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CHAPTER 1

	
Whine And Worry
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	EZ WAS restless. Anxious, but not in a good way. More like a “bad things are coming, and you’re gonna be in pain” feeling.

	It was the same feeling he always got the day before his gym class would start any of the sports rotations, like flag football. Not only was he the worst at any kind of sport thanks to his lack of hand-eye coordination, bad vision, and no stamina, but he was always the last to be picked.

	And the first to be picked on.

	He laughed to himself. Bet they wouldn’t be picking on me now, he thought as he hefted the sword Han had given him while eyeballing Marcus across the room who was practicing with Joan of Arc’s own sword. Weeks before—or is it months? he wondered. It was kind of impossible to tell.

	Time passed so differently in the angels’ realm, so it was hard to say how long it had been since they’d been in the Gifts of God room and had chosen the items they’d take with them in their battle to save Zach. Actually, the items chose us, EZ snort-laughed to himself.

	He’d been intent on getting Joan of Arc’s sword, thinking it would cut through the anansi webbing that held Zach to a chair in the basement of his foster parent’s house. Foster demons was more like it, since they were both possessed by a bunch of the evil creatures. The sword had been the best idea he’d come up with.

	But holding the sword while thinking of how much he idolized the teen girl who’d fought battles and led armies, Han had pointed out that hero worship was the same as idol worship, and God didn’t like that.

	Not at all.

	So, he’d given the thing to Marcus, who was better with sword fighting anyway. EZ watched the kid make a swooping motion with the sword before spinning around to stab at a pretend enemy behind him. While EZ had gotten a LOT better at fighting since he’d been training with the angels—and, for once in his life, getting good sleep and great food so his body was able to finally grow—he still wasn’t as good as Marcus with a sword.

	Allison yelled “hi-YAH!” from across the room where she was sparring with Wheezer. EZ smiled. He’d never be as good as her with hand-to-hand combat either. The girl kicked serious butt, though EZ knew she had a lot of anger stuck inside her, which made her super focused on beating whoever she was fighting.

	That was sad, he thought. Allison had a lot of anger because she’d been abused all her life by her mom. EZ had been too—first neglected by his parents and then abused by some of his foster families—but that had made him scared instead of angry.

	It was funny, though—after accepting Jesus as her Lord, Allison wasn’t so angry any longer. At least, not with everyone in general. She usually saved her rage for demons, thankfully.

	And I’m not as scared, EZ thought as he put the sword away and moved to the other end of the room so he could open realm portals. It was probably his least favorite training exercise, but he knew it was important.

	Especially since he’d messed up and let the demon jerk Samael slip into The Fade, he thought with the same pinch in his chest every time he thought of that failure. The others didn’t hold it against him, he knew. In fact, they all made it a point to let him know it wasn’t his fault. But it still hurt to know he was the cause of all the extra effort they had to go through now with traveling by portals instead of the much easier Fade.

	Shaking those thoughts, he stepped into the protective shield Friar had created for portal opening in case some creature from one of the other realms decided to come through. The shield would protect the others, but he’d be on his own to fight anything making its way through. Hopefully not something too awful.

	He wasn’t as scared as he used to be, but some realm creatures were pretty terrifying.

	And some were pretty awesome, like Finn and Peter. He sighed as he thought of his friends they’d left back at the Easton’s. Finn knew if he left the human realm, he’d turn back into his huge wolf-like form and he didn’t want to freak everyone out, especially after seeing how Chubs was still terrified of Peter. When the anansi had appeared as a lovable dog in the human realm, Chubs had been kind of in love with him. But after Peter turned back into his actual anansi form—which was a terrifyingly huge spider thing, but still lovable—Chubs wouldn’t have anything to do with him.

	Most of the kids had argued with Finn about staying behind while they went back to the castle for heavy training. No one wanted to leave him alone in a house with all those demons, but Finn reminded them that in the human realm, it would seem like they’d only been gone a few hours instead of the months or whatever it was.

	By the way he’d grown and his body had changed so much, EZ figured he must have spent the equivalent of several years in the other realms. It was kind of worrisome, because he had no idea how he was going to explain the changes when he finally went back.

	He shoved that aside, because the last place he really wanted was to go back to the Easton’s. Back to school, where the other seventh graders would bully him non-stop. He grinned then, thinking how cool it would be to show up looking like he did, with muscles that not only worked the way they should, but were actually strong. And he looked so much better too, without the thick glasses and thin face thanks to being half-starved all the time. Allison even said he was “hot.”

	“‘But the Lord said to Samuel, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have rejected him. For the Lord sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”’”

	EZ startled and turned to look at Friar, who stood just behind him, big arms crossed over his wide chest. The man-angel had one eyebrow lifted and EZ felt his face color. God’s been tattling on me again, he thought. The Father had a habit of telling the angels his thoughts, which was annoying.

	Friar’s other eyebrow lifted. “Are you calling the Creator annoying?”

	EZ’s face heated even more and he quickly shook his head. “N-no!” he stammered. The last thing he wanted to do was anger God. But he reminded himself of something God had told him one day when he’d been feeling like a total loser… My son, I am always proud of you, and I always love you, no matter what. Just remember that I will forever be on your side!

	When EZ had shared what he’d been told, Allison and Marcus admitted they’d heard the same thing from God. At first, EZ thought God had a special place in his heart for demon slayers, but he’d quickly gave up on that idea. The more he learned about God, the more he realized the Father felt the same way about all His kids.

	He cleared his throat and turned back to the area where he’d try to open a portal. He’d been spending hours every day trying to find Zach in the other realms. It had been the focus for all of them since they’d gone back to the Easton’s to try to release the anansi webbing that bound their friend to a chair in the Easton’s basement, only to find Zach was gone. And no one had any idea where he’d been taken.

	With no other ideas or options, they’d retreated to the angels’ castle to whine and worry. But Han and Friar weren’t having any of that. Instead, they’d made them all start training.

	While EZ, Allison and Marcus had already been working on slayer training for a long time, the new recruits—aka, EZ and Marcus’s foster brothers—hadn’t. Only Jamal was in good shape, and that was just because he played football. But he’d had no idea how to even hold a sword, obviously.

	Rip was also in pretty good shape too, since he lifted weights in the gym after school nearly every day, mostly as a way of avoiding going home. None of them ever liked being at the Easton house.

	But Chubs and Wheezer were in really bad shape, maybe even as bad as EZ had been when he’d first started training, he thought. Wheezer had made a lot of improvement, though, when Friar had healed his asthma so the kid could actually practice without an attack. Good thing, EZ thought, since Wheezer used up his inhalers and they don’t exactly have a pharmacy in this realm. He figured they were going to need a different nickname for the kid now.

	Maybe Splat, he laughed to himself when he saw Allison toss Wheezer over her shoulder, splatting him on the mat. Again.

	EZ then turned his head to look at Chubs across the room. Han was spinning him on the “torture rack”—which had actually been a torture rack at one time—and his eyes widened a little when he noticed the kid had lost even more weight. Of course, that would figure, since Chubs, like all of them, had been working out all day long. And Friar had the kid on a diet.

	Chubs had griped about that, having to diet. He’d begged Friar to “fix him” like he’d done with Wheezer, but the angel had told him no.

	“I cannot do so, Ernest,” Friar had said sternly, using Chubs’ real name. The angel never used their nicknames. “If you want to lose weight and build your stamina, you must do it yourself. Rodrigo’s condition was no fault of his own, but you put the weight on yourself, so it is up to you to take it off.”

	Wheezer no longer wheezed, and Chubs was getting less chubby. Yep, definitely need new names.

	In addition to the heavy weapons and fight training, they were all taking turns learning how to open realm portals so they could search for Zach. EZ had a suspicion that it was going to be up to him to find the angel, though, since he was the only one who could travel in The Fade directly to something—or someone. He figured if he could do it there, he should be able to use that ability with the portals as well.

	But so far, he hadn’t been able to open one to Zach.

	He sighed and closed his eyes as he remembred the angel he’d once thought was seriously grumpy. EZ knew that it was pretty much just a mask, though, once God Himself let him “hear” the angels’ thoughts. It was then he’d heard how worried Zach was about him, how he didn’t want EZ traveling through realms by himself, and how he was stressed about him fighting demons. Zach didn’t think EZ was up to the fight.

	He was right…

	“When you doubt yourself, you set yourself up for failure.” EZ opened his eyes and glanced over his shoulder at Friar. He nodded at the huge man; it was something Friar was always telling them, that they couldn’t have doubts when they faced demons because the evil creatures would know and attack that weakness.

	Friar stepped closer, through the shield. He put a hand on EZ’s shoulder. When EZ had first come to the castle, the man would put one of his huge bear paws on him and EZ would nearly fall over. But now, he barely noticed the weight.

	“That’s right,” Friar said with a smile. “You are stronger now. Much stronger. And nearly double the weight you were when we first met. You’ve grown at least a full hand taller as well.”

	EZ had no idea how much that was, but if Friar was talking about his own huge hands… it would be a lot.

	“Concentrate on Netzach,” Friar encouraged him. He leaned closer and spoke right into EZ’s ear, like he didn’t want anyone else to hear. EZ doubted they could, since it was so loud in the training room with all the yelling and clanging of weapons.

	“Finding our brother is up to you.”

	Friar’s words confirming his suspicions made EZ grunt. “Thanks for that,” he told the angel. “No pressure here,” he smirked. The angel grinned and patted his shoulder again as EZ turned back and tried harder to think of Zach, of the last time he’d seen the angel when he’d been unconscious, beaten and tied to a chair by nearly impossible to cut webbing. He felt the familiar vibration that came when a portal was opened, but this time it was different. Less vibration and more… buzzing.

	He opened his eyes and frowned when he saw the tiny, fist-sized opening he’d managed to create. Usually, the portals would open right away, but it was like this one was fighting him, like it didn’t want to be opened. He glanced at Friar, wondering if he had come to the same conclusion EZ had about his Fade ability. He had no idea why the portal was being “stubborn” about opening. That hadn’t happened before.

	“This would be easier if we could just use The Fade,” he grumbled. He just didn’t think he could open the portal like he needed to. Like Zach needed him to.

	Allison had gotten a lot better with the portals, so it made more sense that she would be the one to find Zach. But he also knew the angels never lied. And that gave him something new to worry about.

	“I’m so much better at that,” EZ continued. “Portals… not so much. That’s Allison's claim to fame.” Well, that and beating people up, he snorted to himself.

	And being just generally awesome… EZ shook that thought away. He really needed to concentrate! He was starting to get super frustrated with himself, and he hadn’t felt that way in a long time, not since he’d started training with the angels and getting a lot stronger. Of course, the fact that Friar healed him from all of the issues he’d been born with didn’t hurt either.

	“I didn’t heal you,” Friar muttered above his head. “The Creator did. I was but the vessel He used to do so.”

	EZ rolled his eyes, though he knew Friar couldn’t see it. “Yeah, yeah, I know,” he mumbled.

	“You must concentrate. You are much better at opening portals than this.”

	Sighing at the angel’s words, EZ didn’t want to admit they were true. Mostly. He sometimes struggled with opening the portals, but never as badly as he did just then. The thing was acting weird with not opening. It was even swirling with different colors, which he’d never seen before. Usually, the portals just had two or three different colors, but this one looked like a kaleidoscope.

	“Come on!” he griped as he spread his hands out a little further, trying to force the swirling mass to widen. His arms trembled with the effort, which was kind of stupid, he thought. It wasn’t like it required some great feat of strength. Not like wielding a sword for hours on end which Han insisted on every day. EZ had muscles in his arms that he never knew existed. He felt like he was giving everything he had to get it to open.

	But the portal still wasn’t big enough for anything larger than a small animal to go through. “Why are you being so stubborn? Arg!” He dropped his arms and shook his hands out, trying to get them to stop tingling, which was a new feeling he’d never experienced with the portals. It was like his hands had been asleep, then woke up suddenly with the stinging feeling that always happened, but then ants managed to get under his skin and were crawling up and down.

	That thought made him lift his hands so he could examine them. It wouldn’t have surprised him if some weird ant-like realm creatures had managed to come through and were marching all over him. Thankfully, his hands looked normal with no aliens.

	The little bit of portal that he had managed to open continued to swirl in front of him, still changing colors as it did. Strangely, it was throbbing, almost like it was laughing. EZ wondered if the thing was making fun of him, which would be super weird, but nothing surprised him anymore.

	Being a demon slayer and traveling through weird realms had made him unshockable.

	“I believe we need help with this one,” Friar said quietly, almost to himself. EZ appreciated that he said “we,” even though it was all on him that the stupid thing wasn’t opening. He knew Friar or Han could have opened it easily, but they weren’t allowed to help, other than training. God said they couldn’t get involved with rescuing Zach, not even with finding him. EZ had no idea why God would do that, but Friar said it “wasn’t for them to question the whys.”

	“Allison,” Friar called out. “Please come over here.”

	EZ nearly groaned then, wondering why they hadn’t thought of that before. When they’d been in the realm Peter was from—and Finn had been banished to—he, Allison and Marcus had all worked together to open a portal that led to Zach in the Easton’s basement. They should have been working together again.

	At least me and Al, he thought to himself as his heart kicked into a higher gear at the idea of working with the girl side by side. He sucked in a deep breath to force himself to calm down and look chill. At least, he hoped that was the look he had. Probably not, he groaned mentally. He’d die of embarrassment if Allison ever realized how he secretly drooled over her.

	“Not so secretly,” Friar whispered, making EZ groan for real. He glared at the big man.

	“Don’t you dare tell—”

	“I will not,” Friar interrupted, shaking his head. “But you should.”

	“Uh uh,” EZ answered with wide eyes and a vigorous head shake of his own. “No way, dude. There is no way I’m telling her—”

	“Telling her who what?” Allison said as she skipped up to them and pushed through the shield. Friar had created it so only those with the Holy Spirit—or who were part of the Heavenly Host—could move through it.

	EZ swallowed hard as he gave Friar a glare. The angel responded with a grin that made EZ narrow his eyes in warning. He looked back at Allison, her sharp eyes watching the exchange between him and Friar. EZ cleared his throat.

	“Oh, uh, just—” He was horrified when his voice screeched into a high enough octave, he figured birds were covering their ears outside. If there were birds in the angels’ realm, that is. That screechy thing had been happening more and more lately and it was super embarrassing, especially when Allison was around. Thankfully, it was happening to Marcus too, so EZ didn’t feel like as much of a weirdo.

	He cleared his throat again. Twice. And then was startled when his voice sounded lower, deeper. “Um, I was just saying that I really didn’t want to tell you I needed help with this portal,” he said lamely as he swept his hand toward the thing. He must have gotten too close to it, because he could actually feel it. Feel whatever was on the other side, like a blast of cold air. He frowned as he looked back at the small opening, squinting as he leaned over to peer through the hole he’d managed to create. EZ gasped.

	He’d been wrong… he was still shockable.


CHAPTER 2

	
Damned Realms
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	“IS… IS… IS that the Realm of the Damned?” EZ didn’t care that his voice cracked that time. The question deserved a squeaky noise.

	Friar leaned over his left shoulder, while Allison leaned over his right. EZ had to fight the urge to turn his head and sniff her hair, like some weird old creepy dude. Instead, he sucked in a deep breath, which then burst out in a cough when Allison put her hand on his back. EZ knew she probably didn’t even realize she’d done it, but he swore he could feel every millimeter of her hand through his shirt. The touch felt like a brand.

	Yeah, he laughed to himself, I’ve got it bad. He glared at Friar when the angel actually giggled, obviously haven been given his thoughts once again. EZ glanced up.

	Lord, do You think You could just let me have some private thoughts once in a while?

	Focusing back on the portal, EZ squinted again, trying to make out what he was seeing. Countless shadowy figures moved about in the gloomy realm, shaped somewhat like humans but kind of wispy looking. They looked like smoke people, he thought.

	Other than the smoke figures, there wasn’t anything else to see. He knew he was wrong about it being the Realm of the Damned, because the doorway to that creepy place was at the bottom of the stairs in the castle. It was a short walk from where they stood now, so it made no sense that he would have opened a portal—

	“Yes, it is,” Friar murmured after a moment. EZ was almost sure the angel shuddered as he straightened. “You must close the portal immediately,” he said sternly.

	“Yeah, good idea,” Allison breathed in EZ’s ear. He shuddered himself, though it wasn’t from being freaked out by the realm before them. Knock it off, Ezekiel! he told himself. His Allison crushing was getting stupid. And embarrassing, he thought when Friar giggled again. He shot the angel a warning look, which of course only made the big man grin.

	Thankfully, the angel didn’t comment about EZ’s thoughts. “I am unsure how you were able to open a portal to that,” Friar said as he waved his hand toward the colorful mass. EZ thought it was weird that a pretty portal like that would open to such a gross place.

	“I… I do not think that has ever been done.”

	EZ glanced at the big angel, who was still staring into the gloom ahead of them. The guy had a weird look EZ couldn’t interpret, but it wasn’t good, that was for sure.

	“Wait, do not close it just yet,” Friar ordered as he turned and called Han. The big, dark-haired angel stopped the torture wheel from spinning, then unstrapped Chubs and helped him down. The big kid stumbled a few times and Han patted his back.

	“You’ll get your balance soon,” Han told him. EZ grimaced when he noticed Chubs looked like he was going to be sick. He could swear he had a green tint to his dark skin.

	“Puke bucket’s in the corner,” Han told him in what sounded like a happy voice before trotting off.

	EZ had always secretly wondered if the angel liked torturing them. Even though he was almost always happy and funny, EZ thought Han might have a bit of a mean streak. Once again, his thoughts made Friar chuckle. Thankfully, he didn’t say anything as Han reached them and pushed his way into the shielded area.

	“What’s up, Buttercup?” Han asked as he clapped Friar on the shoulder with one of his big hands. Of course, the angel who was even bigger than Han didn’t so much as flinch from the weight, but he did give his brother a look that made Allison giggle.

	Friar pointed to the portal. “Look what Ezekiel has opened.” He stepped to one side so Han could get closer. The angel leaned in and frowned before tilting his head to look at EZ. His brows lifted.

	“How’d you manage that?” he asked, sounding shocked. He looked back at the portal. “I don’t think that’s ever…” His voice trailed off, but he didn’t need to finish the sentence. Friar had already said the words.

	Leave it to me to do something weird, EZ thought to himself, though he must have said it out loud, since Han snorted.

	“What were you thinking about when you opened it?” Allison asked. EZ looked at her and saw she looked a little pale. Her green eyes were wide too, with more white than color. He wondered what thought had caused the reaction.

	As he considered her question, he felt the blood drain from his face too. He’d been thinking of Zach, of course, and where in the world—or other worlds—the kidnapped angel might be. But then, all the kids were supposed to focus on Zach when they worked on opening portals, even those who’d never met the angel. EZ had been trying to concentrate on Zach as he struggled to get the portal open, so that meant…

	Zach was in the Realm of the Damned.

	No, it can’t be, EZ told himself. He knew angels couldn’t die; they were immortal. And just because he’d been thinking about Zach when he’d opened the Realm of the Damned didn’t mean that Zach was there.

	At least, he hoped not.

	He realized he hadn’t answered Allison's question. EZ side-eyed her. She was still staring into the tiny portal and he didn’t think she realized she was so close to him. He, though, was very aware of it. EZ sucked in a small breath to smell her, still feeling like a creep. She smelled of girl sweat—which was a whole lot better than guy sweat—and cherries.

	EZ thought the scent should be bottled. It would make a million dollars.

	He didn’t want to scare anyone with the fact he’d been thinking about Zach, though, so he waved a hand at the portal. “My, uh, thoughts were all over the place,” he said, which was true. It was usually true, actually. “So, who knows what I was thinking exactly.”

	Allison glanced at him, then nodded. She knew him well enough to know that was true, that his mind was often clogged with lots of thoughts. Not so many worries any longer, thankfully.

	“That would explain why it was so difficult to open,” Friar muttered as he rubbed his chin. EZ knew he wasn’t responding to his comment to Allison; in fact, the big guy seemed to be talking to himself. His next words confirmed it when Friar glanced down at EZ and grimaced.

	“The Realm of the Damned is not meant for the living,” he said. EZ wanted to add “duh,” but managed to keep it to himself for once. Friar looked back at the small opening. “It is rather amazing that you were able to open it at all.”

	EZ didn’t think it was amazing. He thought it was awful. Especially if it meant Zach was in there. He glanced at Allison again, then turned to face Friar and Han. The question had to be asked, even if it did upset Allison.

	“So, the living can’t go in there, right?” he asked with a wave toward the portal. The angels shook their heads. “But…” his voice cracked again and he cleared his throat, not missing how Han’s lips twitched. He narrowed his eyes at his angel friend. You better not laugh, he shouted mentally, hoping for once God told the angel what he was thinking.

	EZ blinked slowly as he turned his focus on Friar, dismissing Han. Of course, that made the angel laugh, exactly what he hadn’t wanted. A frustrated breath left him. “Is it possible for an immortal to be there?” he asked in a rush.

	Friar’s brows lifted and Han’s laughter cut off. Both angels looked back at the portal, heads tilting slightly to the side in unison. EZ knew that meant they were talking—and listening—to the Lord.

	Both angels sucked in a breath at the same time.

	“It is possible,” Friar said, sounding like someone had a hand around his throat, squeezing.

	“I had no idea,” Han breathed.

	EZ could feel the heat of Allison's stare on the side of his face. He finally forced his eyes to hers. It was funny, he thought, that when he’d first come to the angels’ castle, he’d been a lot shorter than her. But over the past… however long it’s been, he thought, he looked her right in the eye. He frowned then, realizing he was actually taller than Allison by more than just a little bit.


OEBPS/images/image.jpeg








OEBPS/images/image-1.jpeg






OEBPS/cover.jpeg
MEacv
v












