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        The distant future

        The Great King Ariuk’s Castle-Study Room

      

      

      
        
        The Great King Ariuk

      

      

      Imagine a world without sound.

      Every question, every breath, every nuance of life was never heard.

      Well, that wasn’t ever so in my world or even in my palace. Except in this room. In the profound silence, the collection of countless odd-shaped, smooth, digital, analog, and everything in between shaped time keepers from my various outings ticked with crisp repetition. I was proud to say I’d procured every one with my own two hands. But the time? It crawled along like a wounded animal. Life, at present, felt like we were packed in a slowly increasing waiting room, and I was sitting on an uncomfortable seat with a hard, unyielding back. But I was used to waiting, used to be my sole possession. Time to heal, fight, love, lose, fight again, and wait. That was what I was doing at this very minute–waiting.

      I rechecked them. It was official. They were late.

      “Humans? Why is this great nation offering a hand to humanity?” Gerren asked again, and the vein in my eyebrow jumped. I closed my eyes.

      Throughout my voyages, I had encountered, forged bonds with, and come to the aid of a myriad of beasts, sentient flora or fauna, and questionable gray individuals, without ever contemplating the consequences of my actions. Perhaps I should have.

      Here I was, waiting for a meeting with a representative from planet Earth that could ruin everything for me and harm our beloved nation. It was the first time I had ever met humans, and it was not very exciting. They seemed powerless, like babies, with no magical abilities or ways to protect themselves.

      “I mean, what do we know of them, Sire? Nothing. I know you want to save everyone, but is it even worth it? We’ve studied them: bored, violent, and aggressive.” Gerren was tall and good-looking, with blond hair. He felt like a son to me; he was loyal and spoke his mind. He loved Aælliaque and was dedicated to being an ANGEL. As I watched him pace, it worried me; he usually hovered.

      “Are we to look the other way now?” I asked. Gerren huffed and crossed his arms.

      I reached for my Celestial Elixir, my green witch cook had conjured for me. She knew how I liked it, with extra Pesican Nectar. Gerren and I watched how the honeybees made honey, and we were pretty disgusted. I took a long, slow sip of what I thought was still warm tea, but was dismayed that it had cooled. A pity, the Moonbeam Essence gives an off flavor once cold. I set the cup down.

      “Ruin. Their planet is ruined. And that is what they’ll do to us as well, you will see.”

      “No. That will be one of us,” I said under my breath.

      Gerren’s brows creased. “What, Sire?”

      “Uh… nothing. You were saying.”

      He sighed and positioned himself in front of me. "Sire, our kingdom's decline shouldn't be assisted by these creatures who evolved from chimpanzees. Those furry creatures like the Sarabura here, except ours have spiky backs and are maroon. But that's not the main issue..."

      “No. That is the point. Just as we have come from out of the shadows into the light, so have these humans. Give them a chance to prove themselves.”

      “Are we not enough, my king. Do you not have to care for so many other beings, from so many other––”

      I raised my hand, and he quieted. “You’ve presented your case; please allow them to present theirs.”

      Gerren gave an exasperated sigh and turned away.

      Is he right? What am I getting myself into? I am getting too old to continue my crusade to save the multiverse. I wrung my hands and slowly stood. How will the citizens take to this latest addition? We’ve had peace for so long.

      “King Ariuk, please consider your citizens. The order…”

      "I have watched humans for many moons, and I feel it necessary to help them, as I've helped all the beasts of my realm. What makes them different? True, they are devoid of our gifts, but that is not a reason to...”

      “No reason? There are ten billion reasons. They war over natural resources. They are greedy, prideful, and…”

      “Calm yourself, Garren, the humans approach.”

      The door to the study swung open, revealing two humans who gazed around in awe. The first man, towering in stature, possessed a complexion as pale as freshly fallen snow. His white hair framed his face, and he peered through gray-rimmed glasses with piercing sea-blue eyes. He was dressed in a sharp gray suit, complemented by a pristine white shirt and a vibrant yellow tie.

      The second man, significantly shorter, donned a colorful, robe-like shirt paired with loose-fitting white pants. A small white hat was perched atop his head. His warm brown skin exuded a healthy glow, and he greeted the scene with a cheerful smile, revealing a set of perfectly even white teeth.

      I greeted the humans with a warm smile, taking a moment to soothe the atmosphere in the room. When I reopened my eyes, I noticed a visible relaxation among all the men present; the tension dissipated significantly.

      The man in the gray suit jutted out his hand. “Hello, my name is Seth Jefferson Jensen… President Jensen. This man is Belay Pretorius; he’s my Vice President.”

      “Please, gentlemen, have a seat,” Gerren said. He motioned to the two seats.

      I tilted my head at Belay. He smiled. “Very nice to meet you,” he said with a noticeable accent.

      “Yes, as we have said, Yellowstone has already started erupting, and the Toba volcano will blow soon. All our geologists agreed not to mention the food shortages that are plaguing advanced civilizations. We have little time. I don’t mean to force your hand, but have you made a decision?” President Jensen said. He had a penetrating gaze, but sweat collected on his forehead.

      "Yes, I have foreseen the death of your world." All eyes were fixed on me, and when I raised my gaze, I found Belay studying me intently. "You wish to ask me something, Belay?"

      "Excuse me, sir, but you said you weren’t human last time. Yet, you look like a human."

      I smiled. "Looks can be deceiving. I am known as an ANGEL."

      The two men exchanged dumbfounded glances.

      "An angel? Like in the Bible?" Belay asked. "Are you… God?"

      I tilted my head once more. God? What is God?

      "Belay, don't..." cautioned the president, but Belay handed me a small brown book.

      I discovered that I could comprehend the words within as I opened it. A sense of joy welled up in me as I read at a rapid pace, laughing softly as I delved into the book's fanciful, awe-inspiring tales.

      This God does sound like me. I wonder if I may meet Him or whether I’ve met him in disguise. Hmm. The world in seven days. I’ve done it in minutes.

      “Sir?” Belay said. He frowned, clearly struggling to comprehend.

      I regained my composure and closed the book. "Truly, I am flattered, but I am not your God." With a graceful gesture, I returned the book to him.

      "Oh," he replied, somewhat disappointed.

      “But you are an angel. With wings?” the president asked.

      “What kind of ANGEL has no wings?” I asked.

      With that, I stood and unfurled them. The men gaped.

      I sighed. “Gentlemen, I know you are working with time, but you have to prepare your people for seeing beings you’ve put on your pictures that move.”

      “Movies?” Belay said with another grin.

      He seems a chipper fellow. What wonders can he show me?

      “Yes, gentleman, and there are also the rules that the King has put into place for your and our protection,” Gerren interrupted gently.

      “Rules?” President Jensen asked, a tinge of worry crossing his face.

      “Yes, I know your people are capable of ruling your own way, so I will have you elect a leader who is to meet with me when necessary. All in Aælliaque send out their most trusted leader and advisor; you will too. Nothing too crazy is requested—things such as enforcing a curfew. Respect sacred lands. No poaching for endangered species. Share resources. And ANGELS are the enforcers in this realm.” Gerren said.

      “Angels… are cops,” the humans said in unison.

      We both nodded. “ANGELS all… uh… what do you humans say… oh yes, all caps, cannot lie. They have a duty to the crown and would rather die before betraying it. Their magic involves healing. They are the secret keepers of the kingdom. What more could you ask for, keeping the people safe?”

      “So they can kill?” Belay asked, eyes filled with wonder.

      “What… of course they can!” Gerren said, the irritation in his tone.

      “Will you be able to construct homes that quickly?” President Jensen asked.

      “I will have a witch construct a… second Earth, just the same as the first, but bigger.” I smiled and looked at Belay again. He wasn’t paying attention; his eyes were on my tapestries.

      “Witch?” the president asked. His tone dripped with disbelief.

      “Yes, yes. We’ve drawn up the treaty, ready to be signed,” I said, smiling. The president whispered into his vice president’s ear. They seemed unsure now. “Having second thoughts?”

      “What? Oh! No, it's just a lot to adjust to.” The president looked at his hands, then balled them into fists. I read his mind.

      The people. I must remember that the people are counting on me.

      I nodded, wondering what Gerren was so worried about. This one seemed capable. I frowned, looking around for Belay. He’d gotten up to wander around the room. He was looking out the window. I joined the man. I gazed out at the stable of Pegasus being cleaned and fed. Their swirl of colorful hair was so like a fragile rainbow on planet Earth.

      “This is unreal,” Belay said.

      “What is real? If you see it, it exists.”

      Belay looked up at me. “Will people be able to do magic?”

      I know what you want me to say, sweet Belay. But I cannot lie. Even I am bound by the law.

      “I don’t believe that is the way things work. They can try.”

      Belay hung his head.

      Never fear. There is potential in you all.

      “What is your favorite thing in the world to do?”

      He gave me another great big smile. “I like to go on weekend fishing trips.”

      “Fishing?”

      “Yes, we sit in a boat with a hook dangling from a rod and wait for the fish to bite. Sometimes we throw them back. It’s relaxing and quiet.”

      “I could use that.”

      Belay and I looked at each other, chuckling.

      “Sire, please. I need your signature,” Gerren said.

      I looked at him, feeling the weariness in my bones.

      Maybe I could go without them for a week. I remember I did that once. Oh, but I worried the heck out of the cleaner, though. And the council. And the kingdom.

      “Come along, Belay.”

      As we drew near, I spotted the president’s signature.

      “You do agree that every human or animal can come through the portal, right?” I said.

      “Of course, every person on Earth will be told, and they will decide.”

      “Good.” I signed my name. Then I shook hands with the president, who held his hand firm.

      “Alright, well, we have a lot to do. Come on, Belay,” the president said, smiling.

      “Um… Belay has to stay and help me with something. It won’t take very long,” I said suddenly.

      Everyone frowned except Belay. I awaited the president’s response.

      “Well, that is fine. I will tell his family and get them here too.” He turned to leave.

      I marched to my bookcase to find my lucky jade Luminarystone, a hobbit carved into a BumbToad for me.

      I could create some more, or we could visit a new Universe together.

      “Sir, what are you up to?” Gerren asked.

      I threw the large tombs around, searching for my stone. “What?”

      Both Gerren and Belay ducked every time something sailed through the air. But I soon found it atop my enormous book of constellations. I’d mapped out exactly 561 different ones in that many planets. I was extra proud of that.

      “Here it is.” I strode back to my desk.

      “Sire, please. Where are you going?”

      I stopped, forgetting what I was going to get. I turned and looked at Gerren’s bewildered face.

      “The Celestia clan is known for their surest, smartest, most capable ANGELs. I leave his clan in control of the crown. He is a just ruler. Besides, this should only take a few days. Yes, Lilith will do.”

      “What? What should take a few days, sir? And who is Lilith?” Gerren asked.

      “Oh, right!” I smiled brightly as Belay approached. I put an arm around his shoulders. “Belay and I are going fishing. Just us men, as it were.”

      “But sir, right before a remarkable alliance such as this. Do you think that is smart?”

      “Oh, I am sure the humans have much to teach us, and we have much to learn. Don’t worry so much, Gerren. The darkness will only be temporary. Yes, Lilith.”

      “What? Who’s Lilith?”

      And with a plume of purple smoke, a waving, smiling Belay and I disappeared.
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        200 years later…

        The ANGEL Barracks-Central Location

      

      

      
        
        Lilith

      

      

      I reread the roster, concerned that my mishap with my royal valet had begun this day from hell. Considering my commute, it rained because I uttered, "At least it's not raining." Then, the department issued me a crappy stock email saying my 3000 Gold Lustracry, missing from my check for that fender bender, wasn’t covered. Now this.

      I paced--it was all I could do, not to say I couldn’t fly. For the past four years, I’ve tolerated this malarkey. I’m supposed to work on a tight ship, and this ship just sprung a leak!

      “Hey, Lily! The party was just getting started when you left to take your Sletuito for a walk. And come to think of it, don’t those things stay inside all day and shit in a box? Lily, you hear me?”

      I was suddenly being shaken. Startled, I focused on Neriah’s beautiful face. Neriah was five feet four, with hair, a glossy shade of mahogany, cascading in waves around her small head. Her eyes were a mesmerizing sea-foam green, framed by long, fluttering lashes. Most female ANGELs who looked like Neriah were permanently pressed, their attitudes like rotten Gustrafruit, but she was never that way. Not with me.

      I was the awkward one. Like my legs grew before anything else on my body, except my hair. No, Neriah was nothing like Sizouze. That hex-hatching harpy, and I say that with the utmost disrespect, could get bent. She was the captain of the ANGEL elite, a cheering squad at ANGEL secondary school. She spent more time watching boys, which included humans and demons, I mean, the lowest of the low. And she shortened her uniform when we went to Mixcrosse games.

      I smiled at my best girlfriend. “What love?”

      “I said… what is up with you? You looked ready to smack a bitch or firmly grip someone’s arm in your case.”

      I laughed to ease some of the energy. I closed my eyes to allow the Auris synergy to wash through me like a sail over Radiant water off an infinite cliff. I opened my eyes.

      “You feel better? Talk to me.”

      “It’s this dang job, no matter what I do, it doesn’t seem like enough. The humans are warring with officials. I mean, look at the bombing in Hades Hollow. That orphanage was empty, yes, but…”

      “But nothing. Those rebels have been causing problems for years, ever since they stopped looking at us as saviors, even though we’ve been telling those fools that we aren’t. But that’s not all of them.”

      “It was a warning. Gosh, when I think of all the little infants that could die in a war, it hurts my heart. I mean, we’ve had peace until the invention of those Plasma Cannons, the Eurasians had to build just because the Asiarans were testing out theirs.”

      “I knew that land deal was going to go south. It was a matter of time. But that ain’t what I was talking about. When I walked in here a minute ago, you were seeing red about something.”

      Should I tell her? She might make fun.

      She grabbed my arm and tried to kiss me under my chin and on my neck. I absolutely freaking hate that!

      “Stop! Quit stop it, you ninny!”

      She was laughing as she continued. I was grossed out. “Tell me!” she said.

      “Ok! I give! Quit it, you soul-sucking sorcerer! Ew!”

      Neriah laughed and playfully shoved me. We were both lost in our glee.

      Someone cleared their throat.

      We both turned to one of Sizouze’s cronies. She waited.

      “Can we help you?” Neriah said, with tons of sass. She put her hand on her hip.

      Uh-oh.

      The ANGEL’s eyes widened, and she flew out the door.

      “Like freaking scornbugs, humans call them roaches,” she said, laughing until she snorted. She opened her locker and began taking off her silver Auris holder. I kept mine in a bracelet.

      “Hey Ni Ni, if I found an error, would it be better to keep it to myself or make sure it was known?”

      “Well…” she said as she stripped off her white collared shirt. My cheeks warmed considerably to see that she hadn’t anything covering her small breasts. And she’d gotten her nipples pierced!

      “You’re a sorceress, for real. That’s a violation!

      “How the hell is it a violation? Ain’t none of those decrepit featherheads seeing my body naked at no time, okay? Anyway, if something is wrong, it’s wrong. You can get a write-up for doing someone else’s scout.”

      “When did that ruling happen?”

      “Last week.” She thankfully pulled her vermilion tunic over her head. She paired it with loose-fitting white pants. In sharper contrast, I felt very ‘vanilla’ as human vernacular goes, in my plum-colored tunic dress with thigh-high black boots. Humans were sure handy with their fashion, even if it was outdated.

      “You got another clerical error, girl? That’s the 3rd one this year. When are you gonna put your foot down and be the ruler you were meant to be? My hunky new boyfriend says there’s a saying from humanity, ‘if you don’t stand for something, you’ll fall for anything,’” Neriah said.

      I frowned. She was right. I was… really irritated.

      As though she knew, Neriah gripped me by the shoulders and said, “Go get ‘em, girl!”

      I firmly nodded and stormed away.

      Instead of flying, I marched to the front office. The Office of Shadows bore the weight of centuries, evident in its dark oak paneling and Gothic architecture. Tall arched windows with intricate stained-glass designs filtered muted light into the chamber, casting colorful patterns on the floor. An imposing, antique mahogany desk dominated the center, cluttered with leather-bound tomes, scrolls, and arcane artifacts. A cut-out square in front of the office allowed us to talk to whoever was on duty. To my utter dismay, it was usually Sizouze.

      I marched up to the front of the line of ANGELs awaiting their latest list of runners. The male and female ANGELs began complaining.

      I slammed the report on the counter in front of Sizouze, who jumped in surprise.

      “What’s this?” She indicated the paper.

      “This is straight bullcrap! It’s obviously a clerical error,” I yelled.

      I was fully aware of the others listening, but I didn’t care.

      “ANGEL Lilith, we read what is given to us fresh every day. Whether an error or not, you have your orders! Is there anything else?”

      It was pissing me off that she was being pleasant in this situation, it was pissing me off that I was experiencing so many emotions—something humans influenced most ANGELS to do—and it pissed me off that this was seriously messing up my time frame.

      21 days… I have 21 days. Get a grip, girl!

      I glared at Sizouze; she had tamed blonde curls reaching her shoulders, large, blue eyes, and a baby face. Her youthful countenance belied her spite for me. Yes, she was that kind of ANGEL.

      “ANGELs, why is this line not moving?” came a booming voice.

      Oh fudge! The big dick is clocking in. No pun intended.

      All eyes turned as Zazriel entered the small, dimly lit office. He possessed a sturdy, burly physique that was undeniably masculine. In a realm where many ANGELs were immune to what humans referred to as emotions, Zazriel stood out with his distinctive trait—pride. It was this very pride that had led him to appoint Sizouze to her current role, fueled by his own sense of lust and desire for her.

      However, Zazriel held no particular fondness for me; in fact, he harbored a certain resentment. He believed that my elevated status was nothing more than a means to showcase my talents, an extravagant display that, in his eyes, squandered his valuable time and attention.

      I bet he kicks animals and makes infants cry, too.

      Narrowing my eyes, I waited. I wasn’t up for his malarkey today.

      He eyed me warily. “What did you do today, Princess?”

      Curbing my need to roll my eyes caused my left eye to twitch.

      DO NOT DISRESPECT ELDERS.

      Darn those rules. It wasn’t about being an ANGEL, just my years of etiquette.

      I involuntarily straightened my spine and enunciated correctly. “There is an obvious clerical error on my report. I only have one more runner, not two,” I said, my voice automatically lowering.

      He raised his eyebrow. “Are you telling my department how to do their job now, Princess? Have we become that incompetent?”

      Frowning, I said, “I didn’t say that. I said my roster is wrong.”

      He looked at Sizouze with a knowing smile. “Do you have proof?” He chuckled.

      Of course, we must turn in our rosters at the end of the workday, so I didn’t have proof. I got the urge to punch both ANGELS in the mouth.

      “I do!” came a familiar voice that made me smile. Neriah confidently moved through the crowd. With a mischievous smirk, she winked at me before reaching Zazriel and handing him her copy of the roster, which listed part of my name. It revealed just one runner.

      I smiled politely.

      Zazriel frowned for a minute, and there was no sound as everyone awaited his response. The fact that ANGELS couldn’t lie gave me hope, but there could be some loophole I wasn’t seeing.

      “Well, there is a discrepancy, so that you can file a grievance,” he finally said.

      “That’s not fair, you have your evidence. Take it off!” Neriah said, her beautiful face marred with anger.

      “Look, little lady, just because you're leaving the trenches doesn’t mean everyone gets to go too, besides…”–He scoffed. –“… Our little celebrity has better things than demons to deal with. There’s an entire realm to save. Right, Princess?”

      Neriah gave me a piercing look. My shoulders slumped, begrudgingly acknowledging that the annoying turd was correct. My coronation was less than a month away, and I had more important matters to attend to. Darn it!

      "So, will you take care of this roster, or should I assign it to someone else?" Sizouze inquired, her voice smooth and persuasive as always. She offered another one of her deceptive smiles.

      I shot her a withering glare before storming off, with Neriah on my heels. We headed to the rear of the building, where I weaved through the lockers until I found mine. With a frustrated slam, I threw it open and hastily gathered my gear—my trusty sonic blaster and the essential transponder.

      “Hey,” Neriah whispered.

      Turning my sad eyes to her, I found hope in her presence. When we were younger, we played with Dardariel in the garden. The way she’d cheer me on to steal a cookie or toy, and when she’d console me if I were caught.

      In return, she gave me a sad smile, her gaze filled with understanding and compassion. Without a word, she reached out and gently grabbed my hands, her touch grounding me amid my turmoil.

      “You don’t have to do it. You have enough to worry about,” she whispered.

      I swiveled my eyes to the carving of my brother, King Dardariel. He raised me from a baby, as my mother and father died mysteriously. I owed him everything, and I had promised him I would clear my roster before my coronation.

      It was unfair. Point blank. Period.

      “It’s just I’ve worked so hard for this, and he knows it.” My whisper was barely audible; my heart stung. Dardariel would be so disappointed in me, I was sure.

      “Lily, you push yourself too hard. Why? Because of expectations that aren’t even yours.”

      “You don’t understand, I have to stop the curse. I have to unite the kingdom. I have to…” Standing, I ran my hands through my wild golden curls. My brother and I favored each other, except his curls were tamer. We had the same jade green eyes and golden skin tone. Alluring as my grannie used to tell me.

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want,” Neriah whispered.

      “You think I have a choice?” I asked.

      “Yes–”

      “Well, you’re wrong. Half the population thinks I am too young, and I agree.”

      Neriah stood and propped her hand on her waist. “I know what you need.”

      “What?” I asked, eager to have some way to one-up that turd Zazriel.

      “Blind date night!” She thrust her slender arms in the air. “Woo!”

      “Shh! Keep your voice down, you nutter.”

      She giggled. “Oh, Lilith, you have no idea how sexy you are. Forbidden fruit is so appealing to humans.”

      “Gross, I’d never date a human. That’s like dating a demon. What’s the point?”

      She shook her head and rolled her lovely eyes. “You need to get out of that mentality, Missy. Those bores, aka ANGELs, are too restrictive. Beings with emotions are hot. Last week I went out with this de–”

      I quickly laid a hand on Neriah’s forearm to stop her. The unmistakable sound of flapping wings grew louder. Sizouze came around the corner with that ‘pleasant’ smile on her cherry red lips.

      “I forgot to tell you about your last runner. His name is Killian Toussant. He’s a wind demon, we think. No one has ever come close to capturing him. The last ANGEL went missing. The most recent sighting was in Northern Gaia II.” She scoffed. “Zazriel and I have a bet on whether you’re going to chicken out or not. What’ll it be?”

      I snatched the folder from her as fear swallowed my heart. Gaia II? The human settlement? The place was enormous. He could be anywhere! And how long had he been hiding among the humans? Did he have a glamour, which is illegal?

      “How long ago was this ID?”

      “It was made just last month, so it’s fresh. Even the bravest of us won’t go into Gaia II after curfew. Humans are mongrels, worse than demons, and those… beings are worse than animals. You wanna prance your noob ass down into the valley of death and desolation, don’t think we’re wasting personnel on you,” Sizouze said with her frozen smile.

      “Girl, you wanna get popped in the mouth? Keep talking,” Neriah said, the sass in her voice made me giggle. I looked at Sizouze's sour face and stopped.

      “Are you going to lolly-gag all day or answer me? You want it or should I get….”

      “I’ll take it.”

      Both Sizouze and Neriah eyed me in surprise. Even I was surprised. The human settlement was not all bad. But there were parts where ANGELs weren’t favored. Some were even killed. That was one list I didn’t want to be added to.

      “You heard her. She’s taking it. Ba-bye!” Neriah said with extra attitude.

      Sizouze smacked her lips in annoyance. She turned and flew off.

      Neriah looked at me with concern. “You don’t have to show off with me. Why?”

      “I’m not a little girl. I’ve been demon hunting for over four years, and I haven’t lost a demon yet. I don’t plan on doing it now.” I slammed my locker closed.

      Red warning lights flashed, and an urgent, blaring alarm filled the air, causing my heart to race with a sense of impending danger.

      “All ANGELS alert?” I shouted, my voice trembling with urgency. Neriah's worried face didn't grant me any favors.

      She looked up at me and grabbed my hand. “C’mon, let's go!”

      Panic swept through us like a hurricane, and we lifted from our feet, soaring back into the hall we'd just left. It was now a chaotic mess, with ANGELs rushing in from all directions. The annoying clanging overhead drowned out the frantic shouts and hurried footsteps.

      We huddled together in the now-crowded room while Sizouze fumbled to turn on the projected holographic display. The atmosphere was electric with anxiety and confusion as everyone craned their necks to see the broadcast.

      “Is it only for us in Aælliaque or worldwide?” Someone called out, their voice trembling. Everyone shrugged, uncertainty thick in the air.

      The female cyborg news anchor, her smooth brown skin in stark contrast to the mechanical eye, sat next to a Eurasian male decked out in a snazzy blue suit along with a navy-blue necktie. Their eerily calm smiles seemed to mock the turmoil unfolding around us.

      “Sorry to interrupt the World Bowl, but this is a worldwide broadcast coming to you live…” the female cyborg began, but her words were cut short as a man urgently whispered in her ear.

      I could feel the weight of the next few minutes bearing down on us, an impending storm of uncertainty. The events of the day had already spiraled out of control, and I had a sinking feeling that this broadcast was about to change everything.
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      “Please, let me call someone!” I screamed, desperation clawing at my throat.

      She weakly shook her head, her face drained of color. “You’ll get caught. I wanted to... It’s fine.”

      “Don’t die,” I pleaded, my voice breaking.

      “Everyone dies,” she whispered.

      “Not you. Not now.”

      It started in my head, an undeniable feeling, a dark and irresistible force swirling in my veins. The veins of a madman. The veins of a sinner. A sadist, because I wanted more.

      “I’m glad it was you,” she said, her voice growing faint. “I have nothing more to fear.”

      “No. No. Stay, Lorelei.”

      She closed her eyes, and I knew what I was doing to her. I wanted more, an insatiable hunger growing inside me.

      More.

      “Lorelei!”

      I jolted awake, my eyes snapping open, a bitter taste in my mouth from a night of debauchery and expensive liquor. I ran my tongue over my parched lips and cleared my throat as I forced myself to sit up. My entire body throbbed. I turned my head to gaze at the woman lying beside me. Her pale lips wore a satisfied smile, and her tousled blonde hair sprawled across her cream-colored pillow. My eyes traced the curve of her naked back, silently. This one had a beautiful body.

      The HoloScreen hummed softly in the background. I would’ve paid it no mind, but an inexplicable feeling compelled me to watch the sexy ass black cyborg anchor and her multiracial co-host. Curiosity piqued, I reached for the remote and increased the volume slightly.

      “…Yes, it’s a worldwide bulletin. An ancient evil Umbramancer has successfully broken out of Devil’s Gate Prison, the triple maximum-security facility on Elder’s Island. For over 200 years, we’ve taken solace in the belief that this unholy terror was safely locked away. However, our peace has been shattered. Local, national, and neighboring authorities from every kingdom are on high alert. Our King Malachi has issued a decree for extra ANGEL recruitment and imposed a kingdom-wide curfew. Demon hunters will unite with ANGELs from the east, west, south, north, and central departments to enforce these new orders. Please remember to lock your doors at night, and if you must venture out in the evening, travel in groups...” the male anchor reported.

      I chuckled softly, pulling out one of my Glowleaf cigarettes. As I brought it to my lips and took a drag, it lit up on its own.

      I waited for it—the high.

      My brain gradually relaxed, and I let out a contented sigh, feeling the tension melt away.

      If ultimate evil wants your ass, it’s gonna get it. Travel in groups? Yeah right!

      The video shifted its focus to the sexy anchor. “Thank you, Brent. Luminarist schools have experienced an unprecedented surge in enrollment. With this latest revelation, we anticipate even more students entering their hallowed halls. Now is the time for us all to come together and pray for peace and safety. In other news, humanist rebels have carried out another devastating attack, this time targeting a Luminary church. Three individuals have been rushed to the hospital with severe injuries, and tragically, there has been one fatality.” A picture of a young Felikin child with endearing feline characteristics, including large brown eyes and distinctive crooked teeth, flashed on the screen. “Little Timmy Perkins, raised by a single human mother, lost his father, a full-blooded Felinar, to a heart attack just last year.”

      The camera zoomed in on a slender, striking blonde woman. Her eyes welled up with tears as she gripped a handful of tissues. Her voice trembled with emotion. “How could they do this to my dear Timmy?” Her words were filled with anguish. “They shouted that he was an abomination, but they’re the real abominations here, taking a life for no reason at all. My son simply existed!” Her voice cracked as she let out a heart-wrenching cry, her grief evident to all who watched.

      The anchorwoman returned to the camera with a somber expression. “Three out of the four humanist rebels have been apprehended. ANGELs are urging anyone with information to contact their local ANGELs barracks immediately. It’s truly a tragic story, especially with AstraFest right around the corner—a time meant for joy and gift-giving. Elena, Timmy’s mother, has chosen to honor her son’s memory by donating to those in need during the holiday season instead of celebrating as she traditionally would. Brent?”

      When the camera shifted to the male, I lost interest. I turned to eye my ‘date’ from last night; she snored lightly, dead to the world.

      I chuckled again. Dead. She was dead, alright.

      I reluctantly climbed out of bed, completely naked as well, stretched, and made my way to the window. Peering through the forest-green drapes, I took in my surroundings.

      Running my fingers through my hair, silently hoping that this one wouldn’t turn out to be a clingy type. Those were always the most challenging to deal with, but she had to have known what this was when she assessed me last night. The lady in red—the one who was on the prowl while her husband was away—I was intimately acquainted with their kind. I had been a boy toy for the night, with a little twist. I couldn’t help but wonder if any of them had an inkling of my secret. Hopefully not. I played each of them like a meticulously strategized game of chess.

      I’d been up to this kind of ‘gig’ for two years now, hopping from one blonde to the next like they were disposable. They were just bodies to me, there to cheer me on at the slots and fill my bed whenever I wanted. Lately, I’d been wanting that companionship more and more, using it as a means to chase the painful memories away.

      I watched a twittering bluebird outside my window, envious of its carefree existence. It flitted from perch to perch, singing its beautiful songs without a care in the world. In that moment, I couldn’t help but question myself. Why did I let this one particular memory burrow under my skin, gnawing at me until I resorted to drink to numb the pain?

      It was more than just a memory. It was a reminder of a time when I was vulnerable, when I allowed myself to feel deeply. And that scared me. It scared me because it made me realize that, despite my tough exterior and my ability to detach, I was still part human. I still could feel love and be hurt.

      I took another long drag from the cigarette, opened the window, and threw the remains out.

      With every drink I downed, I knew it was just a temporary escape. The memory would still be there when I sobered up, and I would have to confront it, eventually. But for now, drowning it in a sea of alcohol seemed like the only way to keep my demon part at bay. It was one thing these damn humans had gotten right.

      My analytical mind retraced the news story’s path. Ancient evil, huh?

      A long time ago, during my unkempt, knobby-kneed youth, I’d contemplated attending Luminarists School. Back then, I had a keen interest in learning about the five faiths, but everyone around me kept insisting that, given my lineage, I should focus more on becoming an Umbramancer since I seemed to excel in that area. However, fear was instilled in me regarding the dark arts. The rumors were numerous and unnerving. Besides, to reach mastery in those dark arts, one had to sever ties with the world and move away. Who needed that? I loved women, and they loved me right back.

      I jumped when a pair of warm, manicured hands slid around my waist, and her warm breath tickled my neck.

      “Hey, lover, how about one more round? Then you can get me out of your hair,” she whispered in her best seductive tone.

      “You think you can last one more round?” I said with a confident smirk.

      “Mmm. You young ones give the best kick. You part demon or what?” she said brazenly.

      “If I were, you’d never know.”

      She gave a throaty chuckle, sliding one soft hand down to my semihardened dick. I cleared my throat. I didn’t want her now. I had money on my mind, and only one place could satisfy my itch.

      But she started to jack me, and I found myself craving sex once more. What was one more roll in bed? I turned in her arms, sliding my fingers along her warm neck. As though hypnotized, she sank to her knees. I was delighted to see she hadn’t even bothered covering her nudity. She licked her lips as she prepared and took my girth into her mouth. It was a lovely, warm embrace for my dick, and I relaxed. She ran her crazy tongue around it while it was inside, and I wiggled my toes. She began moving back and forth on it with expert practice. I could feel the surge gathering in my balls as my fingers toyed with her blonde locks.

      “That’s right, baby. Nice and easy,” I whispered.

      She popped me out and licked the length. “Mmm. You taste delicious.”

      I winked at her.

      She messily gathered me in her mouth again, lubricating me to the point I might come all over her face, but I refrained. It wasn’t the first time a rich chick gave me head for breakfast, but I felt like being inside of her, so I gently pulled away from her cling. She eyed me obediently. I touched her under her chin and gently guided her to stand up. I smirked as she closed her eyes and licked her lips again. I didn’t even know I was doing it. The Umbra synergy just welled up on its own, flowing through my hand into her body from her neck down hers. She trembled.

      “Oh, God!”

      I suddenly grabbed her hair, brought her head closer, and whispered, “The name’s Killian.” I licked her neck.

      “Oh, fuck!” she moaned, and I had to hold her body up as she had a leg-trembling orgasm. As she spasmed, I picked her up and walked to the bed. When I went to lay her down, the front door opened.

      “Maya! I’m home early, baby.”

      Oh, Maya! That’s her name. Shit!

      I dropped her, and she scrambled from her prone position to hurry around the room, hiding candles, grabbing my clothes, and shoving them into my arms.

      “Hide in the closet, I’ll get him to take me out,” she whispered and hurried out of the room, wrapping her off-white silk robe around her shapely body.

      “Oh, honey, I hate when you come home so early. I was meeting with Janie for a spa day,” Maya said in a syrupy voice.

      Oh, humans, how do you lie so easily?

      I sighed and wriggled into my pants. Contemplating the closet briefly, I dismissed the idea and returned to the window, sliding my lithe body through the clinging drapes. I hastened over to the patio’s gate and jogged across the well-manicured lawn in the human’s exclusive community. The gardeners were diligently at work, and I shot them a curious glance. They remained focused on their tasks, unperturbed by my presence. Perhaps they had witnessed a half-naked man sneaking out of someone’s residence before.

      Scaling the front gate, I nonchalantly donned my shirt before summoning an AetherLift. While waiting, I glanced at my HoloLink, ensuring everything was in order.

      Hmm. Two missed messages.

      I played them back. A hologram of my older, grouchy landlord, Sal, popped up.

      “Ya two days late on ya rent, ya bum. Bring me my rent and a scratch off. Today, ya little weasel!” he said. I chuckled and played the following message.

      “Hey, Killian, It’s Layre! We got a big score in the backlands if you’re brave and tired of being a glorified whore. Those humans are going to give you a disease. We need your special gifts. Call me.”

      I frowned. I hadn’t talked to my cousin in months. Layre Killoran was a real bastard. He cared about the weight of his pockets. If they were heavy, everything would be great. If they were light, all hell was going to break out. He beat his wife, kids, and the ANGEL police that came to arrest him on the regular. I hated him, but I wanted to blow Northern Gaia II and move on. I was getting tired of just being another pretty face. Tired of older loose women with husbands to dupe and credits to splurge. Yeah, it got me fancy trinkets, but where was the limit? There had to be more to life than just existing.

      The decreasing zoom was getting near, and I looked up at my black and yellow AetherLift.

      Good, it is Katencraft and not Zinger. Those guys charge way too many credits.

      The craft descended to the ground, and I climbed in the back of it. I was not surprised to see a humanoid with scales.

      “Yeah, buddy, where to?” he asked, his cat-like eyes watching me in the rearview mirror.

      “Nebula Mirage Casino,” I said. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a pair of red lacey underwear.

      “It’s a little early for the slots, eh buddy,” the guys said, bringing the clunker high into the air.

      “It’s never too early for money,” I said with a smile.

      “Whatever you say, chief. Whatever you say.”
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      I swiftly put on my thigh holster, securing it in place, and attached my custom-made special issue ANGEL HoloLink to my wrist. The warning lights flashed as I grabbed my TechTethers, and the commotion outside the locker room grew more chaotic.

      With the all-ANGELs alert ringing in my ears, I knew I couldn't delay any longer. I had to get out there and ensure the situation didn't escalate further. Determination in my stride, I left the locker room and headed out, ready to intervene if needed and prevent any more unnecessary calamity from breaking out.

      “So, what are you thinking?” Neriah asked as she kept up with my brisk pace.

      “I’m thinking there’s gonna be some scared beings out there, and it’s time I finish my business here and concentrate on the dumpster fire that is the current state of the monarchy now. Curfew? Is he crazy? The rebels are gonna have a flipping fit!”

      “I agree with you all the way.”

      We strolled down the hallway to the back, reaching the employee parking lot. My instincts suggested that this route was safer. However, as soon as we stepped into the warm rays of the Solar Sphere, a camera flashed in my face. It momentarily stunned me, causing me to pause and blink away the spots in my vision. When I reopened my eyes, I noticed Neriah doing the same. I then turned to face the person responsible.

      Before me stood a young man, not a day older than eighteen. His hair, a tangled mess of ebony locks, seemed to have a perpetual disregard for gravity. He moved with an energetic stride, his hazel eyes gleaming with curiosity. His attire included a distinctive jacket adorned with a medley of colorful pins, and his top pocket held a notepad, pen, and pencil, the mark of a true enthusiast. Yet, what truly caught my attention was his gear.

      This pint-sized rebel wielded a camera that seamlessly blended the futuristic with a beloved relic of the human past. With its manual dials and the occasional flicker of a vintage flashbulb, it exuded an undeniable charm. I couldn't help but be impressed, though I made sure not to show it.

      “Ah ha, Princess, like the camera? Very retro.”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “Yeah, and what the fuck do you want?” Neriah said, hand on hip.

      "Ouch! That's quite some strong language from an ANGEL, especially from our newly appointed Resource Oversight Director. How shameful.” He playfully gestured towards Neriah.

      She flipped him off.

      A hearty laugh escaped him, an oddly cheerful sound given the somewhat perplexing circumstances. He then cleared his throat and asked, "Haven't you heard?"

      I frowned. “Heard what?”

      He thrust out his hand. “Parker Prescott here, your prime purveyor of profound and panoramic perspectives. From pulsating politics to passionate parades, I've made headlines since day one. Prying into the perplexing, plumbing the profound, and presenting you with a platter of pure journalistic passion. So fasten your seatbelts and prepare to plunge headfirst into the pulsating world of Parker Prescott.”

      “Boy bye! C’mon,” Neriah said and dragged me with her.

      Parker raced after us. “Any official or unofficial statements for the mind-numbing mayhem that will definitely break out when this maundering menace terrorizes a major city?”

      “No comment,” I said and put on my solar shades.

      “Boy, go straight to hell,” Neriah said.

      “Is that a direct quote?” he said and stopped walking. I had a sneaking suspicion that he was taking pictures of us, but I had more pressing matters to attend to.

      “You publish that, and I’mma put my foot so far up your behind….” Neriah warned him.

      “A pleasure, Princess!” Parker yelled.

      When we’d gotten a ways away, Neriah said, “When are we gonna do another girls’ night?”

      “You just want to go boy hunting,” I said, unable to keep the smirk from my face.

      “And what is wrong with that? You’re in the prime of your life. You’ll be presented with the realm’s finest in just twenty-one days. And other than those born in Gaia II, it’s slim pickings.”

      “Everything isn’t about sex, Neriah. Gosh, when did you get so boy crazy?”

      “Gosh? Do you even hear yourself?”

      “Look, leave me alone. I’ve had etiquette shoved down my throat for ten years. Sorry, I’m so rusty on my swearing.”

      “So swear.”

      “What?” I asked, frowning at her.

      “Cuss. I dare you!”

      We’d reached my brand new, sleek LeviRide. Neriah had gifted it to me, a replacement for my old square one. This silver beauty had the shape of a bullet with Skywheels studded in glistening diamonds. Like every LeviRide, it could soar through the skies and glide along the streets when in Gaia II. As I lifted the door hinged on the roof like wings, a rush of hot air and the scent of my latest Fragrance Elixir hit my nostrils, a reminder that I hadn't activated the climate control system.

      “Damn. I liked that one,” I whispered.

      “Nope, Princess. That doesn’t count. Give me a harder one.”

      I laughed. “Mother.. Um.. fracker,” I tried.

      She laughed too. “Ew, you’re so awkward. Work on it.” She began walking backwards towards her vehicle. “I expect to hear some raunchy shit before you’re Queen.”

      I waved at her and sighed. Neriah and I attended bounty-hunting school together. She picked it up quickly. I, on the other hand, had several obstacles. I pushed the obsidian L on my vehicle and closed my eyes as it whooshed to life, and then it levitated. Neriah honked and took off faster than I’d recommend, but that was her life in the fast lane.

      I pulled off.

      “Computer pull up file 669.001ZZX.”

      “Pulling up file 669.001ZZX.”

      The hologram on my steering wheel displayed an image of my perp. He was an ice demon, the lowest of the low. Short and squat, he had a massive belly, horns tinged with blue, and he chomped on a cigar. “Shall I go on, ANGEL?”

      “Yes.”

      "Runner 669.001ZZX. Mordecai, Son Of Lucius. Last known address: 75 Dexter Drive in Hades Hollow. Wife: Marie, human. Attended Demon Military School-Dishonorably Discharged. Ice-demon. Known weakness: fire. Family genealogy origin–N/A. Known hangouts: Gaia II, Hades Hollow, Dec–"

      “Wait, where in Hades Hallow does he usually haunt?” I asked.

      “Hold please. Loading. Loading….”

      I drummed my fingers with unkempt fingernails against the circular steering wheel.

      “Suspect hangs at Hellhound's Hideaway, ANGEL. Anything else?”

      “Head to Hellhound’s Hideaway.”

      The vehicle curved and dipped. I rested my head back.

      How did Dardariel do it? How did he balance raising me and running a kingdom? He always mentioned expanding. And now I have to carry on his ideal of unity. How am I going to do it?

      The journey from Central to Hades Hollow, specifically Hellhound’s Hideaway, took precisely two hours. The traffic was so light that I had drifted off to sleep. These smooth rides were excellent, and since they hopefully wouldn't have any more clerical errors, I only had half a day's work ahead. I could probably join Neriah on her assignment. Whenever we did a scout together, it was always a blast. I'd have to wait in the car while she made the bust, but at least I wouldn't have to return to the palace. King Malachi and I disagreed, and he made me uncomfortable.

      The vehicle gently descended to the ground. I checked my sidearm, ensuring it was fully equipped, and stepped out to survey the dusty, desolate parking lot of the large saloon. “Let’s get this over with,” I whispered under my breath.

      I approached the bar’s entrance with resolution and pushed the door open, revealing a scene that felt all too familiar. It was your typical alcoholic serving establishment, with the main bar stretching across the front, accommodating only three barstools on each side. In the center, circular tables were scattered about, each surrounded by three to four chairs, while at the rear, two pool tables awaited eager players.

      The room buzzed with activity—the rhythmic clacking of billiard balls colliding, the murmured conversations of shadowy figures, and the faint hum of background music. That unmistakable scent pervaded the air, a blend of stale cigarettes, the tang of urine, and the ever-present aroma of cheap liquor. My hand moved with practiced slowness, drawing my crystal blaster from its holster. I pressed the fire pictogram.

      My attention was drawn to the bartender demon, Magrannoth. He towered behind the counter like an imposing, onyx sentinel of the underworld. His crimson skin glistened with an eerie luminescence under the dim, blood-red lights of the establishment. With unsettling, fiery intensity, his eyes, like molten lava, smoldered, piercing the patrons’ souls. Spiraling upwards from his skull, his sharp, obsidian horns gave him a menacing presence. His barbed tail, covered in spiky ebony scales, flicked lazily as he worked. His fingers were adorned with long, claw-like nails. A wicked grin, revealing rows of serrated teeth, crept across his face as he served another customer. His voice, deep and rumbling like distant thunder, echoed throughout the bar as he took orders, his words laced with a seductive charm that sent shivers down the spines of those who dared to approach his infernal domain. He was a runner, and I had reluctantly allowed him to take on this job because of his influential, well-connected parents, who had manipulated the system to clear his case. Up until now, he had managed to stay out of trouble.

      Our eyes met, and a frown creased his face. “ANGEL Lilith, what are you doing here?”

      Everyone paused and looked up. Someone stopped the music, and the demons playing pool rested against their sticks.

      I narrowed my eyes at them all.

      “I’m not here to ruin your day. I’m looking for a runner. Name’s Mordecai, jumped his bail. Everyone take it easy; if anyone knows where he is, I’d be most obliged.”

      “Oh, bullshit, ANGEL. That’s what you said last time! And you caused 500 gold credits worth of damage that I know those other featherheaded fuzz ain’t going to cover.”

      I held up my hand. He shut up.

      I took a step, and everyone pushed back collectively. I eyed them again, remembering the squat little turd until I….”

      Our eyes connected, and I tilted my head. “You coming along quietly?”

      His shifty orbs darted around, possibly looking for an exit, but the only one was behind me.

      Mordecai slowly stood. He scoffed. “Seems you’re outnumbered, little lady. There are more of us than there are of you.”

      “Oh, it speaks. You think your friends are going to save you? Go ahead and ask them. I’ve got time.”

      Mordecai glanced at everyone. “C’mon, guys, we can outmaneuver her. We can fight!”

      “Wow. Riveting. I was truly moved. Can we hurry this along?” I said, purposefully sarcastic. I wanted him to slip up. These demons were nothing if not predictable. They didn’t call them runners for nothing.

      Mordechai sneered. “You think you can catch me, ANGEL? You’re welcome to try.”

      With swift determination, he abruptly turned and bolted toward the establishment’s rear. I wasted no time chasing after him, my heart pounding in my chest. I prayed the few patrons wouldn't dare to challenge me.

      Anticipating that he might seek refuge in the bathroom, I readied myself for a confrontation. But to my surprise, a door to the outside world awaited him instead. I hurled myself through the doorway, my senses on high alert. That guy might as well have been part ghost; he had vanished into thin air.
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