
Mantus sat in deep thought. He still felt deep inside of him that this was too lofty of a mission to take on, but he had learned a long time ago that you can always scrub a mission at the last minute if the cons outweigh the pros.
“I don’t know. I have no problem being a part of the onslaught of Scintillantes, but with what Clan? Denora, is your Clan even aware that they no longer serve under Hecate?”
“The word is spreading. I have been told that there are pockets here and there who have chosen to leave my Clan; but overall, the change at the top has been welcomed.”
“Pockets? With whom have they aligned?”
“No one. Hard to do that when one no longer exists.”
“Good god! Are you saying that . . .”
“Yes, Mantus, they have been exterminated; and we are better for it. Loyalty is never overrated, don’t you think?”
He nodded.
Azrael continued, “Legion has a well-trained group of warriors from the Abyss who have chosen to align themselves with him. Mantus has given his blessing on the change of houses.”
“What about the other parts of Legion?” Denora asked. “I have recently seen the manifestation of the other segments of him; and if he could become complete, there would be no stopping us.”
“Good point,” Azrael agreed. “Thoughts on that, Legion?”
“I am still weak. I am not even sure that I am able to rejoin the collective of who I am. There is a chance that if I did, the knowledge of everything that my collective has learned could make me mad and insane. My thought is that we maintain the course we are on; and if it so happens that I come face to face with myself, we face it then.”
“Fair enough. Denora, do you and Mantus agree?”
They both acknowledged that they did.
“In the context of trust and open communication among all of us,” Mantus spoke up, “I am concerned about your going to Eden with Legion. You already are in possession of one delta, correct?”
“We are,” Azrael stated, indicating that he and Denora had it.
“What assurance can you give me that you will not take possession of the last one, causing us to have to contend with you?”
“That is why one of us will go with one of you. Mantus, we don’t trust each other—that is a given—but we have to get past this. There has to be at least some respect for the end goal, that goal being the return of our kind to the top of the ‘food chain.’”
For some time, the four continued discussing their plans for the attack. As they did, they were never aware of the figure that had hidden himself in the shadows.
“They will never learn. As wise as they become and as much knowledge and history that is between the four, they still brush us off as if we do not exist,” Kadar shook his head. “I’m done. The time has come to make a hard turn, and they will never see it.”
The assassin slipped further into the shadows and made his way off the estate. He had a meeting, one for which he could not begin to imagine how it may turn out.






Chapter Thirty-Nine
“Ok, so we all have had a chance to catch our breath and refocus,” Gene remarked to the team surrounding him at the table. “We will have a chance to mourn later; but Eve was right: at this point we need to use everything we can to drive us forward.”
Leah leaned forward and fidgeted with a pen that was on the table in front of her.
“Before we all had to deal with that awful shock, Tanisha, you asked if anyone was familiar with the name, ‘Gobert Thibault.’”
“That is correct.”
“Gabriel and I are familiar with that name.” She took a deep breath, “Gobert was a knight who, during my time of being a Guardian to Joan, became a very close friend to her.”
“Any reason that you can think of that would make his name appear in these journals?” Tanisha asked.
Leah looked to Gabriel. She was not sure how much she should share; but the Archangel dipped her head, giving her the “go ahead” to share more.
Leah nodded to Tanisha’s question, “Not exactly sure, but we had already seen how Hecate was turning Watchers; and we believed there was a chance that she was going after Joan’s Watcher. We believed that Hecate had the idea that she could take out a Watcher and a Nephelium at one time.”
“She did, didn’t she?” Zarius questioned.
“Yes, but we—meaning the Arch Council and I—had hoped that we would be able to protect Joan. We already had our suspicions that her Watcher was playing both sides, the Alliance and the Fallen. There were plans in the works to smuggle Joan away into hiding. There, we would give the young Nephelium a new life and keep her hidden from the Fallen . . . more importantly, from Hecate.”
“What does that have to do with this ‘Hobert’ character?” Eve asked, getting impatient with the history lesson.
“Go-bert,” Leah pronounced articulately as she gave Eve a harsh glare, “was more than just a knight. Throughout history we have recruited unique individuals who didn’t ‘fit in’ due to special abilities that they may have.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Eve pushed.
The Vapor paused and bit her tongue for a minute.
“Isaiah, you wondered if a Nephelium could be a Watcher; and I knew that one could be: Gobert was one.”
Isaiah raised his eyebrows and let out a low whistle, “Ok! Well, that is interesting. So, is that why he would have gone and visited the Watcher at St. Vincent?”
“Maybe, but there is more I need to share. Gabriel is the only other person of which I am aware who knows about what I am about to share.
“Gobert and I were in a relationship. We met when he joined up with Joan. With both of us focused on Joan, we had a mutual passion; and that turned into a mutual love for each other.”
“Wait! What? You? I never could imagine you actually being in love with anyone but yourself,” Eve mocked her.
“Eve,” Gene reprimanded her.
She sat back with a smirk on her face but silent.
“One of the reasons that the loss of Joan was so hard on me was due to the fact that Gobert and I saw her like our daughter. Don’t get me wrong . . . her parents were amazing, but we spent days and nights continually by her side. We loved her as a daughter.”
Chad raised his hand.
As he did, Serenity looked at him and snickered, “What? Are we in grade school now?”
“No, but I wanted to say something and didn’t want to interrupt.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Go ahead, Chad,” Leah laughed.
Her laughter created a break in the thick air swirling around the room.
“Unlike some, I’m not purposely trying to be rude; but what does this have to do with what we are facing right now? I think we all know we don’t have a lot of time.” He paused before continuing, “Don’t get me wrong. I am learning a lot about you that I never knew . . . but just ready to get moving.”
“Good question, Chad, and I don’t have an answer to that. I was just explaining to Tanisha the reaction I had to that name.”
Gene pushed away from the table and stood.
“Chad is right. We haven’t really figured out much more, but I think we need to take a break to get some lunch and then get back at it. We need a break before Hecate or anyone else decides to flip the switch.”
Everyone stood up. Some stretched while others walked out. Megan quietly woke up each of her children and asked them if they wanted something to eat. The twins both nodded while they rubbed their eyes, trying to fully wake up.
As Leah started to stand up, Gabriel reached over and touched her hand.
“I need you to stay for a minute if you would, please.”
“Sure,” Leah responded as she sat back down and watched the others leave the room. Once she and the Council member were alone, she asked, “What’s up?”
The Council member stood up and began to walk the room. Leah thought it appeared as if she had a heavy burden on her shoulders. Gabriel turned around and placed her hands on the back of a chair opposite of where Leah was currently sitting.
“You have always trusted me, Leah. We have worked side-by-side forever, and I would do anything and everything to protect you. You know this, right?”
The Vapor furrowed her brow. “I do know this. What is this about, Gabriel?”
“I need you to know that if I were to hold anything from you, it is because I believed it to have been in your best interest.”
“I get it; and if you know me at all, you know that I don’t like this dancing around. Get to the point.”
“I am fully aware of how far yours and Gobert’s relationship went . . .”
“Excuse me?”
“Leah, stop.”
She held up her hand to silence the Vapor.
“We are being real with each other at this moment right here. I NEED you to listen to me. Stop talking and listen.”
The former Alliance leader gritted her teeth, crossed her arms, and sat back to “just listen.”
“We know about the baby, Leah.”
She sat as if in a trance. The moment that Tanisha had mentioned the knight’s name, memories and feelings she had buried for so long came back in a flash. The pain mixed with the pain of the loss of Joan. At that time, she had just wanted to vanish. She had never experienced such soul-shattering pain and agony as she had during that time period in her history. Now, as Gabriel confronted her, it was too much. She stood up, her face red with anger.
“You know nothing, Gabriel! Nothing! Whatever it is that you think you may know, you do not!”
“Leah!” Gabriel answered with anger of her own. “You may not be an Alliance member still and Lord only knows if I could be considered a Council member still; but out of respect for all we have been through, you will stop!”
The Vapor’s fists were clenched as she repeatedly hit the table top next to where she was sitting.
“I’m not doing this, Gabriel.”
“You will; and we need you to because there is more information that you do not know that if we keep digging, you will need to know before anyone else.”
“NO! If you do know anything about the baby, then you are very aware that the baby got sick and died! There! I lost the baby, Gabriel!”






Chapter Forty
Silence filled the room . . . neither individual talking and each attempting to find a center focus to calm herself down.
The Council member finally spoke, but this time her voice was cool and collected. Her tenderness and caring spirit flowed through her tone and words.
“No, Leah, the baby did not die.”
Tears immediately filled Leah’s eyes as she remembered the feeling of holding the small baby in her arms and the look on Gobert’s face as they both welcomed a child into the world of Mortals, a child that blended the world of Angels and Nephelium. They had discussed walking away from it all, but they knew that Joan needed them. Then, the baby had gotten sick; and days later as Leah was away at Joan’s trial and subsequent death, the baby had died.
She returned home, already broken and devastated by watching the young warrior burn at the stake. As she walked into the house, she found Gobert rocking back and forth, sobbing. He explained that their baby had passed away. She had fallen to her knees, unable to bear the weight of the world at that moment; and something within her went numb. If it was possible that something could die within an Angel, it died at that moment. The rough exterior and emotionless mask that would come to define her was created at that moment.
She had not even been able to hold her baby again. Gobert stated that the baby had died of an infectious disease, and that the body had already been taken away to ensure the disease would not spread.
Leah did everything to control herself at the moment. The words that Gabriel spoke sat upon the desert of her soul and refused to take root. She couldn’t let it.
“What do you mean?”
We needed you in the fight. Gobert had come to me and Michael and expressed that you both were looking to vanish into the population of mortal man, but we couldn’t have that happen.  He did have concern that if it was ever found that a Nephelium and Angel had offspring, it may cause both sides to come after the child.”
“I don’t understand . . .”
“Leah, we took the baby. We protected him. We placed him in the care of the Brotherhood.”
The room spun. She couldn’t breathe. Her chest felt as though it was being crushed. She couldn’t stand. Leah’s legs went out from under her, and she felt herself falling. She grabbed at the chair, but it spun around. She hit the ground hard. Gabriel rushed over to help her, offering support to stand up.
“Leave me! Do not touch me!” Leah raged. “You were my friend! You had no right!”
“I am still your friend, Leah.”
She gritted her teeth and shoved the Council member away.
“NO! No, you are not!”
“I am, Leah.”
The Vapor continued to shake her head “no.” Her son was alive! Had he ever wondered about her? How could Gobert have allowed her to believe he had died? It had torn them apart. She could not deal with the loss of Joan and her son all at one time; so, she left. She hadn’t even said goodbye to him; she just left. She walked away with a new fire that she made sure burned hotly and brightly every day . . . one that kept her focused.
As she sat on the ground attempting to digest it all, she looked up with anger and pain as something dug deeply into her soul. A realization came over her.
“I am Eve.”
“What?” Gabriel asked. “What do you mean?”
“For the last five years I have been angry with Eve . . . raging mad at her. I blamed her for leaving and got angry at her choice to walk away and allow her bitterness and rage over Alfonso’s murder to be her revenge song. I have done the same thing. I am no different. I walked away from someone I loved out of anger. There has not been a day since that moment that I haven’t used the loss of my son and Joan to fan my vendetta against the Clans, but I see now it was also against the world. The more I fought, the more I blocked out the pain and agony of those losses. If I could focus on leading my team and each mission, then I didn’t have time to focus on the emptiness in my heart. I am Eve.”
Gabriel sat down beside her. She wanted to hold her friend, but she knew that she couldn’t.
“Leah, I am sorry. At the time, I felt it was the right choice. Now, I see that we were wrong . . . so wrong.”
The Vapor’s eyes came ablaze as she looked up.
“Saying you were wrong is an understatement! Did you ever think even for one moment that maybe if you had just talked to me about staying with the Alliance, I would have? What happened to free will? You and the Council have attacked me over the years for allowing Eve to exercise her free will; and I defended it, even though I didn’t agree with her choices. I never could understand why you blamed me.”
“I never blamed you, Leah. Guilt was eating at me. I would like to say guilt was eating Michael, also; but now I believe he has had his own motives all this time. As I watched you burn in your gut over Joan all of these years, I knew that the belief that your son had died also burned in you.”
“I never could say anything because no one really knew, and it was easier to not let anyone know,” Leah shared. “Did he live a good life, Gabriel?”
“He lived a very long life, but the Mortal genetics from his Nephelium heritage did finally catch up with him. He became a warrior like his parents and lived for several centuries.”
“Did he ever have a family? Did my son have a family, Gabriel?”
“He did.”
Leah’s shoulders sank. “Did I have grandchildren?”
“Yes. Yes, you did.”
Gabriel reached out slowly as the Vapor’s body shook. She placed her hand on her friend’s shoulder.
“I know that this is a lot to take in, but I need you to make sure you are aware of everything.”
Leah threw her hands up in surrender, “There is more?”
“Yes.”
“What now?”
She would not allow Gabriel to help her up. The Archangel pulled out a chair in which the Vapor could sit, and then she sat down in front of her.
“I don’t really know a better way of telling you this; so, I am just going to put it out there.”
“Not sure what else you can say, but go for it.”
Gabriel took a deep breath, held it, and then let it out, “Leah, Eve is a direct descendant of your son. That was one of the reasons I made you her Guardian. It was my way of trying to make things right.”
Nothingness . . . just numbness and shock. That was it. The world could have ended, and Leah was pretty sure she would not have even realized it.
At that moment, the door opened; and Isaiah stuck his head in, “Hey, we need you both out here. We have an unexpected—and some would say unwanted—visitor.”
Gabriel acknowledged, “Give us one minute.”
She turned to Leah, “Please, forgive me.”
“Maybe in time; but right now, I can’t. Hell, I can’t even digest everything at this moment.”
“Fair enough. Let’s go see what is going on with the others.”






Chapter Forty-One
The two team members walked out past the study and into the main area. Nothing prepared them for what they walked into. Leah was sure this day was going to be one of the longest she had ever had.
“Kadar?” she expressed.
There standing, surrounded by a lot of angry-looking individuals, was the Nephelium assassin, himself . . . cool, confident, and collected.
“Hello, Leah. You look different. Did you do something with your hair?”
She wanted to punch him.
“This must be the strong and beautiful Gabriel.”
He held out his hand, but the Council member did not respond. He continued to hold it out for a minute, shrugged, and then dropped it.
“Now, would you like to explain to us why you are here in Eden?” Eve gritted out.
She despised everything about him.
“Let’s just say that I am here to make a deal.”
“A deal?” Serenity spat. “The last deal we made with someone like you we received the severed head of a Council member as our reward.”
“That would have been Mantus’ doing. I challenge you to listen to me before you dismiss me. If what I have is not valuable, then I will leave.”
“Or, you could just leave,” Eve spat out.
“What is it you want us to know, Kadar?” Zarius questioned.
“Well, one is that Hecate is dead.”
That got the reaction he had hoped for. He never liked to hold back . . . well, unless holding back was more valuable in moving his agenda forward.
“Now that I have your attention . . . all of you are about to have a lot of uninvited guests, and I will be the least of your worries . . . oh, and so is Scintillantes.”
“What?” Nemamiah gasped. “Who? How?”
“Follow me, People,” he stated in a grandiose voice. “Denora murdered Hecate and has taken over her house. Mantus not only killed Metatron but, also, his brother. When Dumah was murdered, it was after he willingly gave himself over to his brother; so, his blood was used to release Legion.”
“Are you kidding? We just took him out!”
Serenity was shaking.
“Oh, and from what I hear, you all didn’t do a very good job with that, either. Sounds like the other segments of Legion are still present. Denora stated she witnessed a manifestation of Legion in the embodiment of a young girl.”
Megan gasped, “Victoria?”
“How am I supposed to know? I am just telling you what I heard.”
Kadar had them eating out of his hand. This was his game, and he played it well.
“So now, Denora and Mantus are going to launch an attack with their forces against your home,” he directed the statement toward Gabriel and Nemamiah. “Then Azrael and Legion are coming here.”
“Oh, I hope my brother tries to attack us,” Zarius spoke through clenched teeth. “I really do.”
“You don’t have to hope. I am telling you that they are coming. Legion has a squad of well-trained warriors that have sworn allegiance to him. Mantus allowed them to leave the Abyss and join with Legion. They are coming, and they are coming strong.”
“Why here?” Leah asked, certain she knew the answer but wanted to hear him say it.
“I guess you all have some ancient pyramid thing that they want to go with the other one they have.”
“They have a delta?”
Tanisha looked at her husband. He was just as shocked as the others. He had been certain that the other one had been destroyed.
“They do, and your brother is certain you have the other one.”
“What do we do?” Serenity asked.
“Seems that the battle is coming to us,” Gene stated with no emotion. “Eden will be the epicenter of a victory or loss that will change the future for all Mortal and Immortal, and we are the group that will be the pivot point as to how it goes.”
“What are you wanting, Kadar?” Eve once again brought up the elephant in the room. “You never do anything unless it benefits you.”
The assassin laughed and then mockingly displayed shock and horror.
“Well, you do know me way too well, Sister.”
She stepped forward, ready to swing at him; but Leah put her hand out and stopped her.
“No, Eve, let him be. Kadar, she asked a question.”
“Honestly, I want to live. I want to just do what I do, and I am tired of our kind.”
He looked at Eve and Isaiah.
“Yes, OUR kind, continually being overlooked and treated as merely a pack of hunting dogs to be let out of our kennels when something needs to be taken care of.
“The Nephelium will stand with you if you will allow us to. We want nothing more than to help you all fight against the Clans. When it is all said and done, we will vanish like we always do. This time, though, we will have claimed some sense of credibility where we—my hope is—can stand on our own and no longer in the shadows of the Clans.”
This was met with silence and stares. No one wanted to speak up . . . speak their mind. He refused to say anything more. The ball was in their court.
To the shock of everyone, including Kadar, Eve finally spoke, “I say we let them join us.”
“What?”
Leah couldn’t believe she just heard Eve state that.
“Really?”
“Listen,” the female Nephelium stated. “I don’t trust him, but is there anyone here who really thinks we aren’t going to need help? If what he is saying is true, then Nemamiah and Gabriel are going to have to head back to defend against Mantus and Denora. If they do—which I would expect—then we are down two members.”
“Let’s slow down for a minute,” Zarius attempted to put some brakes on the conversation. “Nemamiah, what are you and Gabriel thinking?”
“I think Eve has a point. We can’t just let Scintillantes fall to the Clans.”
“We honestly don’t have enough people for both fronts,” Chad spoke up.
“We do.”
He looked questionably at Leah.
“How is that?”
Everyone could see she clearly had her leadership hat on again, and her strategic mind was spinning.
“The Sanctum has a gateway that the team could use. This would allow Gabriel and Nemamiah to have the forces they need to help protect Scintillantes. If Kadar and his Clan will help us defend Eden, then we may just have a chance.”
“That sounds like a plan to me,” Kadar stated. “My Clan will follow my orders. I can’t promise they will be full of conversation with everyone. We have been enemies now for a while, but I know that I can get them to see the benefit of it.”
“Let’s get Ki and his team up on video and let them know what we have going on. They should already be on standby,” Leah stated with authority.
This was what kept her going. This would allow her to think later about all the things Gabriel had told her earlier. Her mind was still reeling, and she now found herself having a hard time looking at Eve, one for whom she had held so much animosity for a while. Now, she had to find a way to mentally change some views and perceptions.
“Also, before we get things moving, I do have a question.”
“What now, Kadar?” Eve asked.
“Isn’t she supposed to be dead?”
He pointed to Megan.
“You aren’t the only one who knows how to vanish, Kadar,” Megan answered.
“I see that.”
* * * * *
Isaiah found his way to the enclosed patio out back. He was worn out. It had taken him a moment to realize that it had been several days since he had had any liquor, and he felt the beast calling to him. He felt alive for the first time, but feeling alive gave him reason to start thinking again; and thinking had not been his friend for these last few years.
“Do you mind company?”
He looked up and smiled.
“I guess not,” he laughed. “How are you, Megan?”
“Well, I was going to ask you the same thing; but since you asked first, I can tell you that I am exhausted.”
“That makes two of us.”
“Seriously, how are you doing?”
He laid his head back and closed his eyes.
“Sometimes I just wish I could go back to the point before my wife and daughter passed away and freeze time. There are days I feel that I have no more strength. I just want to stay numb.”
“That is how you existed for the last few years. What changed with being numb?”
“Eve told you, huh?”
“She did, and I have to say that I’m proud of the progress you have made over a few days . . . but goes back to my question.”
“Nothing changed, but I didn’t have to face it. Facing it makes it all real. I don’t necessarily mean their deaths; I dealt with that years ago. I will never stop missing them, but all of this . . . this continual battle in which we find ourselves . . . what I wouldn’t give to just be . . .”
“Human?”
He looked at her and rolled his eyes.
“You lived that life, My Friend; and even though you may have known your secret, the world did not. I am not the one who has to tell you—no matter your form of existence—that it is the battles that make us, not the times of peace. They shape us, strengthen us, show us what we are made of.”
“I know, but I don’t want it,” he laughed.
Megan smiled. She understood that just as much as he did.
“I get that.”
He rolled his head to where he could look at her.
“So, have you had a chance to talk to Eve? I mean really talk with her?”
“Not really. It hasn’t seemed to be the right time, and I don’t know what to say. She has changed a lot.”
“So have you. You aren’t the dancer that Troy first met in the alley outside of the Vortex. You are a mom and a warrior, and you have matured a lot.”
“I had to. Having the twins forced me.”
“Doesn’t matter the reason . . . you have. I guess my point is that we all have changed. Every single one of us has a past, good and bad. There comes a time when we accept all of it, and we move forward. We can do that alone or with those whom we consider family or friend. Eve was both to you.”
“She was and, in many ways, she still is. I just don’t know if she feels that way.”
“Only one way to find out.”
She smiled, closed her eyes, and just sat there enjoying the small break. They sat in silence for a while, enjoying the quiet and the calm before the certain storm. Each was lost in their own thoughts.
A few minutes later Megan caught herself almost falling asleep; so, she opened her eyes and stretched. Her eyes fell on a scrap of paper lying on the small patio table in front of them. She picked it up and opened it.
She looked at it and then asked Isaiah, “What does this mean?”
He opened his eyes to see to what she was referring.
“You tell me. I can’t figure it out. It was in Alfonso’s notes, but it makes no sense. It clearly has my name on it, but I have no clue what the numbers mean.”
She looked at it again as she read it out loud, “Isaiah 211112.”
“Any thoughts?” he inquired.
She kept repeating it over and over.
“You can’t think of anything that 211112 means?”
“No, nothing.”
As she repeated it over and over to herself, she changed the fluctuation of her voice.
She slowed it down as she read it out loud, “Isaiah two, one, one, one, one, two.”
As she spoke through it out loud, Isaiah sat straight up.
“I am such a fool!”
“What?”
“It wasn’t written to me, but FOR me! It is a reference to a Bible passage, I bet you anything! Let’s see . . .” he started thinking aloud. “Isaiah 2 . . . Isaiah 21 . . . Isaiah 21:1112? Isaiah 21:11? But what are the last two numbers, one and two?
Megan all but shouted, “Isaiah 21:11 and 12?”
“How could I be so blind?” Isaiah exclaimed. “We need a Bible.”
“The library would have a Bible, I’m sure,” she offered up.
“Let’s go!”
He jumped up and motioned for her to follow him.






Chapter Forty-Two
Isaiah scanned the bookshelf and found an old Bible. He quickly pulled it off the shelf and opened it to the book of Isaiah.
“I still can’t believe I didn’t catch on to this sooner! A good preacher I am!”
“To be fair, you aren’t one anymore,” Megan laughed.
“That is true, but I should have caught on right away. I mean, come on! A Watcher left me the message; where else would it lead me?”
He found the 21st chapter of Isaiah and skimmed his finger down the page until he found verse 11:
“The burden of Dumah. He called to me out of Seir, ‘Watchman, how much longer until morning? When will the night be over?’  The Watchman replied, ‘Morning is coming, but night will return.’”
The Nephelium thought about what he read and then read it again out loud. He paused and picked up the paper on which Alfonso had written.
“The burden of Dumah . . . what does that mean?”
“Wasn’t Mantus’ brother’s name Dumah?”
He put a finger in the air as if a light bulb went on.
“Yes, it was!”
“So, what was his burden?”
“Good question, Megan.”
He kept thinking out loud as he started pacing.
“Burden of Dumah . . . come on . . . think!”
“What was Dumah in charge of? Do you know?”
“He was in charge of the Abyss itself, right under Mantus; but his biggest burden . . . that would have to be Legion,” a strong voice answered.
Both Megan and Isaiah turned. They had not heard anyone else walk in, but Zarius stood there looking weary.
“Legion? Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you two. I was looking for a place to get away from everyone, but then I overheard you both as I was walking past the door. Yes, Legion was a huge burden to Dumah. He hated his nephew . . . despised him, but he also was required to make sure that Legion’s tormentors did not fully destroy him.”
“If that is the case, then what was it that Alfonso wanted me to know about Legion? I still don’t understand.”
“No offense, but you are looking at the verse from a Mortal’s perspective that still believes that most of what you hold in your hand was meant for you,” Zarius stated as he walked over and took the Bible from Isaiah’s hands. “When I read it, I see a reference to Legion. I think there may be something here! If you think about it, what are we looking at right now when dealing with him?”
“With Legion?”
“Yes.”
Megan butted in, “We know there are two embodiments of him right now . . . one that has just been released from the Abyss.”
“Correct,” Zarius responded, “the burden of Dumah . . . but then the verse asks a question to the Watchman. I believe this is a reference to the Watchers. That would be you, Isaiah.”
“Ok?”
“Then it asks how long until morning, and the watchman states that it is coming; but then night will come again.”
Isaiah was frustrated.
“I know that! I just read it!”
“Stay with me, Brother. What if this is an indication that the morning is when we thought Legion was defeated, but now we know he is still an issue.”
“The night will return,” Megan stated.
“Exactly!”
“So, basically this means nothing because we already knew all of that,” Isaiah said as he took the Bible back from Zarius and put it back on the shelf.
“Wait!” Megan put her hand on his arm. “What if we only know part of it? We are interpreting all of this, and interpretation is always based upon the experiences and views of the one doing the interpreting.”
“Meaning?” Isaiah asked.
“So, let me take a stab at it! There is morning and evening mentioned. What if each stands for the two different segments of Legion?”
“Then you are assuming that Alfonso would have been foretelling the future. How would he have known we were here—right here at this moment—facing Legion on two fronts?” he questioned.
“It could be. Many Watchers have been known to have the ability to see elements of the future. Usually they were blurry, rough visions at best of what would actually happen; and, of course, with the flux of the universe, many things wouldn’t come to pass. But they still saw things.”
“Hmm,” Isaiah pondered. “What do I know? I mean the world we live in has stranger things than that.”
“True. Look at you!” Megan joked.
He playfully glared at her and then turned to Zarius, “What do you think of her interpretation?”
“It has validity; but at the same time, we don’t even know where this other segment of Legion is . . . the one we thought we took out. We have an idea that he is appearing as Victoria, but we don’t even know that for sure. Second, is either of you willing to test the theory?”
Neither of them answered.
“That is exactly how I feel. At least we have this information now, and we can keep it in our back pocket. If we need it . . . we use it. If we don’t . . . well, it is solved; and we can move on to something else.”
* * * * *
“Shot of energy this late in the afternoon?”
Eve was impatiently standing beside the coffee maker in the kitchen of Eden, waiting for it to finish so she could pour herself a tall cup of dark brew . . . or maybe two cups. She turned as Leah walked in.
She didn’t respond right away but turned back to watch the slow drip, drip, drip. The Nephelium was feeling suffocatingly trapped in a place in which she didn’t want to be, with people whom she didn’t want to be around. She just wanted her loft back . . . oh, and her own, very fast coffee maker.
“Is there enough in there for both of us?” Leah tried again to engage her. “Because now that I smell it, I think I am going to want some.”
“Sure.”
The Vapor started looking through the cupboards to see if she could locate another mug. Eve watched her for a moment and then just pointed—almost sarcastically—to the proper cupboard.
“Try that one.”
Leah located a medium-sized coffee mug, pulled it out, and then closed the cupboard door.
The kitchen was a large one with a mix of new design and old estate flare, a well-orchestrated balance of old and new. The irony of that did not pass up Leah. She stood on the other side, leaning against one of the counters and looking at Eve.
How was she supposed to get past all these years of anger and animosity? Was there a way that she could even deal with the understanding that the majority of her animosity had risen up inside of her due to—what she now understood—her own running and self-anger?
The only sound that could be heard was the percolating of the coffee. Leah shook her head as she looked out the kitchen window into the back lawn of the estate. A loud sound startled both of the ladies; and in a flash, they respectively had a weapon in hand. Each was now looking out the window.
“What the hell was that?” Eve asked.
“I don’t know. It looked like something hit the window, but all I saw was a quick flash of black.”
Eve kept her sidearm held at a low-ready as she walked toward the window. She looked back at Leah who gave her the nod that she had her back.
The Vapor looked out through the glass but didn’t see anything right away. Just as she was about to turn back toward Leah, something below the window caught her eye. She raised up on her toes just enough to get a better view.
“It’s a damn bird. Looks like a black raven.”
“What?”
“Yeah, it’s flopping around. Probably broke a wing or something else flying into the window. I will go out and see what I can do with it,” Eve commented as she reholstered her gun to its concealed keeper.
Before she could do anything else, there was a loud and frightening scream that rang out from somewhere else in the house.
“Lada!” Leah expressed as she put down her empty coffee mug and started to run out of the kitchen toward the scream. Eve was right behind her.
The screams continued from somewhere upstairs. The sound of pure horror and fear upon the vocal cords of a young girl permeated the spaces of Eden. People were running from all directions.
“Was that Lada?” Chad asked as he and Serenity caught up with Eve and Leah heading up the stairs.
“No, it was a female bobcat!” Eve snarked at him. “Yes, it was Lada.”
Megan, Zarius, and Isaiah were right behind them. Megan tried to push through the crowd, and they parted as they allowed her to get ahead of the team.
The screams continued from down the hall, and Megan reached the twins’ room first. Before the other team could get there to see what the cause of the screaming was, the twin’s mother let out a scream of her own.






Chapter Forty-Three
Megan could not control the involuntary reaction to what she saw. As she had reached the door, she ran in to find Lada paralyzed with fear. She was sitting in the middle of the floor, screaming, her eyes fixed to the right of the doorway. Megan rushed to her; and as she did, she looked to where her daughter’s attention was fixated. That is when her own vocal cords propelled her own screams of horror.
She could not move or turn her head; but there, suspended in midair, was her son . . . but not her son. Lano’s body twisted and turned in unnatural positions. It appeared as if it was on a fuzzy television screen on which one could not get a clear picture. One moment it appeared to be Lano; and the next moment, the young boy’s figure would “glitch” and appear to take the shape of a teen girl.
Serenity entered the room next, right behind Megan. As she caught sight of Lano, she received flashbacks of the moment they first saw Victoria at the club.
“Legion!” she yelled out. “Stop!”
The room now was full of several members with others standing outside the door looking in. Chad felt a switch flip as soon as he was faced with a re-creation of the incident at the Warehouse. He grabbed Lada up in his arms and took Megan by the arm. He dragged her out.
“Do not go back in there!”
His voice was stern and forceful to Megan. Leah almost smiled as she watched him. This was exactly what had made him a valuable resource to her former team.
“What is going on? Is that Legion? What is he doing with my son?”
The questions flew like a barrage of rounds from a machine gun as Megan tried to fight him to get back to her son.
“Megan! Stop! You stay here with your daughter!” He looked up at Zarius and Leah. “Keep her here!”
He rushed back into the room where Serenity was demanding Legion to address her.
“Legion, he is not yours!” referring to the young boy.
She gasped as Lano’s body was flung across the room, hit the wall, and fell to the floor. There was still a battle of which form would prevail.
“Is that Victoria? How?” Chad was mind-blown at what he was watching.
Serenity would not take her eyes off Legion, but answered, “The only thing I can think of is that whatever it was that she used to take out Legion actually fused them together.”
“But we had her body! We buried her!”
“Her physical form only.”
Growling came from the twisted, limp body of Lano; and then there was a voice that the two recognized quickly.
“Free me!”
“Legion, you are not welcome here. You were defeated.”
“Free us.”
“Free you? We are going to put you away for good!” Chad growled back.
Serenity looked at him with annoyance, “Really? You have to growl like him?”
“Hey, when in Rome . . .”
“Whatever!” She rolled her eyes as she addressed the demonic presence in the room, “You were not invited in by the young boy! You are not welcome here!”
The duo felt nauseous as they watched what appeared to be a ripping separation of the two figures that had been fighting for dominance in the same void of space. The figure of Victoria began—for lack of better definition—to shred away from the young boy. Lano’s body lay in a motionless pile up against the wall; and a form of Victoria now stood in the middle of the room, her long, dyed, red hair seemingly being blown around by an unseen breeze. The figure was dressed in a mid-thigh, black latex dress. Her eyes were dark but powerful.
Chad motioned for Serenity to get Lano. She rushed over and picked up the unconscious body of the boy. While she did that, Chad focused on Legion.
“Victoria, any chance you are there?”
The hair on his arms stood up as the female figure in front of him hovered above the floor and raised her arms at waist level. As she did, a black mist formed around her. This took the shape of a congress of ravens. The room filled as Serenity stumbled through the doorway and out of the room, carrying Lano.
“She is here, but so are we.”
“Thanks for the obvious, Sherlock!” Chad chided. “I want to talk with Victoria.”
“She is us now. You talk with us, then you talk with her.”
“I will not talk with you until I have had a chance to talk with her.”
The ravens kept diving at Chad. They were not quite touching him; and he stood stoically, unflinching.
“What do you want, Legion?”
“World peace, don’t we all?” she said flippantly.
“Well, at least you have her sense of sarcastic humor,” he thought to himself as he stood defiantly.
Eve still stayed outside the room, trying to help Serenity revive Lano. Megan was a picture of motherly love and fortitude as she kept her wits about her, attempting to work on her son. As Eve assisted, she felt an overwhelming sense of dread and fear. Fear was not something she had felt in a long time, but it was overtaking her senses. It was almost as if she could feel every nerve ending in her body burning, and she just wanted to run. She held her stomach as the gastric fluids began to burn inside her.
“I bind you to the Abyss!” Chad yelled out to Legion.
As he said this, he felt the talons of several of the ravens dig deep into the back of his neck and face. He refused to show any display of pain, but it burned like nothing he had felt before.
“Did you hear me?”
“You have no authority over me! You are a Mortal of minimal power!”
Chad heard a noise behind him. Eve had fallen over, holding her stomach in clearly agonizing pain.
“She is scared! She is afraid, Chad!” Eve yelled.
He didn’t want to turn around to look at her. He was afraid if he took his eyes off Victoria, he would provide Legion a chance to surprise him with an attack.
“What do you mean, Eve?”
She tried to stand up and was able to pick herself up to her knees. She looked at Victoria.
“You don’t scare me. I don’t care if you are Victoria or Legion, but I need you to know that I . . .”
“I know who you are, Nephelium!” Legion spat.
She became grounded again, and the ravens slowly faded into a dark mist and vanished all together.
“You are a descendant from Rephaim, daughter of Einar and Ase.”
She stood stunned. Her shock did not come from the idea that Legion would know her but, instead, that for the very first time in her existence she heard the names of her parents.
“How?”
“I can tell you so much.”
Chad watched as it appeared that Eve had become entranced and mesmerized by Legion. He wasn’t liking what he saw. He stepped in front of her.
“Eve, he is a deceiver; don’t listen!”
She ignored Chad and tried to walk past him. He refused to stand aside. With one, quick and powerful move, she slammed both fists into his chest, sending him flying backward.
“You do not control me or tell me what I should or should not do!” she screamed.
From outside the room Leah had caught on that the energy had changed, and she turned her attention from Lano to what was taking place inside the room. She watched as Chad went flying backward. She hurriedly stood up and rushed into the room as she watched Eve stand within reach of Legion.
“Stop, Eve! Chad is right!”
As she entered into the room, Legion’s attention was distracted. He looked up and saw the Vapor. A hideous grin spread across Victoria’s face. She vanished into a mist and reappeared in a split second in full-on attack mode in front of Leah.
The Vapor was not a newbie to supernatural battles, and she blocked the incoming swing from Legion. Leah followed it up with a right hook into Victoria’s side. Legion howled and let out a snarl. Before he could regather himself, he felt a searing pain in his back. He swung his right elbow backward, and it connected with Eve’s jaw. She fell backward, but kept her footing. Leah quickly swept Victoria’s leg, and Legion lost his balance, falling to the floor. No time wasted, Eve took the blade that she had plunged into Victoria’s back and came down with a hard strike straight into the figure’s chest.
The loud fighting had brought Gabriel and Nemamiah running from the Command Center where they had been updating Ki and the Sanctum team. They both rushed into the room as Eve’s knife found its mark. They watched as Legion screamed.
Both of the Council members pushed Leah and Eve out of the way as they each quickly took position on either side of the writhing Demon. They outstretched their arms toward each other. Each had a pair of translucent wings that began to form from their backs. Their wings wrapped around to the front; and the edges of them touched, creating a canopy that blocked the view of all others as the wings became a solid white. The duo began to chant in an ancient language with which even Zarius and Leah were not familiar. A glow illuminated the room.
“What are they doing?” Megan asked Isaiah as he kneeled next to her.
“I don’t know. Never seen anything like it. The scripture has a reference to a similar scene, but I have no idea what they are doing. I just know the Ark of the Covenant supposedly has a statue on top of it that is described like what they are doing.”
As the two Archangels continued to chant, Megan found the hallway begin to fade. It felt as if she was being transported away. She found herself almost in a dream state, surrounded by light. In front of her, a figure appeared; and she immediately felt tears streaming down her face as she recognized her.
“Eden, please, my son.”
“I will take care of him, Megan.”
The being’s words slowly sank into Lano’s mother. She could not control the sobbing. It rushed out like water from a broken cistern. Her whole body shook as she held her son in her arms and rocked back and forth.
“You promised me that my children would change the world!”
“I did not lie, Dear.”
“His time is not up! He hasn’t changed the world!”
“It is not in the understanding of Mortal minds how, what, or who changes the world, Beautiful Mother. The ways of the universe cannot be fully comprehended.”
“No, no, no! Please! NO! Do not take my baby boy. Please, Eden! Take me. I have lived my life. If my only contribution to the world is my children, then allow that; and allow me to sacrifice myself.”
There was a brief expression that crossed over Eden’s face as Megan knelt before her, broken, holding the body of her son.
“The selfless act of the mother laying down her life for her child is one written within the manuscripts of time and space. It stirs the masses and raises up the fire within warriors.”
“I will do it. I have lived my life. Please . . . I am begging you . . . please! Allow him to live his life.”
Eden knelt down and cradled Megan’s chin in her right hand. Her tears were forming a pool in Eden’s hand.
“Precious Daughter of Light, how pure and strong you have become. You have faced adversity after adversity. What if I told you that you would be able to once again have another child?”
Megan looked deeply into Eden’s eyes.
“Another child would be a gift, but another child would be their own joy and beauty to the world. To a mother, a child is her life. Each has their own unique puzzle piece that fits within the heart of a mom; and if that piece is lost, the masterpiece is never complete.”
With her other hand, Eden softly brushed the young boy’s hair back and looked down upon his face. She removed her hand from Megan’s face and dipped her index finger into the small collection of tears. Gently . . . and even motherly . . . she brushed the boy’s forehead with the precious liquid. She then looked up at Megan.
“Who will take care of him?”
“There are people. He and his sister have more family than they can even imagine.” Eden smiled and held out her hand as she continued softly, “Come walk with me. It is time to find rest from the chaos that has been your life.”
Megan looked one last time at her son and then back up at Eden.
“My son?”
“He will have others; and if they are as close as you say they are, they will let him know how much you loved him.”
“Thank you,” she whispered.
She bent down and gently kissed Lano’s forehead several times.
“I love you, Son . . . always have . . . always and forever.”






Chapter Forty-Four
The team was focused on the ritual being performed by Gabriel and Nemamiah. The glow began to fade, and the two Council members stepped away. As they did, everyone held their breath . . . and then were shocked at what they saw.
Nemamiah knelt down and helped Victoria sit up.
“Young Lady, live and live well. This is your life to live with passion and success.”
“What the . . .” Chad expressed trying to fight for words.
Tori stood up and found her legs slightly unstable.
“What happened? Did we win?”
Serenity stepped forward and threw her arms around the teenager.
“We did . . . or at least I think we did.”
She looked at the two Council members.
“The ritual we performed is ancient and can be carried out only by a member of the Council. Even in that, it can only be done once by anyone who holds a Council seat. It cuts to the very life source of the Fallen. The segments of Legion are gone—destroyed—in other words, permanently removed from existence.” Gabriel looked at Tori, “So, yes, we won, but you need to understand that you are not what you remember. Your physical existence was destroyed.”
“What? Wait . . . I died?”
The teenager stepped back and steadied herself against Serenity.
“You did; and in some ways, you still are you but now as a spiritual being living in the world that you once resided in as a physical being.”
“Come again?” Serenity asked as she reached out and touched Tori. “She doesn’t feel like a poltergeist to me.”
Gabriel laughed, “Yet another myth of Mortals making an attempt to describe that which they do not know. She is supernatural, but not Angelic.”
“Wow, thanks!” Tori snickered.
“Tori!” a young voice yelled out.
Each member of the team turned with smiles on their faces as they heard Lano’s voice. He pushed through them to stand beside his sister who was currently holding Isaiah’s hand. She had not spoken a word since she had been dragged from the room, but she did brighten up when she saw her brother. The young boy didn’t stop to stand by her, though; he ran past them all and gave Tori a huge hug.
“I didn’t lose you!”
He smiled a big boyish grin.
“No, Little Man, I guess you didn’t.”
She bent down and returned his hug. He pulled back and looked at her with a face of innocence.
“My Momma is sleeping; but when she wakes up, we can ask her if you can take Lada and I out for a walk.”
His statement made Eve turn in confusion to see where Megan was. The group standing inside the door blocked her view, so she pushed through to see her once-best friend lying peacefully up against the wall, her eyes closed and body motionless.
“Megan! No!”
She rushed over and immediately checked for a pulse, but there was nothing.
She turned back to the Archangels, “Can you do something? Can you bring her back like Victoria? Please!”
“We can’t. We used the ritual on Tori, so we will not be able to do it again.”
Lano walked up to Eve and put his hand on her back.
“She is with Eden.”
“What?”
“She asked Eden to take her instead of me.”
Eve wilted. She embraced Megan and held onto her. She wouldn’t cry because Megan wouldn’t have wanted that. She didn’t want to dwell on the thought that she had thought for five years that she had lost her best friend only to find out that she had not. No, regret would not bring her back; and it would distract her. She gently released her friend’s body and kissed her.
“Rest, My Friend. We will take it from here.”
She stood up and took Lano by the hand. She looked into the faces of the twins as Lada walked up and took her other hand.
“I will tell you so many stories about your mother, but what I want you to know right now is that your mother was the best sister a girl could have.”
* * * * *
“I remember being in the room with Legion and knowing that I was gone—done. I felt my life slipping away, and I knew that I couldn’t let him take out anyone else.”
Victoria relived what she remembered from the fight with Legion that had taken her life.
“I activated the grenade thing you gave me, and I felt a searing flash of pain. Everything was extremely bright as if I had been placed inside light itself. I heard voices but none that I recognized . . . and then imagine if you were in the brightest room ever and in one corner you started watching as a gray shadow appeared. The gray began to slowly seep into the white . . . similar to what it looks like when a paper towel begins to soak up a spill. The more it soaked into the room, the darker the gray became. Soon I found myself standing basically in a spotlight . . . and then total darkness.
“In that darkness I could hear the scurrying of footsteps all around me, then laughter. It was all around me . . . and yet, not. I realized that I was once again facing Legion head on, but something was different.
“Soon, I felt scratching and clawing at my skin. I fought back this time. The difference that I felt was fear—not necessarily fear within me but outside of me. He was scared. We fought for what seemed forever, but soon I became tired and exhausted. I felt a rush of attacks that must have knocked me unconscious—well, if that can happen to someone who really isn’t alive in the first place.
“He possessed me again. I still fought and I never fully gave up to him; and that is when I first saw Lano.”
“You saw Lano?” Eve inquired.
“Yes,” Tori nodded. “He was bathed in a soft light and was playing by himself. He talked into the shadows, and another young boy’s voice answered him. The light in which he was playing would vanish often, and then he and the light would reappear . . . but each time, I saw that Lano changed. He was becoming more of a shell of a child.”
“Legion was preparing him for possession!” Zarius angrily stated as he slammed his fist down on the Command Center table.
“I believe he was. I didn’t understand any of it, but I knew that there was no way I was going to let Legion get that little boy. When I tried to get to Lano, he would vanish; but each time I tried, I saw that I was able to get closer to him. However, I just couldn’t get his attention.”
“Did you ever see Lano being harmed by Legion?”
“Yes. These black ravens would come out of the dark and attack-fly at him, scratching him.”
“That would explain the injuries we found on him; and if Lada got close enough to Lano when Legion was attacking him, she got the overflow of the fight,” Leah spoke out loud but more to herself than to the other two.
“Time didn’t matter. I felt that I had been gone for so long—at the same time only minutes. Then I saw Legion step out of the darkness and grab Lano. The screams that began to come out of that little boy I will hear forever.
“This lasted for a few minutes, and then Legion started talking into the darkness. Everything went black, but the screaming still echoed all over. Then, it was as if someone woke me; and I was looking up into the faces of Gabriel and Nemamiah.”
Zarius let out a long breath, “Well, in whatever form we get to have you, we are thrilled to have you back, Tori. I wish I could say you have returned to bliss and quiet, but that is far from the truth.”
“Yeah, Serenity and Chad told me a lot about what you all are dealing with.” She looked at them both, “May I go lay down for a bit? I’m so tired, and my body hurts.”
Leah nodded, “Yes. If something happens that we need you, someone will come and get you.”
The two Vapors watched as she walked out of the room.
Leah turned to Zarius, “She is not the same teenager that we lost.”
“No, she is not. There is an air of maturity about her that she did not have before.”
“Clearly!”






Chapter Forty-Five
“All comms have been checked and are working correctly. Troy has already started issuing weapons and supplies to those who are going to back up Gabriel and Nemamiah,” Jackie reported to Ki.
The Alliance leader looked up from his tablet that was lying on the table.
“Wow! That was quick!”
Gideon grinned at his team leader, “Told you that she would be an asset.”
Ki rolled his eyes and shook his head.
“Jackie, thank you. To the rest of you, what else do we need to do in order to get the team ready to back up the Council members?”
Bristol tapped at several things on her tablet and then looked up at one of the many screens around the room.
“If you look up at what I just pulled up, Ki, you will see that we have three squads of eight members each. Each are well-equipped and are seasoned warriors. They will get their defensive positions from Gabriel and Nemamiah.
“We have one team that went through Patmos about an hour ago for some reconnaissance, as well as to make sure that any other inhabitants of Scintillantes are safe and secure.
“We can only assume that any assault will come through the Hall of Heroes. We know there are several Patmos gates that are unaccounted for, and we believe that there is a chance that is where the Fallen will come through. The only caveat to that is if Michael is leading them—which is a possibility—then who knows how he may bring them through? We don’t think he will be with this attack team, though. Gabriel believes he will be with the assault teams attacking Eden; he has a vendetta against his brother and will want to personally be the one to go head-to-head with him.”
“Ok, good to hear. Thanks, Bristol. Anyone else?” He looked around at the table of Alliance members, “Oh, the team this morning . . . were they able to get more than one at a time through Patmos?”
“Yes, and the whole squad actually was able to go through a lot faster than we had hoped,” Gideon answered, “so, once we get the green light from you, we will start heading to Scintillantes. I believe the Eden team stated that Nemamiah and Gabriel should already be there now.”
Ki thought for a moment before saying anything else. He looked around the table and then leaned forward.
“Listen, we all have been through a lot . . . even those who just joined this team. This is our time. Every fight before this has just been bootcamp, getting us ready for this moment right here. I have all the hope that each and every one of you will be returning to sit around this table, but the chances of that could very well not be in our favor. Before I green light this mission, I want to let you know that I believe in each of you . . . your talent, ability, and skill. We are family.”
“Hear! Hear!” came from many voices around the table; others nodded in agreement.
“Ok!” Ki stood up. “Let’s go do this!”
* * * * *
About an hour later, several squads stood inside the Hall of Heroes. Ki, Troy, Gideon, and Bristol were each leading a squad with several other higher-ranking Alliance members finishing out the leadership of the remaining squads.
The two Council members had met them beside the statue of Alfonso. The full magnitude of a much larger expansion of the universe was setting into the hearts and minds of many of the mortal members of the squad as they looked around at sites which only a handful of mortal men and women had ever seen.
“Ki, we can’t thank you enough for your help,” Gabriel said gratefully.
As she turned, she realized that every single Alliance fighter was giving her their full attention. She felt overwhelming pride and, at the same time, apprehension for this moment.
“Today marks the start of an end, but also the start of a new beginning. For too long we have held separate lines of existence. Mortals stood beside us, but I am sad and embarrassed to say that most Eternals stood with an aloofness that never allowed an honest and respectful understanding of each other. This moment—here and now—we fight for the existence of both Mortal and Immortal. Today we are equals; no longer should we accept any belief that any one of us, Mortal or Immortal, are better than the other. Each of us has strengths and unique abilities that, when brought together, we are stronger for it. The biggest strength that we all share in common is the love and passion to defend those who are unable to defend themselves. We stand united together, willing to sacrifice ourselves for a purpose greater than ourselves. Let no Mortal or Immortal forget what we do here and in Eden today. Let no one say that when the call went out, no one answered. We have answered!”
A roar echoed through the Hall of Heroes and shook the windows. Victory may come at a cost, but each understood it was a cost that each and every one present was willing to pay so that others need not to.
Each squad leader rallied their teams and began getting ready. They didn’t know when the attack would come, but they did know that it would not take them by surprise.
Gideon and Bristol’s teams were in charge of guarding the Council Hall. This would most likely be the ultimate, designated target by the Fallen; it represented the complete authority and governing body of Scintillantes. Ki and Troy were with their squads, hidden within and around the Hall of Heroes, waiting for an initial assault.
“Jackie is a doll, by the way,” Bristol stated in a thick Irish accent as she attempted small talk. “You two are good together . . . very well-balanced.”
Gideon laughed, “I agree and thank you for the compliment; but if you are looking for conversation, you don’t have to use the ‘nice weather today’ tactic.”
She punched his arm.
“Then let’s dig deeper. Are you ready to die today?”
He spun his head around and looked at her, “Ok, so maybe not that deep. Sheesh!”
“Well, aren’t you a picky conversationalist?”
“No, just a warrior; and right now, to answer your deep and concerning question, I am not ready to die. I’m ready to help Fallen die for their cause.”
“Fair enough,” she stated.
She looked out over the lawns and areas that stretched into beautiful landscaping from the base of the stairs leading into the Council Hall. For a moment, she just took it in; and then the silence was interrupted as her voice began a melodic tune filling up the pillared entrance to the Council Hall and rolling out over the landscape:
“Sinne Fianna Fáil,
atá faoi gheall ag Éirinn,
Buíon dár slua
thar toinn do ráinig chugainn,
Faoi mhóid bheith saor
Seantír ár sinsear feasta,
Ní fhágfar faoin tíorán ná faoin tráill.
Anocht a théam sa bhearna baoil,
Le gean ar Ghaeil, chun báis nó saoil,
Le gunna scréach faoi lámhach na bpiléar,
Seo libh canaídh amhrán na bhfiann.”
Gideon could feel the words reaching in to rally his soul.
“That was beautiful!”
“It is the national anthem of Ireland, and it talks about being warriors joined together with the understanding that they are free. In order to be free, they must fight.”
“We are free to die or live, and I choose to live in that freedom.”
Bristol smiled as she leaned against one of the many pillars.
“Freedom.”
There was a loud sound from the direction of the Hall of Heroes that caught both of their attentions. They both dropped down, each behind a different pillar. Gideon checked both of the squads’ positions and was satisfied with the strategic setup.
“Ki, we just heard commotion from your area. Everything good? Over.”
There was no response right away, and then they both heard Ki’s voice come over their earpieces, “We are good. Almost took a squad of Nephelium out.”
“Nephelium?”
“Yup, we just gained two more squads of reinforcements.”
Gideon looked over at Bristol to see her reaction. He knew he didn’t fully trust Kadar and his Clan, but it seemed others higher than him had decided to roll the dice.
“What do you think, Bristol?”
She grimaced, “Your call, Boss.”
He thought about it for a moment and then radioed the Alliance leader back, “Send us a few, but keep the bulk with you. I guess if they aren’t willing to fight up front, then we know we don’t want them as the last line of defense. Over.”
“Roger that. Out.” Ki responded.
A few minutes later the two squad leaders watched as three figures headed their way. Gideon quickly placed them on a few different outlying posts. The hurry-up-and-wait had started.






Chapter Forty-Six
The scene at Eden was not much different than the scene that Ki and the Sanctum team faced. The Eden team had strategically hidden different weapons throughout the estate, and Zarius had secured the delta. Tanisha was shown a room that was down in the basement of Eden where she would keep an eye on Lano and Lada.
Kadar, so far, had stayed true to his word. He had shown up with a handful of Nephelium and assured the team that he had also sent several to join the Sanctum team.
Serenity and Chad had quickly set up wireless cameras inside and outside the building. They gave mobile devices to Leah, Eve, Zarius, Isaiah, and Kadar so that everyone had visual on different strategic points. Gene had agreed to monitor the computers from the Command Center, which is where they all currently stood.
“To say that these last few days have been rough is an understatement,” Zarius addressed them. “There will be plenty of time after all of this to mourn, to rest, to even just not do anything. Right now, we all need to have our head in this present moment, not the past nor the future. We all come from different backgrounds. We all have our struggles with trust and ease of working with each other.”
He stopped and looked at Kadar, as well as at Eve and Leah.
“But at this moment, we are on the same team, fighting the same fight; and we will need to remember that. By the end of this, I cannot promise we all will be standing together still. Yes, that is our hope, and we will count it as a blessing if that is the case; but the truth is that we may not. We must remember that we do this together—united.”
As Zarius finished, Kadar stepped forward. His jaw was set, and his stance was firm but balanced.
“I need to say something before all of this goes down. I know who I am. My Clan has no doubt who we are and what we represent. I also have no doubt that each and every one of you know the same about yourselves. You also have your preconceived notion about us; we accept that. I know there are some who even question my motives, and I can appreciate that.
“What I want to say to all of you is this: we became what we are out of necessity and a long line of belief that we could not be anything more than what we were created to be.”
He stopped and looked at the handful of Nephelium that stood mingled with the group.
“We do not expect any of you to change your opinion, but I need you to know that we are here because we want to be here. Sure, I would be lying if I didn’t already think about all the ways this could play out and the benefit to my kind.”
Eve had to smile inside. She had expected him to say “our kind” and look at her, but he had actually kept her out of it. That was a change; and honestly, it surprised her.
Kadar continued, “What I need each of you to know is that those of us who stand beside you do so because we can’t count the times that we have been on the short end of the stick with the Clans, and that has made us realize that we are in control of our own destiny. Yes, maybe we were created from the unholy union of Marduk and his priestess, but just because we have come from something unholy doesn’t mean that where we have come from needs to be where we end up.”
Leah stood, not sure if she was buying any of this. Kadar had been in the thick of many of the twisted and mind-boggling betrayals that she had known. She couldn’t find it in her to believe that he and his group had an epiphany all of a sudden; but at least she believed that, no matter his reason, they were here to help.
“Hate to break up the therapy session,” Gene came across the earpieces of each member, “but I believe we may have some company.”
Zarius quickly pulled out his mobile device and pulled up the live video feed. He could see a figure moving toward the building. Suddenly, the figure divided into several, each moving in a different direction around the building.
“By the looks of it, we have pulled the short straw on who gets Legion! Chad and Serenity, if you two can work the front of the building. Leah, you and Eve,” he raised his hand to stifle any objection, “you two will cover the back area.”
Zarius turned to Kadar, “How do you want to handle your people? I am trusting you, and so you tell me how you want me to direct your team.”
Kadar nodded, clear appreciation for the respect shown written on his face.
“I appreciate that; but we are here for you, so you tell us where you want us to go.”
“If you and Isaiah could be our reserve—fill in where we need you—then I will allow your team to do what they do best: blend in. I am sure my brother will seek me out, and I am also certain that they will not be expecting us to have Nephelium present.”
Kadar smiled, “No, I am sure they will not.”
“Where would you like me?”
Zarius turned and looked at Victoria. He had forgotten that she was with them. He didn’t know how to answer that question. He knew that the young girl wanted to help, but he was also not sure how much she could be trusted. He felt torn in thinking that, but he also wasn’t sure how much of Victoria was still there and if there was any Legion still threaded through her being.
“Tori . . .”
“Listen, I get it. I can’t even explain what I am right now, and I understand the fear and apprehension that you all may have. But the way I look at it is that you have a few options: you can lock me up and let me ride this out, hoping that Legion doesn’t rise up within me; you can just keep me out of it all, and let me roam around, hoping that Legion doesn’t reveal himself; . . . then there is the other option.”
“What would that be?” Serenity asked.
“Let me stand beside you all, and . . .”
“Hope Legion doesn’t contort your body like a human pretzel again?” Chad laughed.
“Pretty much,” Tori snickered.
“Tori, I want you with Leah and Eve,” Zarius stated flatly, not even speaking to the concerns of Legion.
She was right, but he didn’t want her to feel left out. She had been left out of so much in her life, and Gabriel and Nemamiah didn’t leave him with the idea that she would be a concern. He also knew that if Legion wasn’t fully gone from inside of her, that he would rather have Leah and Eve close by. They both could handle themselves.
Leah looked at Zarius. She could tell what he was thinking and nodded.
“We will take her.” She looked at Eve and Tori, “Let’s go.”
The teams divided up and went to their designated areas. Kadar and Zarius were left alone standing by Etz Chaim.
“I heard what you said, Kadar.”
The Nephelium stood looking up at the large tree. He could not explain the feeling that it created deep within him. He felt connected to it—felt truly connected to something for the first time in his existence. It startled him some; he felt out of control standing next to the rich and noble centerpiece of Eden.
“I know you did. Like I said, I understand where the feelings about us lie with everyone. Those feelings were earned.”
“They were, but I also have not had much to do with your kind; so, I wanted to share something with you.”
Kadar turned to Zarius and looked at him questioningly.
“Hit me.”
“Everyone has a moment of truth in their existence. I have heard of the things you have done, and I can’t judge you. I am far from the one to stand and judge you. What I have done before choosing the path I am on now could be rated up there with the stories told about you and the Nephelium. So, I won’t judge you based upon stories; I will judge you today based upon you.
“When we are faced with our moment of truth, we will be required to make a decision. That decision, as Eve knows all too well, is our free will, knowing that can empower us to greatness or doom us to a continuing downward spiral of destruction.
“It doesn’t matter what I believe about you. What matters is what you believe and what you do.”
“Yeah, Mortals have a saying: actions speak louder than words,” Kadar responded to the Vapor.
“I would have to agree with that. So, I ask you to show me your actions today and allow me to judge you based upon those actions.”
“I can agree to that.”
Zarius turned and looked the Nephelium leader straight in the eyes.
“But, know this: judging will be the last thing you need to worry about if you double-cross us. You have stood with the mightiest of Fallens. You have even taken out your own Clan leader, but do not doubt me when I say that you have never met anyone with the vicious tenacity that I can have to defend those I love.”
Kadar smiled, “I hear you loud and clear, Zarius; and I have no doubts.”






Chapter Forty-Seven
It had been a good bit of time since Mantus had prepared for a battle, but he could feel his body drinking in the hunger and desire to feel the spray of blood on his skin and the screams of the dying in his ears.
“Take the warrior from the battle, but the battle never leaves the warrior,” he whispered to himself.
“Are we ready?” Denora asked with a strong tone of impatience.
Mantus nodded, “Lead the way.”
He looked up at the large warehouse-style complex outside of which they were standing. He could not detect any movement. He had no doubt that the occupants had no idea what was about to take place.
Denora looked to the handful of skilled warriors that were standing around them.
“This is the moment we get back what was taken from us! This is the moment that will go down in the journals of history that Mortal man faced the onslaught of prophecy. Stories will be told to the children about the moment that the earth opened up and creatures of dark nightmares came out from the depths. Legends will be sealed in blood—legends of dark beings with fangs and long, black hair which came out of the darkness to destroy innocence. Yes! We will be remembered!”
Mantus was impressed. She had flare—no one could deny that. He stepped back and let her take the lead. There still was some lack of confidence that she would be able to pull this off; but he had no doubt that if he and his team needed to clean up, they would be able to. Why not let her go first? If she fell, well, he could praise her as a martyr; and if she succeeded, then he could revel in the success.
* * * * *
Jackie closed her eyes as she took a break. The teams were set up in Scintillantes. Yara had been left in command of the Sanctum, and now it was just a waiting game.
She looked down at her watch and thought about how she could be at The Broken Tear working on a new tattoo for a customer, but this felt like home. For five years she had worked closely with the Alliance, and now she closed her eyes thinking about how she was a part of the family. She had to keep that in the forefront of her thoughts; no way was she going to be thinking of the danger that Gideon may be in at this moment.
“The coffee has been sitting in the pot for over an hour,” Yara stated as she walked in, “but I figured we both could use some.”
Jackie opened her eyes and sat up as she took the cup of black motor oil from the Angel.
“Right now, I will take it!”
As Yara sat down, there was a loud explosion that rocked the Sanctum, followed by yelling and alarms. It jolted Jackie, and she knocked over her coffee. She grabbed a box of tissues, hoping that there would be enough inside to keep the dark liquid from going too far.
“Leave it!” Yara yelled. “We are being attacked!”
“What?” Jackie’s face went white. “We? We didn’t get any word of . . .”
“Shut up and move!” Yara yelled out as she grabbed Jackie by the arm.
“Do you know how to use a gun?”
Jackie started to shake.
“A tattoo gun, maybe, but I have never used a real gun!”
“Great! Well, if any of the Fallen are wanting new Clan insignias, I will send them your way,” the Angel shook her head. “Stay behind me, and I mean directly behind me!”
The two exited the room quickly and quietly.
“We need to activate the failsafe.”
Jackie wasn’t sure what that meant, but she had watched enough movies to know what she thought it meant.
“Are you kidding? We can’t let the Sanctum fall!”
“The Sanctum is just a building . . . period! We don’t have enough forces here to defend it, and we can’t afford to let any of the Fallen have access to anything here!”
Yara stopped and spun around. Her face was set and stern.
“We thought they would use an old Patmos, one closed down years ago . . . but we were wrong!”
It became clear to Jackie what she was saying.
“They are going to use the Sanctum!”
“Yes, and even with our teams ready for them, they will not be expecting them to enter the Hall of Heroes through our Patmos!”
“Where is that gun you were thinking about giving me?” Jackie asked, holding out her hand. “I may not have shot before, but I sure can learn really quickly.”
“We don’t have time for that! We have to get those who are left here out and blow it!”
“No, we are going to fight! We have to! Even if we can hold them off only long enough to get some of our teams back through Patmos and defend the Sanctum. We can’t just roll over.”
“It isn’t rolling over,” Yara stated plainly. “It is buying time.”
“The gun!” Jackie demanded.
Yara thought for a minute. Then she unholstered one of her sidearms and handed it to her.
“Aim and pull the trigger. Even if you don’t hit anything, at least you may keep some heads down.”
As she handed it to her, Jackie slammed Yara into the wall and fired past her. The scream that followed showed that, indeed, she was a quick learner . . . or at least a lucky shot.
There were sounds of fighting coming from every area of the Sanctum. Yara motioned for Jackie to back up into one of the other smaller rooms.
“I’m going to go activate the computers to start the sequence to send this place sky high. Do what you need to do, but make sure you get yourself out of here!”
“Am I following you?”
“No! Start moving yourself toward the exit, and make sure you help anyone else get out of here.”
Yara looked at her one last time and walked back into the hallway. Jackie screamed loudly and long as she watched. As quickly as Yara had stepped out, a blade came from the right of the doorway into the path of the Angel. Yara’s head was severed cleanly from her torso, and the momentum of the blade caused the Angel’s head to roll back into the room. Her body collapsed, and blood sprayed over the door frame and down Jackie’s leg.
She stood horrified and frozen. Everything in her stopped, and it felt like someone had hit the slow-motion button on a remote. She watched as a female warrior came into view of the doorway. Her hair was pulled back, and her face was painted with a large black strip from one ear, across her eyes and the bridge of her nose, to the other ear.
The smile on Denora’s face was a masterpiece of devilish delight and blood spray. She walked in with her sword resting on her shoulder. She kept her eye on Jackie as she walked forward and picked up Yara’s head. She held it by the hair and allowed the blood to drip down over her boots and form a puddle where she was standing. She looked at the scared female human standing in front of her with devilish glee.
“If you are going to stand there in fear, pissing your pants, at least let me give you something to really be afraid of.”
Jackie watched as the Overlord took Yara’s head and held it up. Denora looked directly at Jackie as she bit into the left eye cavity of the Angel’s severed head. There was a popping sound, and Jackie felt weak and sick as she heard the Demon begin to slurp up the bodily fluids that ran from the crater left from the bite.
Jackie raised the gun.
“Point and pull the trigger,” she whispered to herself. “Point and pull the trigger.”
Everything moved in slow motion still, and she felt as if her arms weighed over 50 pounds each. The trigger on the handgun felt as if it was stuck. Was she even squeezing it? She watched as the gun fired, but she had turned it to the side trying to figure out why it wasn’t firing. The bullet buzzed by Denora without even coming close.
“Well, you do have some guts,” the Overlord laughed, “but sadly, not the punch.”
Jackie fired again. This time it seemed easier, and it was closer to Denora. The Demon did not even flinch.
“Weak One, you have no idea the forces of humanity and Eternals that I have stared down! You are a gnat on the larger windshield of this universe.”
Denora dropped Yara’s head, and the sound of it hitting the floor created a sickening thud. The Demon slowly started walking toward her. Her body shook, and she couldn’t hold onto the gun. She dropped it and started moving backward.
There was a commotion from the hallway, indicating that the fight for the Sanctum was in full swing. Just behind where the Overlord stood, Jackie watched as figures with long, black hair and demonic poise swept past. Some were soaked in blood; some had splashes here and there; but every single one had a frenzied demeanor, a bloodlust.
“You may take the Sanctum, but you will not win this war,” she spat at Denora.
There was no more room for her to move back, and she stood with her back against the wall. This was not how she expected death. How could she? She had never really thought of it; and of course, she had never thought—even in the last five years—that she would take her last breath inside the Sanctum, facing down the very persona of evil.
Denora loved fear. She existed to inhale the very stench of it. She inhaled deeply through her nose as she lifted her blade and swung.
“Gideon,” Jackie whispered, “forever I will be with you, My Love.”
The words flowed out into the universe, finding no ears on which to fall, and were drowned out by the banshee-like scream of the Overlord.






Chapter Forty-Eight
“How do we defend against a being that can be anywhere at any time?” Victoria whispered as she and her two counterparts stood inside the back-patio area of Eden, looking out into the back yard.
“We do or we die,” Eve said bluntly. “Sorry if that is harsh, especially with what you have already faced with Legion; but it really is that simple.”
Leah acknowledged the same and then added to it, “Tori, there is no real answer. I thought we had Legion when we fought him before. Obviously, I was wrong. I don’t concede easily, but there is no way around it. He beat me before, and I honestly have no idea how to take him out. To the point Eve just made, we just have to. If we don’t, then everything we are familiar with will change. Life as we know it—or I should say as you know it—will cease to exist.”
“That is cliché,” Tori scoffed in an attempt to hide her growing fear.
“Yeah? You think?”
Eve rolled her eyes.
“Yes, very!”
Leah caught slight movement straight ahead. She could feel a sense of dread wash over her, and she hated it. She reached up to touch her pendant and panicked. She grasped at the empty space where her necklace usually hung.
“What’s wrong?” Eve asked, noticing Leah’s sudden alarm.
“Joan’s pedant is gone!”
“You gave it to Lano back in the Command Center earlier,” the Nephelium stated. “Did you get it back?”
Leah thought for a moment and realized that so much had happened that she didn’t even remember giving it to the little boy.
“No,” she worriedly answered.
A heaviness washed over her. She had not let it out of her sight since the moment she had retrieved it from the fire. Here, she was facing one of the most vital fights of her existence; and it was not around her neck.
“I will have to remember to get it back from him.”
“That is, if you live long enough.”
Leah’s anger flared up at Eve’s last remark.
“Really? That was low . . . even for you, Eve.”
“Maybe, but I couldn’t think of anything lower to say.”
“I’m sorry to interrupt this display of love and affection, but something is not right,” Tori spoke up.
Leah and Eve both turned and looked at her. She was standing a few feet away from both of them. The teen had a scared look on her face as she began to scratch at her arms.
“What’s wrong, Tori?” Leah asked with true concern.
At the same time, she slowly moved her hand toward one of her weapons. She wasn’t going to be surprised by any tricks that Legion or any of the Fallen may have up their sleeves. She knew that the Council members had not indicated any cause for concern, but they were also far from all-knowing.
“I can feel something moving inside of me!”
“Legion?”
The teen looked up at Eve as the question was asked and shook her head.
“I don’t think so. I can’t hear his voice inside of me, but I feel as if my skin is crawling!”
The Vapor and the Nephelium both stepped back even further as the teenager kept scratching at her skin. Red welts started forming on her arms. Tori fell to the ground in pain as she looked up at the other two. Her eyes were pleading for help, but her mind told her help would not come. She knew why they were standing back.
“There is a sound of . . . of . . . I can hear . . .”
She couldn’t get past the pain that was racking her body.
“It sounds like I am being swarmed by a huge flock of seagulls . . . the sound of rushing wind through the tops of trees!”
Eve looked over at Leah.
“I’m thinking they aren’t seagulls!”
Leah shook her head and held her finger up to her lips attempting to silence Eve. She didn’t want Tori to become any more afraid than what the young teenager was already. She kept her distance but knelt down to get on eye level with Tori.
“Tell me, in the best way you can, what all you are feeling, hearing, experiencing.”
“I hear the rush of a mighty wind in my head!” the young lady said. “It feels as if something is inside of me again trying to get out . . . but not like before.”
She paused, trying to catch her breath as another wave of pain swept through her.
“I don’t hear any voices.”
Leah thought for a moment as she contemplated the situation.
“What if Legion is calling to her?”
Eve looked back and forth between Victoria and Leah.
“I don’t know; but I do know that no matter who it is, if either of you decide to go into some vile, twisted form, I will take you out without question.”
“Or . . .” Leah thought again, “Tori, Nemamiah and Gabriel told you that you are no longer in the same physical form as before, correct?”
Tori gritted through the pain. She was trying not to scratch at her skin as the Vapor asked the question.
“Yes, but I don’t know what they meant.”
Leah thought back over the different things they had experienced with Legion and Tori. She had a hunch, but it was risky.
“Tori, I want you to stop for a moment and just do your best to be present. Let what is going to happen, happen.”
Eve unsheathed two of her knives even as Leah glared at her. She shrugged her shoulders and ignored her. She wasn’t about to just embrace a sudden attack from Tori or Legion . . . or any weird combo of the two.
“Leah, what are you doing?”
“I wish I knew; but if you have any other ideas that don’t involve killing her, I am open to suggestions!”
Tori screamed. As she did, she was surrounded by the ravens that they had seen before Legion attempted to fully take form in Lano’s room. This time, though, they did not attack. They flew about for a brief moment, and then a larger one landed on Tori’s shoulder. The rest found different perches upon which to sit; but all of them maintained their distance, looking suspiciously at Leah and Eve.
Tori had that feeling that one gets right after vomiting for the last time and the wave of nausea moves on. She didn’t move, though. She just turned her head and looked at the larger raven perched upon her shoulder. She could feel its talons holding onto her, but not so tightly that they broke the skin. She was amazed at the weight of the bird.
“What is he doing on me?” she questioned, her voice wavering.
“My answer would be, I think he is waiting for you.”
“What? Waiting for what?”
“I think we have discovered that you have some new abilities.”
Eve threw her arms up and looked back out over the lawn.
“Great! So now we have a Vapor, a Nephelium, and Bird Girl!”
Leah held in a snicker. She stepped forward and offered Tori her hand. The frightened girl took it and stood up.
“When Legion embodied Dracul, there were stories about his riding out into the night, surrounded by hordes of bats. This thought was due to the fact that much of Dracul’s dark and hideous work was done under the cover of dark. What most people testified to seeing were black flying creatures. What we know is that they were not bats, but ravens. Legion could manipulate them and control them to attack at his beckoning call. The myth was darker than reality, but still just as demonic and horrific. It seems that the residue of Legion within you has allowed you the ability to do the same.”
“Um . . . can I get a refund . . . I mean, why not the ability to fly or turn people into stone? No, I get damn birds!”
“Don’t be so quick to dismiss it, Tori,” Leah expressed. “You never know how they may end up helping us.”
“I have to say,” Eve interrupted, “for once I agree with the girl. Why birds?”
Before anything else could be said, Isaiah came over their earpieces.
“Leah or Eve, are you there?”
“Go ahead, Isaiah. What do you have?” Leah responded as she activated her comm.
“The Sanctum has fallen.”
Nothing. Nothing but silence. No one could speak. Shock and pain hit both of their chests as it sunk in what he had just said.
“Leah, did you hear me?”
She tried to speak, but her throat was dry. She couldn’t respond. Eve was able to finally find words and responded to the Nephelium.
“How? We had no prior warning they were going to attack the Sanctum!”
“We don’t know. Information is coming in now, but not much.”
Leah was able to finally find words as her anger rose from somewhere deep inside of her.
“Kadar! Did you know of this?”
Kadar came over the earpiece, “No, Leah. You have to trust me that I didn’t. I had assumed that they would need a Patmos gate to get to Scintillantes, but I thought Michael had other ways that were more covert.”
“Casualties?” Leah asked.
There was a brief moment when there was no answer. Then another voice came over the comms.
“Leah, it is Gene. Yes, as far as we can tell anyone who was left behind at the Sanctum was killed.”
“Wait! Wasn’t Jackie there?” Eve asked, afraid to hear the answer.
“Yes. It sounds like Denora and Mantus attacked there, and that means that we will be facing Legion and Michael.”
“So, are you saying that . . .”
“Eve, I’m saying that Jackie did not make it. According to camera feed that we are just getting in, it looks like Denora killed her.”
She didn’t hold back. Her bare fist slammed into one of the stone pillars of the patio. The pain was a shock to her system, but she immediately felt it fade away and replaced by the numbness that had become such a large part of her.
“And the others?” Leah asked.
“We have to believe that they are about to face the onslaught in Scintillantes. We don’t know. We don’t have the ability to communicate through to them there. I just hope they are ready.”
“Leah!” Eve shouted as she pointed toward the back lawn area.
“We have something!” Leah spoke quietly over the comms.
There was a dark figure that emerged from the back of the property and started walking toward their position.
“Legion?” Zarius asked.
“I don’t know. Right now, it is just a dark figure.”
“Just one?”
“Yes.”
“I’m coming your way. Everyone else hold your positions. It could be Legion or my brother. It doesn’t matter. We know they are out for blood.”
Tori looked at Eve and Leah.
“Well, I guess if I am going to be some kind of vampire chick with birds instead of bats, let’s see what they can do.”
Eve looked at her with a sense of hesitancy.
“If any of your flying, disease-infested creatures even think about coming my way, I promise it will be the last time!”
The teenager closed her eyes and lifted her arms slightly at her waist. She felt a connection with each of the birds, but it was as if she was directly linked to the one sitting on her shoulder.
“Fly. Fly and let me see,” she whispered.
Eve shrank back as several of the ravens took flight and flew out of one of the large open-air windows near where they were standing. She looked over to Tori and saw that the girl seemed to be in some form of trance.
“They really are a part of her, aren’t they?” she asked Leah.
“I think they are.”
As the ravens flew out toward the figure, none of the group could have predicted what happened next. The dark figure vanished in a wisp of smoke, and then a loud noise permeated their ears.
“Well, Zarius, I think we have our answer,” Leah stated matter-of-factly.
Eve and Leah looked out to watch as a massive cloud of ravens rushed from the treetops that surrounded Eden. They began to attack those that Victoria had sent out. They both looked over to where the girl stood, and they could not keep the shock they felt from coming out from their lips.
The black latex dress that she was wearing began to ripple and wave as if it was made of water. More and more ravens appeared as if they were peeling off her and flying out toward the battle that was taking place in the sky above Eden.
“She is not going to be able to hold him off, Leah!”
“I know! I don’t know what to do, though.”
The Vapor rarely felt helpless; but at this moment, all this warrior could do was stand and stare. The sound of the angry squawking and cawing of the birds was like the sound of gears grinding in an old, beat-up truck that was being driven by a seven-year-old; it was painful and frightening. The duo watched as birds fell to the ground with huge gashes and chunks taken out of their bodies. They couldn’t tell which were Legion and which were Victoria.
“Zarius, I think we need to go with the backup plan! This does not look pretty!”
“What is the backup plan?”
“Something that I am not sure how it will turn out, but we have to do something!”
“What is it, though?” Eve yelled at her.
The door to the back-patio area flew open, almost breaking the hinges, as Zarius burst through it. He stopped in his tracks as he watched several more waves of ravens fly from Victoria and begin attacking Legion.
“Wow! You could have warned me!” was all he could say.
“Not really time or necessity!” Leah retorted. “We have to do something!”
“Zarius! We have company out front!”
It was Chad this time. The sounds of fighting could be heard as he keyed up his microphone.
“It has begun.”
Zarius spoke the words more as a calm and settled statement than anything else.






Chapter Forty-Nine
Denora paused in the shadowy alcove of the Hall of Heroes. She had just exited Patmos.
“Thank you, Michael, for your secrets,” she whispered.
He had provided them with information that the ritualistic entrance of a Patmos gate was just exactly that: ritualistic. He had explained that it started ages ago as a customary sign of reverence and respect, but somewhere through time it had been misconstrued as a mandatory routine. The Overlord had voiced her concern of how one would possibly activate a Patmos gate without—what she thought to be—the mandatory process of ritual chanting and prayers.
“The original intent was to allow free, unlimited access between the Mortal and Immortal realms,” Michael had explained. “The religious sect of Mortals, out of a desire for control and power, had started charging a fee to use the Patmos gates—an offering, if you will. The fee was resisted by many, and Patmos gates were shut down to Mortal man. The knowledge that they were meant to be a free conduit was forgotten. Somewhere a false narrative that rituals had to be performed began, and the gateways became religious rites of passage. The truth is they had never ceased to exist in their original state.”
He had smiled as he provided Denora with information that was more than valuable. They could enter Scintillantes through a key doorway that she never imagined would be open to them.
She inhaled a deep breath. She could not remember the last time she had breathed in the air of home. She turned behind her and motioned for the rest of her unit that was coming through to fan out into the shadows.
Mantus walked up behind her and tapped her back.
“No noise is a good sign that we weren’t detected,” he whispered.
She looked back at him, almost in disbelief.
“You want to know what is wrong with you, Old Warrior?” She didn’t wait for him to even respond, “You can’t even break from the battle to enjoy small elemental aspects, such as the smell of home.”
He shook his head and silently moved past her into the marbled hallway. He knelt just past the alcove facing the center where Alfonso’s statue stood. She may call him an “old warrior,” but what the new Overlord could learn from this old general was that you enjoy the small things on the go until the flag of victory has been hoisted high above the conquered.
He calmed his emotions and senses and took in the different elements around him, not in a reminiscing way as Denora but, instead, like a snake tasting the air. Mantus could sense they were not alone, but there was no movement.
He motioned with hand signals for Denora’s team to take one side of the hallway, while his team stacked up on the right side of the hallway. Each member followed the one in front in a single-file line.
Mantus held a hand up, motioning for them to stop as they got closer to the center hub. He motioned for Denora to move up to where he was. The general was standing about two back from his first warrior.
She moved forward with a questioning look on her face, “What’s up?”
“Something isn’t right,” he whispered. “I didn’t expect them to catch us coming in through the Sanctum, but there is no sign of a single warrior.”
“Screw this!” Denora spat. “I’m not creeping around like a hidden alley cat!”
She stood up and screamed a hellish war cry. As she did, her Clan members joined in; and she started marching forward into the center of the Hall of Heroes.
“If they want to play games, let them. I am here for the slaughter!”
Mantus watched as she and her team charged into the center hub. They stopped at the statue of Alfonso and looked down each of the corridors. She stood there, her eyes filled with fury; but not a single being met with any response.
The general had to smirk; she looked ridiculous: charging with a war cry only to be met with empty silence. He stepped out into the middle of the hallway, signaled for his team to follow, and quietly began to clap his hands.
“Let me say this: you may be used to killing someone in close quarters . . . one-on-one. War is a totally different beast. If you would love to leave your newly-found seat of authority to me, I would be more than happy to take over; but trust me, you keep doing idiotic things like that, and I will be sitting where you have worked so hard to get to.”
She felt twitchy. She attempted to conceal her emotions that were stirred by his condescending tone; but he saw it, and he smiled. He knew no matter how tough she acted, she mentally had not filled Hecate’s shoes. She was still the lackey trying to be something much more.
“Then you lead the way,” Denora scoffed. “I know what you are doing, Mantus.”
“Well, while you entertain your own concepts of what I may or may not be doing, just do me a favor and keep up!”
He motioned for his team to move forward and follow him. He headed toward the front door to the hall. Denora was furious; but at this moment, he had a point: she was not used to the larger format of warfare . . . so, she began to follow him.
* * * * *
Ki watched quietly from his vantage point outside the Hall of Heroes. He looked to his right at the individual standing beside him.
“Well, Kadar, I would never have thought there would be a day that I said this to you, but we owe you.”
The Nephelium grinned.
“I have to say that I never thought I would hear any of the Alliance say those words; but make sure you all thank Gene, also. There wasn’t a single person, I believe, that knew Eden was housing one of the lost gates. He didn’t even blink an eye when we got word that the Sanctum had fallen.”
“Just do me a favor:” Ki started, “once this is all said and done, let me be the one to inform Gideon of the news regarding Jackie.”
“Not my story; so, you got it.”
Ki turned his attention back to the two teams of Fallens that were moving up to the doors of the hall.
“Now comes the fun part.”
He activated his comms.
“Everyone, stand by. This is not our war until it is our war. Let the Guardians of Scintillantes do what they were created for. Lord knows they have waited for ages for this moment.”
Mantus stopped at the door and looked back. He shook his head as he observed Denora and her team appear to hesitate.
“Let’s go! We are not here for popcorn and movies!”
As he turned, he felt a force slam hard against him. The blow sent the giant of a Demon flying backward. As he recovered, he rubbed his chest, looking up to see what had attacked him.
“Anyone else see that?”
“See you go flying back or what sent you sprawling like a rag doll?” Denora laughed.
One of his team helped Mantus up. He looked around; but all he saw were statues and the two teams standing at the ready, waiting for another invisible attack. As the general was about to call out, he noticed a haze begin to form near where he had been standing . . . actually, several different, distinct forms that appeared to be hazy and blurry.
Denora stepped back, leery of what she was watching take place.
“What the . . .”
“Dominions!” Mantus forced out as he stood up tall and pulled out both of his swords that had been sheathed across his back.
“Yeah, you want to say that again?”
He looked back and glared.
“Dominions, Guardians of Scintillantes!”
The female Overlord held her arms up, keeping her team back. This was unexpected and new.
“I heard you the first time, but that doesn’t explain anything to me!”
“Ancient Ones. They were the Originals, the first-created.”
“Great, and why is it that this never came up in any of our planning?”
A voice broke forward from one of the hazy, disembodied figures, “Because we have not been called forward in so long that our existence has been forgotten, and many have believed us to be a myth. General Mantus, even you forgot the safeguards of your former home.”
“I did, but now that we are face-to-face, I hope that you recognize what I hold in my hands.”
“Time and space mean nothing to us, and so our memories are not memories. Instead, they are an ever-looping of past, present, and future. We are very aware of the power that was bestowed upon you when you protected what was then your home. No matter what you wield, we will not allow you to move forward.”
“Mantus?” Denora was looking for more explanation.
One of his lieutenants leaned closer to her, “When Mantus was in charge of the forces here, he was given two blades that held the power to slay an Ancient One. The idea was that if ever they chose to rise up against anyone here, there would be a way to hold them off.”
She looked at him in shock and disbelief.
“Those are the blades he is holding now?”
The Demon nodded.
“What is he waiting for, then?”
She stepped forward to stand beside Mantus.
“It is . . .”
That was all she got out before she heard a scream behind her. She turned and watched as one of the members of her team burst into flames.
“Shut up, you fool!” Mantus spat at her. “You have no idea whom you are addressing or of what they are capable. They were created from the Abyss before it housed creatures of evil; they harness the power of life and death. There is no coming back from what they can do to anything that exists.”
She backed up a step or two, but refused to stand down completely. She did look past the Dominions at the two main doors to the Hall of Heroes. She watched as Ki, Gideon, Bristol, and the rest of the Alliance came through and stood behind the three Dominions.
“Well, well, well, the party has gotten started!” she scoffed. “Now, should I welcome you to the memorial of your deceased family and friends, or should we just send you to meet up with them wherever they may be?”
It took a minute to have all that she was saying sink into Gideon’s mind. He looked over to Ki with concern.
“What does she mean by that?”
“Not right now, Gideon,” the Alliance leader answered. “Focus on what we are here for.”
“Yes, Gideon, like a good dog, do what your master wants.”
“From the mouth of the mangy dog lying in its own filth,” a voice rang out behind them all.
Denora spun around. The voice was clear, and she had no doubt the owner of it.
“Well, if we are hurling insults to those with whom we are fighting, then allow me the chance to do the same. I would rather be a mangy dog than a mutt and Half-Breed. At least a mangy dog can change where they are; but a mutt cannot change its lineage, Kadar.”
Mantus refused to fully turn around, but he did look slightly over his left shoulder.
“Kadar?”
The general thought for a moment and then looked forward at those challenging them.
“It all makes sense now.”
“Why do I feel as if ever since we walked into this damn place, I am playing ‘catch up’? What makes sense?” Denora asked.
“How they knew we were coming. The Dominions would not have been waiting for us unless they were summoned.”
Mantus turned toward Kadar, his back to the Alliance.
“What a perfect act of betrayal, Kadar. I have no idea how you were aware of what we were doing, but to go and tip off those whom you have fought against with the hope that they would have an upper hand . . . brilliant!”
“Ah, thank you, Mantus, and please don’t take it personally. It was more out of necessity. You see your cohort there . . .” he motioned to Denora, “before she met with you, she met with me. I must admit she is as conniving as they come; she has nothing on your now deceased ex-wife.”
“Denora?” Mantus looked at her.
The Overlord stood with a puzzled look on her face, but it quickly changed to a devilish grin.
“It took you long enough!”
Kadar stepped forward and pushed his way through several of the Fallen who now appeared uneasy and 100 percent confused with what was taking place.
The Nephelium stood beside Denora as he addressed Mantus, “You are not aware, but there are many of my Clan who are standing right outside this building. The Alliance is not whom you need to worry about, but my kind. They are thirsty to see you fall. Command your troops to lay down their weapons, and I promise you that none of them will be slaughtered. All of you will become prisoners . . . including you. It’s not really freedom, but at least you don’t die!”
“What is going on?” Bristol asked Gideon. “Is anyone else as confused as I am?”
“Um, yeah . . . maybe more. I literally have no idea who is friend and who is foe at this point!”
“Mortal man does have that saying, the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”
He looked at her with an annoyed look on his face.
“Yes, but then who do you choose to be the enemy who is a friend?”
“Quiet, both of you!” Ki stated firmly.
Mantus stood stunned. His brain sorted through all the military tactics that he could think of; nothing fit because, at this point, he had no idea what was happening. He looked back to Kadar and Denora.
“You want a bloodbath . . . then let’s make a bloodbath!”
Without another word he nodded, and his team turned and began to attack. Denora pulled out several throwing knives, which became sharp and pointed missiles, hitting two of Mantus’ warriors.
Gideon and Bristol looked to Ki for direction. He held his hand up, motioning for them to wait.
“Steady, team. When I give you the green light, do not under any circumstance attack Kadar or his team.”
Gideon looked at Bristol. She just shrugged.






Chapter Fifty
The front door to Eden was splintered, and what was left of it was hanging on broken hinges. Zarius came around the corner and into chaos. Chad and Serenity were fighting hard. Each had already taken out several Fallen, and there were a few Nephelium who were fighting beside them. He had to take in the sight for a minute. He never would have imagined this, but here it was.
“Chad! Your nine o’clock!” he yelled as he watched a Demon come running out at the human.
Chad was unable to turn quickly enough; but fortunately for him, one of the Nephelium turned in time to deflect a blow that would have proven fatal. It did catch the former Alliance member across the shoulder, but his head and limbs were still attached.
The aggressor screamed out as the being was run through by a sword. Serenity did a quick look over to make sure Chad was ok. He nodded to both her and the Nephelium, who had certainly just saved his life.
“Thanks!” he stated.
Zarius saw there were overwhelming odds. He was pretty sure that they were not just fighting individual Fallen warriors, but that some of these monsters were elements of Legion. They had to be, because they just kept coming.
“Chad,” Zarius yelled, “pull back! Do it! Now!”
Chad gave a signal, and the front defenses started moving backward as they fought. He could see Serenity had a nasty cut on the side of her head, and her hair was matted in blood. There were several Fallen bodies lying at his feet, but he also saw a few Nephelium. The onslaught kept coming.
“Serenity, time to move!”
The duo and their Nephelium counterparts each took the fight one last time to the wave of fresh attackers coming through the doorway and then turned and ran past where Zarius stood. They each caught a glimpse of his hands. They watched as he let go of two grenades.
“Move back!” he yelled as he started pushing backward.
One of the Fallen rushed forward and caught Zarius in the face. He felt a large gash open and start bleeding. He reached out and grabbed the Demon by the throat, picked him up off the ground, and then body-slammed him. He relished the sound of the spine snapping and the creature writhing in pain. His large, black boot came down with all the force he could muster; and the heel smashed into the tissue and bone of the monster. Blood sprayed up, and he laughed.
“This would have been a good day for you to have chosen to be a Possessor and not a fighter, Pal!”
He looked up as the two grenades detonated in the center of the main hall of Eden. As they did, he was knocked backward by the blast. He watched as the explosions rocked the tree. His heart sank. He had guarded that tree with his very existence for so long before leaving Eden . . . ironic that his actions would cause damage to it.
He felt hands grabbing at him where he lay. He looked up into the face of Isaiah.
“Well, don’t you have good timing?”
Zarius tried to find his footing again. His ears rang, and he could barely make out anything Isaiah was saying; but he did make out a few words, enough to get the point.
“Kadar got through to the Alliance!” Isaiah attempted to tell him.
“How? I don't understand!”
Zarius felt hope returning.
“Well, it seems that Gene has been holding an important secret: there is a Patmos gate here at Eden. When he heard that the Sanctum fell, he informed me that we could reach Scintillantes through it. I knew that we couldn't spare too many from our team, but Kadar volunteered to go through. He is there now!”
“That is amazing news!” the Vapor expressed through his exhaustion.
“Get up, Man! I can’t carry you all the way down the hallway!”
Zarius was able to finally stand and regain his balance.
“I need you back with Eve and Leah. They are dealing with Legion back there. I think we can cover up here!”
“What is the plan? We can’t just keep fighting a never-ending onslaught of infinite Immortals, Brother!”
Zarius paused. Isaiah was right. They could continue to fight, but eventually they would fall due to loss and exhaustion.
“There is only one way to skip to the end of all this! Go help Leah and Eve. Hold off Legion as long as you can. I know that my brother is behind this, and yet that coward is still waiting somewhere in the shadows.”
“And?”
“It is time for he and I to meet face-to-face.” He looked at one of Kadar’s fighters, “Do you think the Nephelium can maintain the fight up here?”
The fighter nodded, “No doubt, Sir. We got this!”
“Ok, hold this front. You will know when to shift toward the back. If what I plan to do works, our attackers are going to shift back around to where Leah, Eve, and Tori are fighting with Legion.”
The Nephelium warrior acknowledged Zarius’ commands and started barking orders to his fighters to maintain a defense up front.
The Vapor turned to Isaiah, “I will be back.”
He looked toward where Chad and Serenity were standing. Their chests were heaving, and each of them had taken a beating but were still alive. That was what mattered.
“Kadar’s fighters have the front. I want you both to go with Isaiah. We are about to draw our enemy into one area.”
“How are we . . .”
Chad stopped with his question as he saw the look of finality on Zarius’ face. These orders were not meant to be followed by questions and answers; these orders were meant to simply be followed. The three headed toward the back of Eden as Zarius fought his way upstairs and into the empty hallway. He stopped for a brief second to catch his breath. His face was bleeding badly and he reached up and touched the gash.
“That is going to leave a nasty scar.”
* * * * * 
The Dominions rushed forward almost immediately after Mantus began the attack. The general’s back had been turned, and one of them swept through him. He yelled as if his insides were being ripped out. As the Dominion exited his body, Mantus swung short with one of his swords. Gideon thought it was one of the most bizarre things he had ever seen. The sword swung through the entity as if nothing was there, yet it left a large hole within the wispy Guardian. The Dominion attempted to attack Mantus again, but quickly dispersed into thin air as the Fallen’s sword found its final mark on the supernatural being.
Denora had two blades and was turning to her right and left as she kept the spawns of the Abyss off her. Her team was holding their own. She caught sight of Mantus and the Alliance members through the mayhem and began to fight her way toward them.
“Kadar, get your team in here!”
Kadar didn’t respond verbally but was able to catch Ki’s attention and nodded. As he did, Ki motioned for those of his team standing near the door to open it, giving them the green light to attack the demonic onslaught.
“You don’t have to tell me twice!”
Gideon pulled out one of his guns and started taking deliberate and well-aimed shots.
The door opened. The rest of the members of the two squads, as well as the waiting Nephelium, rushed in. Denora turned just in time to catch the new wave of defenders. It took only one second as she watched one of the Nephelium use a crossbow and take out one of her fighters, as well as release another bolt into one of Mantus’ warriors, to realize she had been double-crossed. She turned, looking for Kadar. Their eyes met, and she snarled as he flashed a “gotcha” grin.
She looked around and watched as the number of her and Mantus’ fighters were dwindling. This was not going to be the victory she had hoped for; she had to make a choice.
The dark leader of the Abyss was covered in blood. He had held his ground as a fighter, a leader, and a formidable foe. His beard dripped with a combination of blood and sweat. The burn of his muscles and deep wounds made him feel alive, but he could feel the world closing in.
As he fought each attacker, he looked past the fighting and realized the change. There were Nephelium fighting alongside Alliance members; they were attacking both his fighters and Denora’s. Kadar had played his role well. The Fallen general felt the mortal wound before he even realized it had been dealt.
Mantus had never seen her before, but that didn’t matter. She would be the last being that he would ever see. Her eyes were as fiery as her hair; but it was the smile that she had on her face that, in a very strange and bizarre way, brought peace to him. He looked down to see her katana buried all the way to its hilt into his abdomen. He fell to his knees. He reached out to her, but not in a threatening or aggressive way . . . more as one would reach for the soft beauty of a rose found growing in the middle of a desolate parking lot.
“Thank you.”
Blood poured from his mouth as he tried to speak more. Bristol maintained the pressure on her blade, but did not pull away from the outstretched hand of this Fallen. His leathery, tough skin was a stark contrast to her fair, soft skin.
“Thank you for releasing me from my agony and failures. Who are you?”
She knelt down and looked the strong and evil warrior in the eyes. There was no anger . . . no hatred. She didn’t despise him, for Bristol knew that in a different time and place this could be her. She defended what she believed to be right, but she couldn’t help feel a twinge of sorrow for him.
“My name is Bristol.”
“Please, Bristol. I have lived a long time, and I have fought many battles. Do not allow me to slip from existence as just someone passing into the darkness. Release me with the respect and dignity of a warrior.”
She contemplated his request for a brief moment. Then with one hand upon his matted beard and the other upon her sword’s hilt, she began to sing. She sang a song of love lost, a warrior dying, and the desire to return to the fields of home.
She was so focused on her enemy’s eyes that she did not even realize that as she sang, the fighting ceased. Her voice rang out where just seconds ago the sound of fighting and dying shattered a world of angelic glory. Now, every single warrior—friend and foe—stopped. The echo of her melody reverberated off the marble hall.
The light from Mantus’ eyes slowly faded as her voice continued on to the last chorus of her song. She cradled his large frame as he slumped over.
As the general passed away in the Angel’s arms, the rest of the fighters began dropping their weapons. This fight was over; and as Bristol looked up from where she sat, blood of a fallen warrior covering her arms, she saw that even the most hardened demonic fighters had tears swelling in their eyes. This mighty warrior, no matter his flaws and faults, had garnered the respect of both friend and foe. It also did not go unnoticed by any of those present that this warrior had passed away as an exile returned home.






Chapter Fifty-One
The two remaining Council members who had been kept from the battle unless needed now stood within the Hall of Heroes. They had argued against not fighting, but Ki had been adamant. He knew that they considered the Council null and void; but he had expressed to them the importance of ensuring that if the battle was lost, there would be someone who understood the old ways, as well as the way things were moving forward. The Fallen who had surrendered had already been taken away. The Alliance leaders, Kadar, and the two Dominions all were grouped beneath the statue of Alfonso.
“I hope that we never have to see blood shed here again,” Gabriel stated.
One of the Dominions spoke with a very monotone voice, “Our time has come and gone. What is left of our existence we will spend within the realm of Lustrata.”
“Peace be with you, Ancient Ones. You have performed your duties well and admirably.”
Nemamiah touched the fingertips of her right hand to her forehead and then to her lips as she bowed her head in a gesture of respect.
“And to you.”
With that, the two ancient Guardians of this angelic sphere vanished.
“Kadar, what is your next big scheme?” Gideon asked as he sat down on the base of the statute.
The Nephelium laughed, “Not sure. You know me: a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants type of guy.”
“Well, we appreciate all you have done here. I think I speak for all of us when I say that we may owe the Nephelium a thing or two,” Ki laughed.
“Maybe, but I’m not ready to fully turn over a new leaf. I just couldn’t see an outcome worth noting for myself or my Clan if the things went down the way Denora and the others had hoped for.”
“Speaking of Denora,” Bristol piped up, “what happened?”
“As far as we can tell, she retreated when she realized they were outnumbered.”
Kadar smiled at Ki’s response.
“The look on her face was priceless.”
“Before we rest too much, we have friends who still need your help,” Gabriel chimed in. “Kadar, care to lead this group through the Patmos you came through?”
The Nephelium smiled, cracked his neck, and responded, “No rest for the . . .”
“Don’t say it!” Gideon laughed. “Let’s go finish this war!”
The fighters gathered their belongings and headed down one of the wings of the hall, following Kadar.
“Gideon, before we go, I need to share something with you.”
Ki stopped the Angel as the rest of the group continued forward.
“Don’t, Ki. I don’t need to be told. Jackie and I were close enough that I heard her last words pass my ears as Denora killed her. I know she is gone. I knew it, but I guess wanted to believe it wasn’t real. Now, this moment, we fight. Denora will pay for all the bloodshed and pain she has caused one of these days . . . maybe today, but if not . . . one day.”
* * * * *
Victoria’s will and body had given out from the continual onslaught from Legion. She had collapsed out of exhaustion. As she did, the aerial activity ceased. Legion had taken form again but then vanished back into the shadows.
Eve attended to Victoria. She had dragged her back from where she collapsed and was now checking her vitals.
“He is toying with us,” Leah expressed as she retrieved several different weapons from the different caches they had set up in and around the patio. “I can’t help but feel that, just beyond the shadows out there, we have more enemies than we are aware of.”
“Are you kidding? Legion alone is more than we can handle right now!”
Eve rearranged some of the patio furniture to help create a makeshift barrier around Eve.
“Leah, Eve, it’s Chad. Serenity and I are coming into the patio, so please don’t attack!”
The humor in his voice brought temporary, comedic relief to the two fighters. A moment later Chad and Serenity came through the door from the main building into the stoned patio area.
“Well, good to see you both just chilling . . . oh, and Victoria sleeping!” Serenity smiled.
She carried a medical bag over her shoulder. She quickly knelt down, unzipped the bag, and began to prepare a cannula to get an oxygen flow going to the teen girl.
“She checked her pulse, got the oxygen going, and then started preparing an IV bag.
“We have a lot of company out front.”
“Where is Zarius?” Leah asked, keeping an eye out for potential movement or attacks.
“Not sure what he is doing, but he headed upstairs and told us to back up you three. The Nephelium are taking a beating. The main hall is in shambles,” Chad answered her question as he started topping up several of the magazines of ammo.
“So . . . why are you all back here, then?”
He shrugged, “Don’t know. Like I said, Zarius took off and told us to come and back you up.”
“That is because of plan ‘B,’” the Vapor stated as he walked in behind where Chad kneeled.
Leah quickly turned and looked at him, “Are you sure?”
“It is the only way to get them to stop toying with us.”
He walked past them to the open-arched doorway that led from the patio out into the yard. He carried a worn and rugged backpack over his right shoulder.
“Wait! Is he doing what I think he is about to do?” Eve asked.
She kept inside the patio but walked to the archway of the door and stuck her head out to watch the Vapor walk into the large expansion of the back property.
“That is plan ‘B’, and let’s hope he knows what he is doing,” Leah expressed with no emotion.
She wasn’t sure Zarius’ plan could be carried out. It was a risky move, but he seemed certain of it.
The Vapor felt the snow give way under each footstep he took. The air was crisp and even exhilarating. At any other time, he would consider it beautiful and captivating . . . well, of course you would have to remove all the dead bird carcasses and feathers that were dotting the white, snowy landscape with black carnage.
Zarius could feel eyes watching him from the shadows. Every twitch, every step, every breath he made he could feel his enemy watching like a pack of ravenous wolves waiting for the prey to stumble. The Vapor was very purposeful with each move he made. He kept his eyes forward-focused on the center of the lawn, but he kept alert on his peripherals.
The team didn’t watch him as much as they watched the wood line and shadows. They were fully aware that he could be sacrificing himself, making himself easy bait.
A noise behind Leah made her swing around with two handguns facing outward toward a potential threat. She was startled at the sight.
“Tanisha! What are you doing up here?”
Zarius’ wife had both Lano and Lada with her and looked confused at the question.
“Zarius told me we were in the clear, that it was safe to come up here!”
“I never heard anything like that come across the comms. Chad? Serenity?” Leah turned to them. “Anything?”
They both shook their heads. She looked over at Eve, fairly certain she already knew what the Nephelium was going to say. She also shook her head.
Tanisha pulled the twins closer to her, her face turning white.
“I know what I heard.” She looked down at the twins as she spoke to them, “You both need to come with me.”
Lada shook her head, “Not yet.”
“Excuse me?” Tanisha raised an eyebrow as she knelt down beside the little girl. “Remember we are trying to be safe.”
“Not yet, please. I need to help.”
Lada let go of Tanisha’s hand as she walked over to where Victoria was lying, an IV attached to her arm. Serenity was monitoring the oxygen levels. Lada crawled up beside Serenity and looked up at her and smiled.
She then placed her hands on Victoria’s forehead and began to speak in a language that none of them had ever heard. As she did, her hands began to glow a blue hue. Serenity watched as Victoria’s color started coming back, her breathing became more normal, and her eyes began to flutter open.
“Well, thank you, Lada. That helped out a lot!”
Serenity looked up at the others on the patio, and they each had the same surprised and inquisitive expression on their faces as she figured was on hers.
Lada stood up as a big, satisfied child’s grin broke across her face. She didn’t walk back toward Tanisha, though. As she stood up, she began to walk toward the door leading out into the lawn.
“No, Lada, you need to come with me.”
She looked at Tanisha and crossed her arms and shook her head, “We aren’t done.”
“We?”
“Uh-huh . . . me and Lano.”
“What do you and your brother have to do?”
The young girl got a smirk on her face, “You will see.”
Tanisha felt Lano pull away from her grasp, and she reached out and grabbed his arm.
“No! You can’t go out and play right now. Zarius is doing something really important out there.”
“Yep,” Lada nodded, “we know.”
Eve stepped in front of her and knelt down to where they were eye level with each other.
“Hey, I know you and your brother want to help, but we need to make sure you both are safe . . . and out there,” the Vapor pointed in the direction of Zarius, “is not safe right now; there are some bad creatures out there.”
“We’ve already been around bad creatures.”
Her voice was young but firm in wisdom. Her tone and matter-of-factness actually took Eve back for a moment.
“I can’t let you go out there, Sweetheart,” the Nephelium stated.
“You will, though.”
Eve looked up at the rest of the team for some help in dealing with the obstinate, little girl, but each of them were looking back at her with a helpless expression.
The twins took each other by the hand; and as they did, energy began to spark around them. Electrical fingers of blue lightning crackled and reached out to touch anything that was metal. Chad quickly stepped away from the guns next to where he kneeled.
“Yeah . . . so that is happening,” he yelped as he got the twinge of a shock.
The scene unfolding in front of them had taken their attention away from what was taking place out in the lawn. Zarius had stopped and knelt down with his backpack in front of him. He took his time unzipping it as he scanned the area.
“I know you are out there, Brother!”
Silence. There was no response from the shadows, but he could feel a stirring. He was strategically hoping that the Nephelium fighting in the front of Eden would start seeing their attackers backing off and vanishing. Once Legion and Michael caught wind of what he was doing, they would surely move all assets to where he was.
“Michael! You want it? Then here you go!”
He reached into the backpack and removed the delta. He placed it in front of him and stepped backward. There it was. He knew his brother too well. It wasn’t much, but there was a rush of wind that came through the trees. It knocked snow off the branches, and the tops of the trees swayed back and forth.






Chapter Fifty-Two
The trees around the clearing began to fill with huge numbers of ravens. Zarius stood smiling.
“Beautiful! Not only Michael, but our infamous Legion is joining us,” he whispered to himself.
He hoped he looked confident and strong, because Zarius really was flying by the seat of his pants. There was no way, that he could determine, they would be able to match up against Legion. He was hoping that an opportunity would reveal itself; but if all else failed, there was always the chance of offering up the delta. Sure, that was risky and dangerous, but there was also something to be said about living to fight another day.
“Of course, I am not stupid, Brother,” Michael calmly stated as he stepped out from the wood line.
Legion was walking to his left.
“That is still debatable, Michael.”
“To those who still debate it, I have nothing to say. I, for ages, have been able to maintain my cover, all the while preparing the full universe for this moment.”
“What moment is that?” Zarius asked as he kept a wary eye on both men as they walked closer.
“Leah and Zarius,” squawked the voice of the squad leader for the Nephelium who had been fighting in the front of Eden, “do you all need us back with you? Not sure what is going on, but we have no more activity up here.”
“No,” Leah responded, “maintain your positions!”
She looked out toward Zarius, and he placed his hand behind his back with the thumbs up. She figured that was what he was wanting.
The delta lay in the snow a few feet in front of the Vapor, and the other two had quickly closed the gap between them and it.
Zarius stayed alert. He was relying on the premise that his brother did not fully trust him and so wouldn’t go directly for the delta. Even though he would not be able to do much to stop him if he or Legion did decide to bolt for it, he hoped that the distrust would keep them from doing so. So far, it seemed to be working.
Michael looked at the delta, his brother, and then to the team that was hunkered down inside the patio area. He knew Zarius had something planned, but what it was he couldn’t figure out.
“So, shall we cut to the chase, Brother, and you just lay it out for me? What are we doing here?”
“Michael, it is just a brotherly fight. That is all, right?”
“Hmm . . . yeah, pretty sure we both know this is more than that.”
Zarius reached into his pocket.
“Well, then how about a game?”
“You keep your loaded dice in your pocket. No reason for them to be used here. I will not play, especially when we obviously have the upper hand.”
“Do you?”
Michael didn’t like the smug look on his brother’s face. He rarely questioned himself, but he knew his brother was always strategizing; and that unnerved him a little.
Legion stood with his legs slightly spread, arms crossed. As he stood watching the brother’s squabble, he was startled by a voice that began to whisper to him.
“You have the chance to step out of all of this, stop all of this now, and just walk away.”
He shook his head slightly as he looked around. Where was the voice coming from?
“Legion, what if the prophecy spoke to your rise as one who stepped away from all of this and brought unity to both sides?”
“Shut up!” he seethed.
Michael turned slightly, “Excuse me?”
“Not you! I’m telling her to shut up!”
“Her?”
Legion looked around in confusion.
“There is a voice inside my head!”
Michael smiled at the Demon’s confusion. He turned back to Zarius.
“Seems that you do, indeed, have something up your sleeve. Where is the girl?”
The Vapor had no idea what the two were talking about, but he played along.
“Our business is what is in front of us. Anything and anyone else are not of either of our concern at this moment.”
Leah could hear some of what was being discussed. As she watched Legion’s reaction, she turned and looked over in the direction of Victoria. She was standing with her eyes closed, and her fingertips were touching the temples of her forehead.
“Victoria?”
The teenager shook her head, ignoring Leah’s inquiry; but it was enough for the Vapor to understand that she was using her connection to the son of Hecate.
“Whatever you are saying, keep at it. It is confusing him.”
“Leah!” Tanisha yelled to her as she tried to push past the Vapor toward the archway.
Leah turned and saw the cause for panic in her voice as the twins, still holding hands, stepped quickly out together and started walking in the direction of Zarius.
“Tanisha! No! Don’t go out there!”
She was able to reach out and pull Zarius’ wife back quickly.
“The children, Leah!”
“I understand, but we can’t have you going out there, also!”
She pulled her back further, and then the Vapor made her way to the doorway and called out to the children. Neither of them acknowledged her instructions to return and were now only a few feet behind Zarius.
He heard the commotion behind him and watched as both Legion and Michael’s attention was taken away from their conversation and to the commotion. He took a risk and turned enough to see what was happening. Nothing was more shocking to him than to see Lano and Lada almost in arm’s reach.
“Go back, you two!”
The closer the twins got, the more Legion felt an uneasiness that he couldn’t explain.
“Run back to Mommy, children!” he hissed.
“We aren’t scared of you!” Lada yelled out in her young voice.
“You killed our Mommy!” Lano followed up.
“Well, that is awkward,” Michael laughed. “Zarius, is this your plan . . . to use children to mock us and run us away? Is this how far you have fallen as a mighty warrior?”
“Lano! Lada! Get back!”
The twins refused to listen and soon were standing side-by-side with Zarius. They each took a hand. Lada looked up, her young, beautiful face set with childlike stubbornness.
“We are here to help.”
“Leah,” Zarius activated his comm, “what are they doing out here?”
“I don’t know. Unless you want one of us to come out and get them, I guess you are going to have to get them to come back to us.”
Tanisha was done waiting. She would not watch the children be slaughtered in a battle between good and evil. She seized the moment of Leah’s divided attention and rushed out toward her husband and the twins. The former Alliance leader was unable to grab her quickly enough this time. In a flash, she was standing behind her husband, who clearly was showing irritation in the ever-building team that was standing with him.
“Well, hello, Sister,” Michael mocked his sister-in-law. “I guess this is a huge family reunion . . . well, except for the young ones here who seem to have no family.”
“Michael, I have nothing to say to you,” she spat.
She reached down and tried to take the children’s hands, but both refused to let go of Zarius.
“NO!” they both yelled out in stubborn unison.
“Children!”
Michael saw that both Tanisha and Zarius were focused on the children, and he also was fairly certain that the two adults were not going to jeopardize the safety of them. Without another thought, he motioned for Legion to move forward and secure the delta.
The Demon, in a blur of activity, divided himself. A portion of him remained standing where he had been beside Michael. The divided segment of Legion rushed toward the delta. He felt his fingers wrap around it; but as he did so, a burning sensation rushed through him. He screamed out in agony as he looked up in shock and surprise. There wasn’t a single individual within visual range that didn’t find themselves in combined shock.
The twins had remained focused on the subject of their fury. As Legion rushed forward, they both quickly let go of Zarius and joined hands in front of the Vapor. Once Legion reached the delta, the energy they had displayed before began to crackle around them. They reached outward toward the delta and Legion with their free hands. Radiant light shot outward and created an electrical display that reached skyward, as well as straight out in front. The light display hit the delta the same time that Legion’s fingers touched it. He shot backward, howling in pain.
This was not the only thing that had shocked everyone. As Legion was knocked backward, the delta lit up. Fingers of electricity shot out in numerous directions, attacking the ravens that were perched in the treetops and connecting with the other segment of Legion remaining beside Michael. The smell of burning feathers and flesh punched the air and nostrils of those close to the delta.
The energy wave created rocked all of them, except for the children. Lada’s long, blond locks were flailing around from the electrical current in the air, and both of the twins’ eyes were radiant with blue light.
Michael recovered, and his angelic wings unfurled as he launched himself into the air. He kept himself elevated, dodging spikes of energy. The surprise attack from the children left Legion writhing in pain and more bodies of dead birds lying around. The demonic entity made his way back to his feet, his fists clenched as he suddenly went back on the offense. The delta had been a target for him, but the kids had quickly been moved to the top of that list.
He rushed toward them as he took several more hits from bolts of brightly burning energy. He gritted his teeth and leaped through the air. As he did so, a barrage of ravens pulled away from him and flew at the twins. Both of the children stood steadfast, but Tanisha could see they were unaware of the attack that had been unleashed on them. She dove in front of them to shield them. The energy coming off the twins radiated through her, but she felt no pain from it.
The ravens attacked her, digging into her skin, clawing at her face, and ripping chunks of hair from her head. As she screamed out in pain, Zarius’ massive hands grabbed around several of the fowl attackers. Quickly he was able to snap their bodies into a lifeless lump of flesh and feathers. He then grabbed his wife.
Sounds of gunfire erupted, and he felt the whiz of bullets as Leah led the team out from their protective position. She knew this was it. This was going to be ground zero for victory or defeat; and no one would say that they stood by, allowing the Fallen to rise to power without a fight.
Michael flew at Zarius and knocked his brother away from Tanisha. Tanisha’s body fell out of her husband’s grasp. Blood poured down her face, and her arms were covered in deep gashes.
Legion blew past the melee and grabbed the twins, one in each arm. He slammed them to the ground, separating them. Instantly the weaponized electrical show ceased, but the fight was still on. The twins both screamed out of fear and pain as their small bodies smashed against the ground.
Before Legion could celebrate or even contemplate his next move, he felt Chad’s boot hard against his jaw. His vision went blurry for a minute, but not enough to keep him from watching as Victoria grabbed both of the young children and pulled them out of the way.
The Demon could not concentrate quickly enough to divide himself again in order to bring on a new onslaught. He used his arms to block off more blows from Chad but then quickly felt a heavy blow against the back of his head. Serenity was determined to make sure that Chad didn’t get all the fun.
Legion struggled to get up. He was able to block each blow as he tried to crawl away, attempting to bring enough focus to change the course of the fight. If he could concentrate enough, he would swarm this small battlefield in a bloodbath.
He rolled to his left, finding his footing again. He stood up, and a quick front kick to Chad’s midsection sent the Mortal flying backward.
As Legion scanned the immediate area of the battlefield, he observed something that changed his whole thought process: he observed Victoria protecting the kids as the fight took place around them. The twins were kneeling down, one on either side of her. He smiled as he watched the once-Mortal wield power that had been reserved only for him for ages. This was not what made him stop in his tracks, though.
His eyes had quickly caught a gleam off something hanging around Lano’s neck. He was unable to look closer as Isaiah came flying through the air in full Nephelium glory. Wings outstretched, his muscles rippled in full anticipation of his strike on Legion. The son of Hecate attempted to move to avoid the attack, but was unable to move quickly enough. The full impact of the attack drove him to the ground as Isaiah unleashed pent-up anger into every blow. Legion felt every powerful strike and returned each one with a fury.
Leah fought off several other demonic minions that had exited the wood line after watching the attack begin. She was knocked backward. As she attempted to regain her balance, she tripped over Isaiah and Legion. She was able to roll out of the fall, and she quickly felt a hand around her left bicep, pulling her back to her feet. She looked and nodded her gratefulness to Eve as she caught sight of her helping her get back in the fight.
She looked around for the knife she had before she fell and saw it lying on the ground. She quickly went to retrieve it, but was unable to do so in time. It was as if things were in slow motion. She watched as Isaiah gave blow after blow into Legion’s face. Legion twisted and turned, attempting to block the blows as he gave some in return. He grasped at the ground, trying to find enough traction to pull himself back up. As he did, his fingers felt the hilt of the knife that Leah had just found.
“Isaiah!” Leah screamed out; but in the loud commotion, her voice was drowned out.
She leaped for Legion’s hand, but missed. She felt the blade slip through her hands and felt the skin split open as the sharp metal went through her hands. Leah wasted no time in worrying about the wound but immediately grabbed at Legion’s wrist. His wrist was wet from the snow and blood, so she was unable to maintain a grip on it. She screamed out again as Isaiah looked up. His eyes were locked on her as Legion plunged the blade deeply into the Nephelium’s chest cavity.
Isaiah was caught off guard, but the pain and outpouring of blood quickly brought him to reality. He grasped at the blade and attempted to pull away from Legion, but the Demon had a strong, supernatural grip on it. The world began to spin, and the sound of the fighting began to fade. He looked back at Leah who was lying on the ground in shock. He could feel blood filling his lungs and could taste it as he began to cough it up. A strong light appeared behind Leah, and Isaiah looked up to see his young daughter standing behind the Vapor. He reached out to her, but she did not return the gesture. She stood with tears streaming down her face.
“Daddy, it will be ok.”
“I’m coming to see you, Sweetheart . . . you and Mommy.”
“I love you, Daddy.”
He tried to talk, but only blood poured out of his mouth. He could not take in a breath. Memories from his lifetime began to flash before him, mingled with pain.
Legion pulled him down onto the blade.
The Demon’s mouth was next to Isaiah’s ear, “It was me who embodied those young men the night your wife and daughter were killed, Fool. It was for nothing more than a need to see violence and mayhem again; but oh, the desolation it caused you . . . I never could have imagined. The blood of your daughter as she lay in your arms was so beautiful as it washed over that lovely dress of hers.”






Chapter Fifty-Three
Anger raged violently within him, but Isaiah had no strength; it was gone. He tried to open his eyes one more time to look at his daughter, but she was gone. There, standing in the middle of all the chaos, he saw Trinita, Megan, and Alfonso. He still had clarity enough to understand that they were not really standing there, but he knew why he could see them. The veil between worlds was lifting for him. His daughter, while lying in his arms, had spoken about the Angels coming for her.
Would he be able to hold her again? Would he be able to feel the brush of his wife’s lips on his once again? He never got to make amends with Troy; he regretted that, but now it was too late. At least he had been able to clean himself up; and he could cross over knowing that he did so as a mighty warrior and not as a drunk, lying passed out on his apartment couch.
He tried to take in one more breath. His body screamed with pain and the lack of the ability to breathe. He couldn’t; there was too much blood. The world went black.
Legion shoved the lifeless body off him. He stood up and concentrated. He felt movement within him. He felt himself stirring and spitting. His skin began to stretch, and his muscles became rigid as he yelled out a battle cry. The time for the Dracon to rise had come, and the universe would change permanently. He would rise and sweep over it in evil and darkness, and creation would bow down before him!
Zarius was in a dead-heat battle with his brother. Ages of violent hatred which had divided this brotherhood was released into timely rage. Each was evenly matched, and each found himself bloodied and bruised.
Tanisha had been the calming force in his life, and he had one focus at this moment: destroy his brother. Zarius had no clue if his wife was still alive. The vision of her lifeless body lying in his arms had flipped a violent switch deep inside of him that had been turned off so long ago.
Both brothers swung their blades fast and furiously, each matching the tenacity and ferocity of the other. Zarius dropped to one knee, allowing a swing of Michael’s to clear over his head. The Vapor took the hilt of his sword and jammed it hard up under Michael’s chin. The Archangel’s head violently shuddered as a sharp pain pierced his neck from the whiplash.
“Till death, Brother.”
Zarius bellowed with a warrior’s rage, “Till death!”
Michael slashed a great gash across Zarius’ left thigh, but the Vapor did not stop. He stood and fought through the pain. The swing of the blade had been overreaching, and it knocked the Archangel off balance. His brother used this slight shift to his advantage and rushed his shoulder into Michael’s hip, wrapping both arms around him and lifting him up off the ground.
The double agent of the supernatural realms attempted to unfurl his wings to catch his balance, but did not accomplish it in time. He felt the full weight of the Vapor land upon him. He gasped as a rib or two cracked, and he felt the pain radiate up into his back and chest.
“Zarius! We have a huge problem!” Eve shouted out.
Her face and hair were splattered in the blood and remains of demonic forces she had been holding off; but she had heard the scream of Legion and looked up in time to watch as he multiplied into numerous beings, each with long, black hair and teeth bared. They were now outnumbered way beyond what they would be able to thwart.
The Vapor did not lose his concentration. He didn’t care anymore. The death of his brother was the only thing he could think about. His tunnel vision on this mission was unshakeable.
“Leah!” Eve turned to the other Vapor, “We have got to move back to Eden!”
The former Alliance leader was worn down. Every muscle in her body screamed out for rest, but she caught a glimpse of what Eve was yelling about and realized that rest was not going to come easily.
“We have no other option! We move back, we are dead! We lose!”
“We don’t . . . we lose!”
Eve barely got her voice of frustration out before she heard a loud explosion behind her. She dropped to her knees and spun around quickly, two handguns at the ready; but in an instant, she realized she didn’t need them . . . at least at that moment.
She and Leah couldn’t believe what they were witnessing: from the back-patio area, the saw Ki, Gideon, Bristol, and even Kadar come running out with every arsenal piece they could carry; unexpected reinforcements had arrived!
“Ki!” Leah yelled out. “Get the wounded out of here!”
He shook his head, “Not yet; we’ve got something more important to do!” He turned to Gideon, “We will hold them off, but you understand what you are facing?”
“We end this tonight!”
Gideon was sprinting straight toward the mayhem.
“Bristol, get the twins out of here!”
She was already heading their way. Kadar was wrist-deep into the cavity of one of the segments of Legion. He was smiling ear-to-ear.
More and more Nephelium poured onto the lawn. For a moment, Eve stood stunned. Kadar really had brought their kind together. She never had imagined that there were this many of them.
The fighting became even more intense, but Leah understood something needed to happen. She realized that Zarius’ focus had changed from protecting the delta to an all-out revenge fight to the death. She knew there had to be some way to end this, but at this moment she wasn’t sure how to achieve that goal. They couldn’t sustain any more losses, but that goal did not seem achievable as she looked around.
She watched as Gideon headed straight toward the delta. He got to it and pulled something out of his hip pocket. She recognized it and realized what he was about to do. It could work!
“Eve! Throw me one of your guns!” she yelled out.
The Nephelium didn’t even hesitate at the request. She dropped the magazine from the gun. In one smooth and seamless move, she reloaded it and threw it toward the Vapor. Leah caught it, checked the chamber, and then began to fire at incoming segments of Legion and the forces of darkness.
“Eve, protect Gideon!”
Eve looked over and saw the Angel running through the fray. She nodded and fought her way to stand beside Leah. The two fought shoulder-to-shoulder, creating a wall to protect their teammate.
“When we said this battle would be THE battle, I honestly thought we might have a chance!”
“We do . . . stand by and wait,” Leah responded as she took out another dark figure.
“It isn’t like I have anywhere else to be at this moment!”
“No!” Serenity screamed out, and both Leah and Eve looked over to see a segment of Legion grab Lano.
The young boy was scratching, screaming, kicking, and biting—doing everything he could to get away—but Legion was not letting go.
Zarius spun around as Michael refused to back away. The Vapor’s blade caught the Archangel right underneath his solar plexus. Zarius felt it hit its mark. He screamed out in unfettered rage as he shoved the blade backward into his brother and then turned as he twisted the blade sideways. The sword exited out the side of the Archangel’s body, and he collapsed to his knees at the feet of his brother.
Leah watched it; and before anyone else could stop her, she rushed to Zarius’ side. She looked at the former leader of the Arch Council kneeling with a horrific look of understanding spreading over his face.
“Michael,” she literally spat on him, “I promised you there would come a day when you would kneel before me! You wanted prophecy? Well, consider this prophecy fulfilled!”
Zarius stepped back. He had done his job, and he understood the significance of what was playing out in front of him.
He turned to try to locate his wife. He saw her body lying in the snow. Her blood had bathed the cold, white bed in which she lay a crimson wash.
“Leah, he is all yours.”
Zarius turned and pushed his way toward his wife.
The female Vapor stood over Michael. He had lost all movement in his right side. His sword lay on the ground beside him, and the light in his eyes was fading.
He looked up at her and shook his head, “You will never know, Leah, how proud I was of you, but you also were always in my way. I never hated you. I admired and respected what you have become and, at times, have even been jealous.”
“I really don’t care, Michael. You have destroyed all that was valuable and consistent in the universe. I believed in you. I even looked up to you for so long.”
“I know.”
He had no more strength to hold himself upright. His body fell backward, but she was not going to let him go that easily. She knelt beside him, the battle raging around the two.
“I would love nothing more than to permanently erase you from the existence of the universe, Michael; but that would mean that all the pain and heartache you have brought to so many over the ages would go unpunished.” She knelt down and whispered in his ear, “May whoever rules the Abyss have no mercy upon your soul! I bind you to the very place you should have been ruling.”
His last breath in the atmosphere of earth was only a gasp as he felt the rush of eternal damnation sweep over him. His body vanished; and she smiled, knowing that the Malebranche had a new plaything to torture and break down.






Chapter Fifty-Four
As Leah stood up, there was an explosion, and the expanse of the lawn was washed in an iridescent light. She covered her eyes and then turned to face the source of the explosion. She watched as Gideon picked himself up from where he had been tossed. His smile could only mean one thing: the delta had been destroyed.
The segments of Legion stood in shock as they realized what had just happened. Each embodiment of the Demon bolted toward the source with a loud, rushing noise. Legion had summoned all his segments into him; and there he stood, holding Lano around the waist.
Zarius kneeled beside the lifeless body of his wife. Tears streamed down his face as he cradled the love of his existence in his arms. He was broken and angry.
“It is over, Legion!” Leah expressed, trying to catch her breath. “The delta is gone!”
Each of the team members were attending the wounded, holding the bodies of fallen loved ones, or standing ready to give it all they had for one final push to rescue Lano.
“You are all fools . . . fools blinded to the truths that have sat before you for so long . . . fools for believing that you were a step ahead . . . fools for believing in the idea that if you could come together, you would be able to defeat a prophecy . . . fools for not understanding that you all are still puppets of a plan that you cannot stop but are a part of!”
Legion stood strong and defiantly. There was a champion air about him.
It had been a long time since Eve felt defeated; but at this very moment, she did. Even after Alfonso had been killed, she found the strength to fight forward, believing that she would rise to the top, victorious. As she watched Megan give up her life for her child, Eve still believed there was a chance to overcome the obstacles they all were facing.
Now, she could not see it. She looked around at the carnage that covered the snow in a place that represented new life, new chances, and peace. All of that had changed.
“Legion,” she addressed him, “what is it that you want from us, then? We don’t have the other delta. You clearly stand as a victor in this battle.”
The Demon smiled as he reached up to Lano’s throat and grabbed something. As he yanked at the chain around the little boy’s neck, he dropped Lano to the ground but maintained a grasp on the young boy. He then held up the object.
Leah gasped as her hand went to her own neck. She had forgotten through this that she still had not retrieved Joan’s necklace from the young boy.
“This is why you are all so blind! A necklace that has hung around the necks of warriors, travelled with Watchers, and been hidden away for so long . . . a vial once given by a Watcher to a young Nephelium with the belief that it would bring her the power she needed to rise up and vanquish her enemy . . . a token of love picked up by a Guardian who never had any questions about its origin or why her ward protected it so much!”
The team looked back and forth, attempting to follow the words that he spoke; but it was clear that none were following him. Leah digested it all for a moment, and then it all came flooding back.
She had been there when the love of her life had given Joan the necklace. He had refused to really talk about it, but it had been clear to her that he had shared more with Joan about its origins than had been shared with her. At the time, she didn’t think anything of it.
For so many years she had treasured it simply as a memento . . . not only of Joan, but also of a love that found no end. Now as she looked at it hanging from Legion’s hand, it dawned on her that what she had held so closely for so long had been the very thing many had been fighting to find even longer.
“No, I have been the fool!” she whispered.
“Care to share what he is talking about?” Eve asked as she was still trying to figure out a way to get the young boy from the grasp of this henchman of evil.
“It is the vial of blood.”
The color had vanished from Leah’s face. Why had she not questioned the origin of the necklace more? How could she have not put two-and-two together as they had gone over the historical manuscripts and timelines? Why did she never question what the red liquid within the vial was? She had never needed to; it was simply something to hold onto all these years that kept her grounded to a time in her existence when life had almost found a peaceful plateau on which to level out.
“Wait . . .” Serenity stood up from where she had been kneeling taking care of several of the wounded Nephelium. “You mean . . .”
“Yes, that is the vial of blood that everyone has been wanting for the deltas. The vial of lifeblood from the human embodiment of Jah.”
“You didn’t know?” Chad asked as it dawned on him that Legion could very well have one of the most powerful weapons in known existence.
“No, I didn’t,” the Vapor stated simply and straight-to-the-point.
“You have it then, Legion! Let the boy go, and do whatever it is that you are going to do with existence as we all know it. You won! You did it! You got your freedom, got the vial, and currently are the strongest being that time and eternity has really ever . . .”
“That is my brother, and that necklace is Ms. Leah’s!”
The young female voice was a projection of the loud outburst of child anger.
No one could have seen it coming, but it happened . . . right there in front of all of them. Everyone had been paying attention to Legion, and he had been gloating so much that neither he nor anyone else noticed where Lada had gone.
The shock, agony, pain—and even the understanding of defeat—washed over Legion. The rest of those standing caught themselves in shock when a large gasp emanated from the Demon as he released his grip on the boy and he looked down at the growing blood stain spreading over his shirt. He clutched at his midsection, and the point of the blade sticking out cut his fingers. He couldn’t grasp it and pull it through. He spun around, twisting his body in an attempt to pull the sword from where the young girl had plunged it deeply into his back and through his body.
Both of the twins ran toward the waiting arms of team members.
Leah walked forward as Legion collapsed to the ground, his eyes wide and his mouth gaping. He realized what he still had in his hand. He tried to use the last bit of strength he had to break open the bottle to pour its life-giving substance down his throat, but he was stopped by a firm grasp from Leah.
“Whatever you do,” he asked as he looked up at her, “finish me. Do not send me back to the Abyss.”
Eve walked over and knelt down beside him.
“There is a prophecy that you may not have heard about, Legion.”
He looked at her. He struggled to concentrate. He had focused for so long on hatred, evil, and darkness. He had suffered ages of torment, pleading for vanquishment or freedom; and now he was doing everything he could just to survive.
“What is that, Nephelium?”
“One that Isaiah uncovered just recently,” she answered. “It revealed how a woman and her children would be taken away to a place where they would be protected from all that sought to destroy them, but one day the Dracon would appear. He and his army would emerge from the pits of hell with long, dark hair and fangs for teeth. They would seek to destroy the world.”
She paused, more for effect and suspense than anything.
“Then the woman and her children would come forth out of the place of protection and would stand against the evil hordes. The prophecy predicted they would defeat Dracon. So, yes, prophecy has been fulfilled; but you have to be aware of the final prophecy.”
With that, Leah pulled the vial from his dying grasp as the light faded from Legion’s eyes. The Prince of Darkness, the hero of the Clans, had taken his final fall. He was gone . . . but at such a great price.






Chapter Fifty-Five
The twins wrapped their arms around Serenity, and the rest of the team collapsed onto the ground. Zarius remained with his wife, and Eve found herself cradling yet another fallen friend. She had never imagined that life would rip Isaiah from her, also.
“Zarius, I am so sorry!” Leah reached out and put her hand on his arm. “I have nothing else I can say but that I am sorry.”
She watched as the large-framed Vapor slowly brushed his wife’s hair over and over with his fingers. He wanted nothing more than to have her eyes open and have her smile that beautiful smile. If only he could hear that melodic and romantic voice once again tell him how much she loved him.
“It wasn’t her time, Leah. It wasn’t her time!”
“Time is not controlled by any of us, Mortal or Immortal, My Friend. It is its own power; and no matter the life source that flows through us, it touches each of us in ways that we can never understand or explain.”
“What do I do now? Where do I go? I can’t go back to our home. I can’t! I should have never had her come here! I built our home for her! She was the oasis in the middle of that desert!”
His last words slammed into her conscience as he spoke them.
“What did you just say?”
“Tanisha was what brought life to . . .”
“No . . . say exactly what you said before!”
He was puzzled.
“I said she was the oasis in the middle of the desert.”
“Eve!” Leah’s voice was raised with a hint of both excitement and anxiety, “The prophecy that you stated to Legion . . . what exactly was it that Isaiah said about it? I mean literally what did he say?”
The Nephelium waited for a moment as she pondered over what she could recall.
“He stated there was a series of passages that talked about a woman and her children who were sent away into the . . .”
She didn’t even finish. The answer she was reciting seemed strange to her as she thought back over it.
“He said they were sent away to the desert for protection and that when the time of the Dracon came, they were called out of the desert to overcome the Dracon and his forces.”
“Zarius! It wasn’t about Megan and the twins, but about Tanisha and the twins! She came out of the desert to meet the children here. Her coming here was the prophecy! It wasn’t about a mother and her children but about a woman who would protect the children as a mother!”
Zarius sat stunned. He looked down at Tanisha’s lifeless face. He loved her even more. She never asked for any of this; but her love for a man who walked out of history would bring her into an historical moment that she—and only she—could fulfill.
“If she could only know the truth, she would be laughing at all of us right now,” he cried, his tears falling onto her face and hair.
Victoria walked over and stood behind where the Vapor sat. She wrapped her arms around the big man and hugged him as if she had never hugged anyone before.
“You are right. She would laugh, Zarius, and then she would love on you. If only we all could find the love that you both had for each other, this world would be better off.”
Leah felt the warmth and wetness of her own tears start down her face. She opened up her hand and looked down at the one thing that had tied her to a time when she had felt that type of love and even felt the sense of protection that flowed from her to her child and to Joan.
She reached over and took Zarius’ hand. She indicated that she wanted him to hold it out. As he did, she placed the vial with its broken chain in the center. She then curled his fist around it.
“This is for you. This is your moment, Zarius. This is your time to discover that, although time may have its brushstrokes against our backs, we can control the way the colors are blended.”
The big man shook his head, “I don’t understand.”
“This vial has travelled through time and space, been fought over, sought after, and even hidden for this moment right here. She fulfilled her purpose in the universe; so, let’s allow this vial to fulfill its purpose. If mythology and rumors are true, then this blood holds the sequence of life itself.”
Understanding swept through his soul. He opened up his hand and looked at the intricate iron work that had been placed around the glass vial. He touched the broken chain and could not imagine all the hands and beings who had done the same over the ages. He looked around at all the faces looking back at him, and his eyes fell upon the body of Isaiah.
“But how can I, when a fellow warrior and friend lays right there, gone from us? What gives me the right to play upon my selfish, devastated, and broken soul to use this upon my wife when he has given the same as she has?”
Eve sat next to the body of her friend, her hand resting upon Isaiah’s chest. She smiled as she realized he had died with such a look of completeness and peace upon his face. She patted his chest and looked up at the Vapor.
“Nothing gives you the right, Zarius; but he would give you permission. He is with his wife and daughter now. He knows the pain and loss you are feeling, and I saw what it did to him. He would never want anyone for whom he cared to feel what he had to carry for so long.”
She looked around at each of the team members, “I believe we all would agree that he would be the one handing it to you with his dying breath if he could.”
There were numerous nods . . . and even tears . . . from all around as they watched Lano and Lada leave Serenity’s side and go and sit down on either side of Zarius.
“Well, everyone may say that; but I mean, if you aren’t going to use it, I could think of many other things we could do with it!” Kadar quickly put his two cents in.
For that, he got glares from all around.
“I mean, I’m just throwing out suggestions!”
“Shut up, Kadar!” Eve rolled her eyes.
The Vapor’s hands were shaking as he tried to figure out how to open up the top of the vial. Dare he hope that the myths and stories were true? Would this bring his beloved back?
“Hey, Big Guy, give that to me,” Chad waved his hand, motioning for Zarius to hand over the vial. “Let me help.”
Chad took the vial and pulled out a knife from his pocket. He carefully held the body of the vial firmly in his grasp and, with the blade of the knife, hit the very top of the vial as hard as he could.
“Chad!” Serenity yelled.
“What?” He looked at her with a mischievous grin. “Come on! You think you would trust me by now!”
She looked and saw that the top of the vial had been broken; but the portion within his hand was still intact, the contents safe within the glass container. She smiled and shook her head. He was crazy, but she was finding out that she did love that about him.
He handed the bottle back. Zarius took it from him and then looked back to Leah.
“What do I do?”
The female Vapor shrugged, “Ha, don’t ask me. Hell, I have been carrying that thing around for ages and didn’t even have a clue as to what I had; so I, for sure, am not certain of the proper way to use it.”
Lada put her finger out and looked up at Zarius, “Put some on my finger.”
He shrugged. He took a hold of her finger, placed it on the top of the vial, and tipped it up. They watched as the tip of the young girl’s finger became red with the blood. Her body shivered for a moment.
“Are you ok?” he asked her.
“Uh-huh. It just made me tingle and made we want to laugh.”
She quietly brushed back more of Tanisha’s hair and, with the tip of her finger, preciously touched the woman’s lips.
“Can I do it, also?” Lano asked as he sat up on his legs. “Please?”
Zarius quietly repeated the steps that he had done for the other twin. As he did, several drops dripped from Lano’s finger and fell onto Tanisha’s mouth. The young boy, not to be outdone by his sister, quickly touched his fingers to the archeologist’s lips.
Everyone waited. Zarius realized he was holding his breath. He watched intently to see if there was any change in his wife, but saw nothing. He felt he had nothing to lose. He had hoped that by using just some small dabs he would have enough left over to be used on Isaiah. He looked up at Eve with pain in his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered.
“Don’t be. He would be okay with this,” she smiled.
He placed the top of the vial between Tanisha’s lips and tipped it up, pouring the rest into her mouth. As he did, a distinct change in the color of his wife’s face became evident. Her eyes began to flutter, and her chest began to rise.
The twins squealed in glee as they watched Tanisha return from the dead. Zarius pulled her close and sobbed . . . sobbed with tears that could only be brought on by the restoration of love and life!






Epilogue


“What now?”
Leah sat down and leaned her back against the boarded-up area that had once been the front door of Eden. She looked over at Eve as she pondered her question. If she was honest, she would say she wasn’t sure. She had been asking herself that now for the last few days.
“Well, that is a good question, Eve. Tanisha seems to be getting stronger, and it sounds as if she and Zarius may be taking the twins with them back to the desert.
“The Sanctum crew has some rebuilding to do of their own. I spoke with Ki, and it sounds like they will not be returning to the Sanctum except to clean up and retrieve those who were slaughtered there. I think they have already found a new building that will suit their needs, but he said that the team just can’t go back to work where so many were killed.”
“I get that,” Eve stated.
She pulled her knees up to her chin as she looked out over the driveway.
“What about Chad and Serenity . . . and even Victoria?”
“I believe they will be returning with Ki and Gideon. There is still no telling what Victoria holds within her.”
“Is it her choice to go with them?” Eve asked suspiciously. “Or are they not really giving her an option in order to see what kind of residual effect Legion had on her?”
Leah laughed, “No, it was her choice; and if she hadn’t chosen to go with them, then I think everyone would have been ok with that, as well. It takes a while for some, but even Angels can learn from their mistakes.”
“And you? What will you do now?”
Leah let out a long breath.
“I’m still trying to figure that out. Things are changing, and a new era is upon us. The way things have been done for so long is no longer the way they will be done from here on. We have Nephelium, Angels, Vapors, and even Fallen. The Brotherhood of the Watchers seems to be gone again, but I have a sneaky suspicion that we will see them again.”
“And the Arch Council?”
“Like I said, we are entering a new era of life and time. Gabriel and Nemamiah have asked me to return to Scintillantes and work with them on what the future looks like—the structure of it—but I just don’t think I am ready. I have offered to be a consultant of sorts for them, but I trust those two. They haven’t lived this long not to be able to figure out the flow of existence and what is needed.”
Eve sat for a while and then spoke again, “Leah, Denora is still out there.”
“Yes, yes, she is; but so are many others of the Clans. I suspect just as much as we are regrouping and looking to see what the future holds, they are, also. There is no way we can believe that the time of the Fallen is gone. Every bump in the night, every stolen breath of innocence, every hellish night terror or scary bedtime story will be touched by the insignia of old Clans, as well as new ones.
“The time for a new Alliance to rise has come. The lines have blurred, but the battle lines have not. Let’s take you, for example. I know that I resented you for far too long for the choice you made to go out on your own, but I see now that you are your own woman. What you are doing—even though I may not fully understand why you do it on your own—really is not anything different than what the Alliance does.
“In the short time I have had as a Vapor I have come to realize that no one person has it all right. We all have the right heart . . . the right desire. We are Guardians and protectors. We each need to find our own way, yet see that we are still able to come together. It wasn’t the Alliance that defeated Michael and Legion. It wasn’t the Nephelium or even the Vapors. No, it was all of us coming together for one purpose; and in that moment, we were stronger together than any of us could have been apart.”
A car pulled up the lane and parked in front of the two of them. Eve stood up and grabbed the duffle bag sitting beside her. She offered her hand out to Leah. The Vapor took it and allowed Eve to pull her up.
“Leah, we all have come a long way.”
“Yes, we have; and we still have even a longer way to go.”
“Apologies have never come easy for me, but . . .”
Leah put her hand up.
“Let’s not change things too much!” she laughed.
“Fair enough.”
Eve placed her bag in the back of the car that had come to pick her up. As she did, Leah just watched. The Nephelium was correct: they had come a long way. There was hardly any resemblance of the tattoo artist that she had sat across from at Alfonso’s café several years ago.
“Eve?”
The Nephelium turned and faced her, “Yeah?”
“We have more to talk about one day, but for now I wish you nothing but the best; and if ever the time comes when you find yourself in a jam, you know you are never alone.”
Eve smiled, “I know.”
Leah watched the car leave the grounds of Eden. She knew there would come a time when she would have to share her secret with the former tattoo artist; but now—this moment—was not that time. No, life was changing before their eyes.
“A mother eagle will pull the down from the nest in order to ensure that the eaglet is no longer comfortable within the nest. An eagle was meant to soar; but if he becomes comfortable in the nest, he will never soar to the heights he was meant to conquer. Fly high, Eve. Fly high!”






Glossary
Alliance, The —
The Alliance originally was a group of Eternals known as the Host. The Host consisted of Eternals ranked as Guardians, Warriors, Intercessors, Messengers, or Healers.
It was the Host who fought against the rebels in the War of the Serpents. Once the rebellion was cast down, the Host took a vow to protect mortals. They began to make themselves known to select mortals and revealed to these individuals the supernatural war that was being fought to dominate and subdue their kind.
The joining together of the Host, the Watchers, the Jerusalem Breed, and humans brought about the need for a new name: The Alliance.
Arch Council —
The governing body of the Eternals. Originally, the Arch Council consisted of Lucifer, Gabriel, Michael, and Metatron. After the War of the Serpents led by Lucifer (the Morning Star), Nemamiah was chosen to replace Lucifer. The Arch Council reside upon Scintillantes.
Azrael —
Known as the Angel of Death. It is also the name given to Michael the Archangel by the Fallen.
Cerberus —
The two-headed Demon Dog of Hecate. Legend states that Cerberus actually had three heads, but this is based on myth and legend only. The twin brothers Steirbeubar and Stidoch both swore allegiance to Hecate and joined together with their possessors to form Cerberus, Hecate’s protection.
Clan Wars —
Shortly after the account told in The Nephelium, the Clans began to war against each other, each House not trusting the other. This became the bloodiest and violent war recorded amongst the Fallen. Many Clans were left in disarray with very few members. During this time, the Arch Council took a hands-off approach with the idea that the Clans would destroy each other. Some Clan members even branched out during the war and created their own Houses, although never recognized as true Clans.
Deltas —
The Deltas were formed to harness the energy of life. One delta was stolen by the Fallen during the War of the Serpents. One remained in Scintillantes. The third was made of a clear stone and was given to the Grigori. (See Grigori.) When the two ancient Deltas were placed on top of each other, point facing point, they balanced perfectly and took on the appearance of a triangular hourglass. The one given to humans was larger and intended to encase the other two, symbolizing the joining of all three.
Dracon —
The Order of the Dracon would give birth to the rise of one Dracul or Drăculea. Probably the most highly recognized Fallen or, at least, Vampire (the manifestation of the human mythology dealing with the Fallen), Drăculea embodied the largest collection of segments of Legion at one time since his banishment into Malebolge. It was at that time the Fallen believed they were the closest to Legion’s return; in fact, they were not far off on their assumptions.
Dumah —
The Brother of Mantus and guardian of the gates of Malebolge. He followed his brother’s leadership during the War of the Serpents and was exiled for his role. He then followed his brother to Malebolge when Mantus was given the realm to control. He is loyal to a fault to his brother. He has never been in control of any Clan but, instead, has chosen to exist as Mantus’ right-hand man.
Eden —
The physical representation of life energy and source. It is wherever Etz Chaim is (See Etz Chaim and Tree of Life.) and where the planter is. The life energy of Eden has been also known to take the form of a lady who guides those in need in their time of turmoil and trouble.
Enoch —
Enoch was a mortal man who was offered the opportunity by Jah to become immortal. He was taken into the realm of Scintillantes and given a new name. There, he would be known as Metatron (See Metatron.) and would take up a seat in the Arch Council, replacing the banished Morning Star.
Eternals, The —
Original beings brought forth from the thoughts of Jah; those whom humans have called immortals. Their existence is beyond the comprehension of the human mind, for the minds of mortals are limited in their design compared to an Eternal. The Eternals originally existed on Scintillantes.
Etz Chaim —
Also known as the Tree of Life.  Its trunk was thick and was the deepest, darkest, and richest wood that one could imagine. The wood seemed polished with natural oils, glistening almost like glass. The branches reached out in the regal glory of natural perfection: lush with leaves that had no sign of insects or disease or lacking natural nutrients and radiant in vibrant greens. It is the source of creation and source of pure life and energy.
Familiar —
A mortal who has chosen to pledge their loyalty to and follow a particular Clan.
Grigori —
The original name of the Brotherhood of the Watchers and is still used by some in reference to the Brotherhood. (See Watchers, The Brotherhood of.)
Guardian —
An Eternal whose purpose of existence is to guard and protect individuals to whom they have been assigned by the Arch Council. They were originally members of the Host, now known as the Alliance.
Halfling —
A unique classification that came about only after the exile, due to the requirement of a mortal. This classification is found within the House (Clan) of Hecate. A Halfling is many times confused with a Possessor, Undead, or sometimes a Nephelium.                             A Halfling comes about when a Possessor not only takes over the living body of a Familiar but when that Familiar allows a Soul Slayer to imprison or even destroy that Familiar’s soul. Within this submission, the Possessor taps into the spinal cord and brain cortex of the Familiar and takes full control of the Familiar; in essence, the Familiar becomes a Fallen but not immortal. The body will live longer, giving the impression of immortality; but being a true Eternal is not able to be achieved by a mortal.
The classification of Halfling is from where many legends of Vrykolakas (humans who were changed into Vampires) came.
Hall of Heroes —
A hall in Scintillantes, full of statues that immortalize Heroes of the Alliance and Watchers throughout the ages.
Jerusalem Breed —
During the fall of Babylon, Rephaim, one of the original Nephelium, was rescued by Leah, a Guardian. He was delivered to a Jewish family who took him to Jerusalem; thus, the descendants of Rephaim are called the Jerusalem Breed.
In Jerusalem, Rephaim was raised and taught in the ways of Jah. He was given a choice to nurture his Fallen heritage or to embrace the way of Jah. He chose the latter; and in so doing, he set up within the Alliance a faction of Nephelium who would work beside the will of Jah throughout mortal history. Many heroes throughout mortal history, who were able to do that which seemed impossible and, thereby, change the tide of evil in favor of innocence, were Nephelium. (See Joan of Arc in the Appendix of The Nephelium, Book One.)
Because of their importance and because they were half mortal, each of the Jerusalem Breed was given a Guardian. As time marched on, many of them chose to blend into mortal roles and requested not to have Guardians. These individuals lived as humans; and as the ages rolled on, many did not even pass on to their children the understanding of their supernatural heritage. Many mortals today possess powers that they do not understand.
Malebolge —
Also known as Hell by mortals, it is a place where those who are damned or imprisoned; a place to where the Fallen are banished; the place of exile for a major portion of Legion; a place of eternal damnation, pain and suffering, and eternal flame and heat. It is ruled by General Mantus (See Mantus.), and the gates into the Abyss are guarded by his brother, Dumah (See Dumah.), and the legions that Dumah leads.
Mantus —
Once a powerful Eternal, he served as a General of the Warriors of Scintillantes. He chose to rise up with Azrael (See Azrael.), Hecate, and the other Overlords in attempt to overthrow Scintillantes during the War of the Serpents. For his role in the rebellion, he was banished and exiled. At that time, he discovered he had been a pawn of Hecate, his wife, for a larger purpose and plan that she formed in order to rise to the top of the power of all Eternals. He was sent to control Malebolge (See Malebolge.) with his brother, Dumah. (See Dumah.) He also believed Legion to be his son but later discovered that he was one of many who helped father Legion.
Metatron —
The name Enoch (See Enoch.) was known by while in Scintillantes and serving on the Arch Council.
Michael —
One of the original Arch Council members. The Archangel became the leader of the Arch Council. He is also the Angel of Death for humanity and is known to the Fallen as Azrael. (See Azrael.) It was unknown to most other than the Clan Leaders that he had played a very large role in the War of the Serpents. He is also one of many who helped father Legion.
Overlord —
An Eternal who held a position of power and leadership within Scintillantes before the War of the Serpents.
Possessors —
A Fallen found within the House (Clan) of Hecate who, upon agreement/submission of a Familiar, possesses the living body of a mortal. A Possessor is many times confused with an Undead or a Halfling. These three classifications are very similar. A Possessor embodies and controls that which the Familiar allows but does not fully take over, as in the case of a Halfling. (See Halfling.)
Raphael —
The Eternal name of Zarius (See Zarius.) before the War of the Serpents.
Scintillantes –
The immortal existence of the Eternals. To explain Scintillantes to mortals is very difficult. Mortal man’s mind and thought process works within set boundaries, and Scintillantes is outside of those boundaries. It is like attempting to describe a color to one born blind or harmonic unity to one born deaf. To the mortal man, it is best described as the planet or realm where the Eternals live. This does not describe it fully but must suffice for now.
Tree of Life -
The mortal manifestation of the energy of Life. (See Etz Chaim.)
Vapor —
An Eternal who has chosen the way of mortal man; one who has accepted the weight of the mortal realm and the blanket of mortality. They no longer live to be eternal, even though their lifespan is one that will last longer than any mortal.
Watchers, The Brotherhood of —
Before the sect of Watchers was organized into a Brotherhood, individuals carried out what would become the duty of the Brotherhood later. No one is truly sure when the Brotherhood started. It is known that the true organization of what it is today came from a group of 12 men who, after the death of the mortal embodiment of Jah, realized the importance of not only recording what happened with the Eternals but also to ensure certain artifacts were hidden away.
The Oath of the Brotherhood holds each Watcher to secrecy; even members of the Alliance are not fully aware of what is known or written down by the Brotherhood. The Watchers have not only recorded happenings, but many also have been given prophetic visions and have recorded these. A struggle with which the Watchers deal is bringing all the information together to see if they can decipher a bigger picture to it all. It is not the job of a Watcher to change the course of history but simply to record and annotate what they discover and watch it take place.
The Fallen have manipulated many Watchers over the ages in an attempt to find many supernatural artifacts that are guarded by the Watchers. Watchers, who have turned and betrayed the Brotherhood and survived, become Watchmen, who are kept within the circles of the Abyss in order to record its occupants and that which is done there.
Zarius —
Once a high-ranking member within the Eternals, he followed his brother, Michael, along with Hecate, Mantus, and other Overlords in kicking off the War of the Serpents. He realized shortly after that he had been deceived.  Unable to return home and not willing to be part of the Fallen, he chose the life of a nomad, neither human nor immortal. He would become the first of what would be known as a Vapor.
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