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For the readers who step into strange worlds with open hearts, who chase light through shadows, and who trust me to guide them into a new world. This story is yours as much as it is mine.
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Author's Note





This book uses angels, demons, and biblical concepts as inspiration, but it is not meant to be a literal or doctrinal representation. I've blended tradition elements with creative freedom to build a world that fits the story, the characters, and the fantasy genre. 

If you come from a faith background, please know that none of these choices are intended to challenge or contradict personal beliefs— only to create an engaging fictional world.



Content Warnings: Violence, death, firearms, and themes involving suicide (not depicted in detail)
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Prologue




Awar rages, one human eyes cannot see. It’s not a battle of flesh and blood, or at least not human blood. You should be familiar with this statement—it is, after all, the first sentence in the most famous book ever written: “In the beginning, God created…” 

But what about the time before—the time of the angels? God created warriors. Which begs the question: Why? Who was there to fight before time began? Perhaps He knew all along there would be a war, one that first started with betrayal.

This is how the legend has been told through the generations, finally written down as a warning to all.

Apollyon, second-in-command to God Himself, wanted what he could not have, and he betrayed his first love, craving a throne for himself.

The Celestial War began, and Heaven split in two.

Those who remained loyal to God battled their brothers and sisters who had chosen Apollyon and his prideful ways. Little did Apollyon and his followers know that they had chosen the losing side and soon realized their folly when fire from Heaven’s throne shriveled their wings until nothing but stumps remained. 

A fierce battle occurred between the archangel Michael and the betrayer Apollyon. Sweat and blood dripped under their halos and down their faces as the fighting continued, the Heavens quaking with each collision of their swords.

With a desperate slash of his blade, Michael sliced the halo from Apollyon’s head. Michael’s golden blood mixed with Apollyon’s, now stained black with sin. Their combined blood dripped onto the broken halo and cursed the once-holy crown.

Apollyon, wounded and bleeding, was cast down to the Abyss along with his fallen warriors.

Not one to take defeat, the demons continued to fight the angels, an endless war between good and evil, valor and deceit.

But as with all things magical and powerful, a balance was needed. God created humans, favored beings that inhabit the earth. Only a select few are granted a talisman, a way to see beyond the veil into the spiritual realm. Only they, the Vaelatori, can protect the legend of the halo and the prophecy tied to it.

This is my purpose in this dark hour. The demons have come, and the halo is missing. I have taken parts of the prophecy and hidden them, leaving clues where only the Vaelatori can find them. Neither the angels nor the demons know of the prophecy, and we must keep it that way.

Or else all will be lost.

—Bahram, the first Vaelatori, 







The Prophecy of the Atar’zul





From loyal blood and fallen grace, the crown was forged from war’s cruel fate. Its form was neither cursed nor blessed, but watched by eyes that never rest.


Guardians shaped from mortal clay concealed the relic and held darkness at bay. Their purpose pure—to guard the lore, from hands of peace and those of war.


When halo’s gleam was again exposed, it drew the eyes of the opposed. Of all the sins it was power they craved, and altered the crown for the depraved.


The angels bowed to twisted might, and shattered all they held as right. Once steadfast and pure, their will now bent to shadow’s lure.


Yet hope remains, though dim and slight. A mortal must bleed to feed the light—bound to an archangel’s heavenly might, to turn the tide against the night.


A sacred bond, united and pure, shall cleanse the crown of dark allure. From shadow’s grip and sorrow’s chains, the angels rise in light’s refrain—redeemed through blood and solemn vow, they seek the grace they once let down.











  
  

Chapter one

Kyden
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The sun beat down mercilessly, creating wavy lines of heat along the street while humans scurried like ants, drawn to the vibrant stalls where vendors hawked their wares with the promise of a bargain. Pungent spices, cooking meat, and body odor combined into an unpleasant fragrance that tickled Kyden’s sensitive nose. He soaked in the busyness of Hillah, Iraq’s bustling marketplace while enjoying a cup of Turkish coffee at an outdoor café—no one the wiser an angel dwelled among them. 

Kyden sat in the shade with his back to the wall as he eyed a grunt scuttling through the busy streets in search of its next prey. The lesser demon, oblivious to humans, skulked by the café, its yellow eyes sifting through the people. Kyden slowly slid on his sunglasses so the demon wouldn’t see his unique amber eyes, a trait all angels shared, except for the archangels, whose eyes shimmered gold. If anything was to reveal Kyden’s presence, his eyes, although pleasing to humans, were a dead giveaway to a grunt demon.

The demon twitched its nose and continued down the street.

The green, scaly beasts originated from the Abyss, a demon-filled realm ruled by Apollyon, one of the princes of hell. Six other princes bowed down to him and helped wreak havoc over the earth.

Kyden glanced at his watch, the hands pointing to 11:55. Any minute now, he should receive a call with further instructions. While he waited, he saw another demon that was about four feet tall. It wore an armored chest piece and spiked gauntlets, and lumbered next to a man walking across the street. The demon whispered in the man’s ear while another lurked near a vendor selling produce. 

The slimy minions couldn’t physically harm a human, but they caused enough damage by manipulating emotions for their dark purposes. The grunts were witless and easy to kill, unlike the Fallen, once-angelic warriors until the Celestial War.

Kyden rarely allowed his thoughts to wander to that time—one of the darkest since the creation of humankind. After the dust had settled and the blood cooled, he had hung up his sword. With humans now occupying the earth, he had a new purpose—that of Protector.

But as with all best-laid plans, he’d chosen to wield his sword once again. Through the centuries as a Slayer, his taste for hunting and killing demons grew. The role of Protector no longer appealed to him, and as far as he was concerned, humans were on their own. He found them fickle and self-serving.

And then there were the daemonkin. These people craved wickedness and had aligned themselves with demons, becoming slaves to the Fallen, delighting in doing their bidding. And if a Fallen couldn’t find a compliant subject, then possession was their next course of action, since Fallen, like angels, were forbidden to kill a human. The cost—the obliteration of their essence—was more than either side was willing to pay.

A cab driver slammed on his brakes and honked at a white van monopolizing the narrow street. Kyden crossed his ankles and leaned back in his chair, stretching out his long legs as he watched the two drivers yell at each other. The van inched forward, forcing the cab to reverse down an adjacent alley while people gathered in the streets, regarding the spectacle.

Kyden’s phone vibrated, and he flipped it open. “Right on time,” he said.

Despite the advances in technology, angels used archaic flip phones to prevent the other side from tracking their whereabouts. Many of the Fallen had infiltrated cell phone and tech companies, but thankfully, the angels had their own computer geniuses, a skill Kyden had chosen not to learn. He preferred sharp, pointy objects that could slice through a demon, leaving a sulfuric mist in its wake.

Yells and honks continued as the van progressed forward.

“What’s going on?” the man, who called himself Shane, said.

“Traffic jam.” Kyden shifted his legs out of the way as a waitress placed another cup of coffee on the table. He smiled his thanks, causing her to blush. She dipped her head and moved to another patron.

His human appearance, the one most like his true form, was tall and muscular. He was, after all, a warrior. Unlike some of the other Slayers, he kept his dark hair short and no matter how often he shaved, his jaw was always lined with what the humans called a five o’clock shadow. He wore his normal clothing—a T-shirt with an ’80s rock band logo and a pair of button fly jeans along with his black combat boots.

His best friend and fellow Slayer, Titus, constantly made fun of him for his love of the eighties. That decade, in Kyden’s opinion, had the best music and movies. But what did Titus know? He spent his days surrounded by computer monitors. Granted, the angel was brilliant and his skills were invaluable, but any style Titus had was lacking.

A loud thump had everyone in the café turning. The cab driver had stepped out of his car, his face mottled red, and slammed his hand against the side of the van, which featured a green and black image of an Egyptian scarab. Kyden scanned the painted logo but couldn’t find a company name. The driver of the van leaned out the window, pumping his fist and yelling obscenities.

“Right. Anyway, I assume my tip paid off?”

Kyden tore his gaze from the spectacle and twirled a coin on the table. “What’s so significant about this dig site? This isn’t the normal type of information I pay you for.”

“The archaeologist is very close to finding an important artifact—one that could make your job considerably more difficult,” Shane said.

“I fail to see how archaeology has anything to do with terrorism.”

“It doesn’t, but trust me, you’ll find this information extremely valuable.”

Kyden had first met Shane when he’d been tracking a Fallen stirring up terrorist activity in Europe. Kyden, impersonating a Europol agent, was investigating the latest bombing in a subway station in Paris when someone had bumped into him. He later found a burner phone in his pocket.

The message had been to the point: Assassination attempt, Turkish President, two days.

Kyden had unsuccessfully tried to discover the identity of the mysterious person. Since he had been close by, he trusted his gut and flew to Istanbul, where he had found the leader of a terrorist organization planning an attack on the president. The man, possessed by a Fallen named Raghav, had put up quite the fight. Kyden had used up most of his self-control to not kill the human host.

The rule grated on Kyden’s nerves, especially when inherently evil humans deserved wrath, like the daemonkin. But Elohim, his Father and Creator, was full of grace and mercy—gifts most humans, in his mind, didn’t deserve.

Since Kyden couldn’t kill a human, the only way to free them from a demon was a blast of Divine Light. Using this magic was risky as too much light could harm the human, but if done properly it didn’t leave any lasting marks, at least on the outside. The Divine Light, however, tormented a demon, causing it to abandon its host—it also drained power from the angel, making them vulnerable.

Kyden gritted his teeth, remembering how Raghav had once again escaped the edge of his blade by summoning a horde of grunt demons. The grunts had surrounded Kyden, giving the betrayer the opportunity to disappear. Losing Raghav stung more than the wound on his upper arm from the demonic blade the Fallen wielded, leaving a permanent scar.

So far, his snitch, whoever he was, hadn’t led him astray. Kyden had stopped three assassination attempts and two bombings throughout Europe and the Middle East. Shane had even warned him about a group of rioters in the United States. Who the man was and what connection he had with terrorist organizations remained a mystery, but Kyden had to give Shane credit for having courage, an attribute Kyden respected, since he assumed Shane put his life on the line every time he warned him of impending doom.

He’d grown to trust Shane over the last two years, which was why he currently sipped a steaming cup of Turkish coffee while watching an irate taxi driver yell at the driver of the van, the heat causing droplets of sweat to drip down his back. Thankfully, the coffee was excellent.

The van with the scarab image disappeared down the street, and the people returned to their daily routine. “What’s so special about this artifact? You mentioned life and death the last time we spoke,” Kyden said.

“Powerful people are looking for it and could use it to harm…” A noise sounded through the other line, followed by Shane’s muffled words. When he returned, he whispered, “I gotta go. I can’t give specifics, but you’re smart. You’ll figure it out. Hopefully.”

Kyden frowned as the line went dead. Shane’s usual confident tone had sounded strained, like he was worried or scared.

He continued to spin the coin as he pondered Shane’s words. How could an ancient relic, buried for thousands of years, be used to harm anyone? He wasn’t convinced of the artifact’s relevance, but Shane had given him just enough information to make him curious.

The coin spun faster on the table. He’d give Adinah, another Slayer Angel, fifteen more minutes to arrive before he flew to the dig site. Iraq, after all, was part of her territory, but according to Shane, time was of the essence. Of course, knowing Adinah, she’d show up with two minutes to spare. If anyone pushed the boundaries, it was her. They had fought and worked side by side for over a century. Besides Titus, she was the closest thing he had to a friend.

Twelve minutes later, a woman wearing a lightweight cream top, green cargo pants, and brown hiking boots strode through the crowded café.

“Sorry I’m late,” Adinah said, sliding a chair back and tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. 

“Technically, you’re not late.”

Adinah snorted. “I know you were checking your watch before I walked in, grumbling under your breath.”

“I don’t grumble.”

She waved her hand as if shooing away a fly. “We may have a problem.”

Kyden removed his sunglasses. “What kind of problem?”

Adinah leaned forward, sneaking a glance over her shoulder. “I checked out the company you told me about—Excavate International. The head archaeologist is none other than Dr. Hugh Neeman.”

“Do I need to care who that is?” Kyden asked, spinning the coin until it was a metallic blur.

Adinah’s gaze flicked to the coin and then back to him. “Dr. Neeman is renowned for his discoveries. His primary interests are biblical artifacts, namely those with supposed magic.”

Kyden snorted. “Okay, so a modern-day Indiana Jones. Who cares?”

“Who?” Adinah asked. 

“Indiana Jones. Don’t you watch movies?”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re so weird.” With inhuman speed, she plucked the coin from Kyden. “That’s annoying, by the way.” He arched an eyebrow as she pocketed the coin. “Dr. Neeman’s been searching for the Atar’zul.”

He tilted his head. “Apollyon’s halo?”

Adinah gave him a tight smile. “The very one.”

Every once in a while, the halo would pop up in history. The last time was during King Nebuchadnezzar II’s reign. The spiritual battle during the siege of Jerusalem had been bloody. The defeat still made Kyden seethe.

“According to my snitch, this archaeologist is very close to finding the halo,” he said.

“How does your guy know this?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t ask.”

Adinah narrowed her amber eyes. “I think Neeman might have been successful.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Supposedly, so-called ‘raiders’ disturbed the site,” she said, using air quotes. 

He leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “Was anything taken?”

“Unknown. I did a quick flyby, and the place was covered in green mist.”

Kyden pushed back from the table, stood, and tossed a few bills next to his empty mug. “I guess that’s my cue.”










  
  

Chapter two

Zahra
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Zahra Jenkins hid in a tomb, sucking on a Dum-Dums lollipop and mentally tackling her mountain of color-coded tasks. At the top of that list: one last update to her boss with the bad news. 

She sat on a stone bench staring at ancient scripts carved into the wall depicting the reign of King Nebuchadnezzar II. Flickering torches transported the guests back in time to 570 BC while artifacts placed throughout the exhibit told a story of domination and conquest.

All the artifacts except one.

A loud crack echoed through the tomb as she bit into her lollipop. For the last two years, she’d worked tirelessly curating pieces from the Mesopotamian era for Boston’s Gallery of Time Museum. All the sleepless nights and damage done to her teeth from her addiction to lollipops were about to pay off, with or without the missing artifact.

She simply needed to explain that to her boss, Mr. Rousseau.

Zahra exited the tomb and strode through the exhibit hall. If the gala was a success, then her goal of being promoted to head curator was finally within her grasp. There were only two people in her way: Mr. Rousseau and Brandon Hayes, the other associate curator and her competition.

She paused in front of a statue of the king who had conquered much of the known world during the Babylonian Empire. A smudge on the nameplate caught her eye, and using the hem of her shirt, she quickly wiped it clean.

If everything went according to plan, this exhibit would showcase her talents as a curator and, hopefully, acquire the funding the museum needed. And when Mr. Rousseau retired in a few months, the job would be hers.

If everything went according to plan.

Zahra finished her rounds, making sure everything was in its perfect place. She’d gone over the layout a hundred times and felt confident the artifacts she and Brandon had acquired would impress the esteemed guests invited to the gala this weekend.

There was only one piece missing—the coup de grâce of the entire event that had made for a nonstop nervous stomach, especially as opening night grew closer.

She rubbed her temple as she recalled the numerous back-and-forth emails with Dr. Hugh Neeman regarding the Atar’zul—a supposedly magical relic stolen from the Jewish temple by King Nebuchadnezzar II. Zahra didn’t believe in anything magical, let alone artifacts, but when she’d received word via her personal email a week ago claiming the infamous halo had been found, excitement had made her rush to her boss’s office.

“We’ve got it,” she had said, entering his office without knocking.

Mr. Rousseau arched a brow at her impropriety. “What have we got?”

“The Atar’zul. Dr. Neeman found it.”

Her boss smiled, a rare occurrence, and she hoped his face wouldn’t crack from the expression. “Do whatever you can to get it here by the gala.”

“Yes, sir.” She’d turned to leave, but Mr. Rousseau stopped her.

“However you managed to get Dr. Neeman to donate it to us—well, I’m impressed.”

Little did anyone know the famous archaeologist also happened to be her father.

Everything she’d accomplished until now had been based on her merit and hers alone. But with her dream of climbing to the role of head curator before she turned thirty within her reach, she’d broken her rule.

Just this once, she had thought.

She hadn’t blinked twice about making her absent father feel guilty, expressing how important the Atar’zul was to the museum’s collection—and her future.

Convincing him to send the relic had been another hurdle, but one she jumped over as if her life depended on it. And in her mind, it did. There were many antiquity collectors who would spend an obscene amount of money to sponsor the Atar’zul and the museum itself, practically guaranteeing Zahra that promotion.

Only after she agreed the piece would be behind glass with extra security in place, the kind requiring lasers sounding an alarm if anyone opened the case without proper clearance, did her father agree to bring it with him.

With him, she thought once again, digging out another lollipop from her pocket. Her father arriving with the Atar’zul had not been part of the plan. No one knew of her relationship to Dr. Neeman; not the archaeology world, nor her boss, coworkers, or the board of directors, and she would like to keep it that way.

Her dad had made a name for himself with his dangerous digs in the Middle East. When Zahra had mentioned Dr. Neeman attending the gala, the museum board had dollar signs flashing in their eyes. Having his name on the program as the guest of honor for the gala would bring in many interested sponsors looking to provide money for grants and other needed programs for the museum.

“Miss Jenkins,” her boss said from behind her.

Zahra turned and removed her lollipop from her mouth with a loud smack.

Mr. Rousseau arched a gray eyebrow at the hand now hidden behind her back. Although he was in his early seventies, his mind and body were as sharp as someone in their forties. In some ways, he reminded her of her father.

“Hello, Mr. Rousseau. What can I help you with?”

“Have you heard from Dr. Neeman or Excavate International on the status of the Atar’zul?”

“No, sir. I’ve been trying to get ahold of them, but I’m not having any luck. No one at the dig site is answering the phone or replying to our emails.” After confirming her father’s arrival with the Atar’zul, she hadn’t heard from him since, but this was normal for him. History had taught her she could never rely on the man and had therefore always concocted a Plan B. “The replica is almost finished.”

Mr. Rousseau walked to the empty case and laced his fingers behind his back. “I promised a lot of important people we’d have a complete exhibit.”

Zahra fisted her hands. “The 3D-printed model Carl has created looks exactly like the Atar’zul. We’ll have a placard indicating it’s a replica—this isn’t abnormal for exhibits such as these.”

Mr. Rousseau slowly turned. “I’m well aware of what is normal and what is not, Miss Jenkins. Keep me apprised if you hear anything.”

“Yes, sir,” Zahra said to Mr. Rousseau’s retreating form. She rubbed her temple again, swearing when her lollipop stuck to her hair. She threw the sucker into the trash can, the hard candy banging loudly in the cavernous room. “Thanks a lot, Dad,” she murmured.

Her parents had divorced before she was born, and when she was old enough she’d taken her mother’s maiden name as her own, to spite the man. From that moment forward, no one knew her as Zahra Neeman.

She hadn’t seen him since her high school graduation, and that was from a distance. The last time she’d actually spoken to him face-to-face was during her sixteenth birthday when he’d piqued her interest in competitive shooting. She’d been a natural, and he’d immediately signed her up for classes at a nearby gun range.

Zahra came to a stop when she noticed Brandon Hayes, her coworker and competition, leaning against the wall with his hands in his pockets. His sandy brown hair was styled off his face, and his navy-blue suit fit his frame perfectly. His gaze swept from her brown boots, up her legs to where her pencil skirt stopped below her knee, to the cream sweater and finally to her face. She inwardly cringed at the unease his lingering look caused.

Three months ago, on one dark and lonely night, and after too much wine, she’d found herself in Brandon’s arms. They’d both admitted it was a mistake, especially now that they were in competition for the promotion. Thankfully, they’d remained—well, she wouldn’t call it friends, but at least friendly acquaintances.

Zahra tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Hey, Brandon.”

“Hi.” He pushed off the wall and glanced down the hall to where Mr. Rousseau had disappeared. “You ready for this weekend?”

“Despite not having our honored guest nor the most important piece, yes. Now we just need people to show up.”

The corner of Brandon’s lip lifted. “They will. Even though we’re a team on this, you made it all happen. I’ll keep trying to reach Excavate International. Maybe I’ll have more luck.”

Zahra forced a smile. Brandon hadn’t been pleased when Mr. Rousseau assigned her as the project coordinator for the Nebuchadnezzar exhibit, but he’d gotten over the slight fairly quickly. He’d been supportive, and she had to admit they worked well together.

Silence filled the hallway, and she cleared her throat. “Yeah, well, I better get some work done.”

He touched her arm as she moved past him. “What are you doing tonight? I thought maybe we could have dinner to celebrate the big event. Despite the whereabouts of the Atar’zul, Mr. Rousseau seems quite impressed.” A flicker of emotion flashed through Brandon’s eyes but disappeared as quickly as it came. 

“Thanks, but I can’t. I need to visit my mom. Besides, we said we’d keep things professional, remember?”

His eyes slipped to her mouth. “I know what we said, but that night with you was one of the best I’ve had in a long time.” His hand slid down her arm and gripped her fingers, causing her ring to dig into her skin.

Her cheeks heated, but she released his hold and took a step back. Getting involved with a coworker was never a wise thing to do, especially when said coworker was gunning for her job.

“Maybe another time. After the event, or something,” she said, forcing a smile and keeping her voice light.

Brandon shoved his hands into his pockets and nodded. “How is your mom?”

“Oh, you know. She has good days and bad days. Anyway, I’ll see you later.” The last thing she wanted was to discuss her mom’s declining health with Brandon. She turned and walked toward her office, feeling his gaze on her the entire way.

Zahra had three places she cherished above all others. One was the coffee shop down the street, which served the best flat white lattes in all of Boston. Another was the shooting range where she liked to blow off steam. And the last was her office, with its hodgepodge of mismatched furniture, shelves lined with books, and trinkets from some of her early travels.

Her worn leather office chair squeaked as she reached into her bottom drawer for another lollipop. She’d smoked throughout college, but had quit a few years ago. Dum-Dums had become the habit to replace the cigarettes. At least lollipops wouldn’t give her cancer, or so she hoped. Who knew these days.

After the awkward conversation with Brandon, a cigarette sounded a lot better than the root beer–flavored sucker. He hadn’t asked her out since that night, and she thought his timing odd. She wasn’t sure how much he’d overheard of her conversation with Mr. Rousseau, but she suspected he’d heard enough. The competition was moderately friendly, and she figured Brandon could get a head curator job anywhere. She, on the other hand, needed the job to remain in Boston to stay close to her mother. Granted, there were other museums, but the Gallery of Time had become a second home for her. She hated the thought of leaving all her hard work behind.

She fiddled with the ring on her right hand, one she hadn’t taken off in four years. She remembered the day so clearly when her college boyfriend, Jake Callahan, had given it to her.

They’d been in between classes and a light rain fell, making his brown hair look almost black as water dripped down his face. She’d been laughing at a joke he’d said when he’d gone still.

The next thing she knew, he was on one knee holding a silver ring with a lapis lazuli stone—her favorite.

“Marry me,” he had said, his wet eyelashes framing beautiful gray eyes.

The laugh withered in her throat like grass scorched by the sun during the last days of summer. Her answer would change both of their lives, and their relationship would never be the same again.

A knock on the door brought Zahra back to the present, and she forced the hurt that had marred Jake’s face from her mind. She barely rearranged her expression before Alexis, her roommate, best friend, and the Education Director of the museum, walked in. She plopped herself down on one of the two mismatched Victorian chairs across from her desk. Zahra winced as the creak of wood sounded in protest. Alexis did nothing halfway, including sitting. She didn’t gently place her butt on a chair but sat with enthusiasm and vitality.

They’d met on Zahra’s first day at the museum and hit it off immediately. Alexis was looking for a roommate, as apartment prices in Boston were ridiculous; Zahra’s mom had just moved into Glendale Assisted Living and Memory Care. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect.

Zahra’s time with Alexis was the pinnacle of her social life. Between her job and visiting her mom, she barely had time to go to the shooting range, where she competed in precision and practical shooting competitions. The practice and competitions helped clear her mind, and if she was being honest with herself, also kept her father close. Even though she was angry with him, she still loved and missed him.

“I just saw Brandon wandering the halls,” Alexis said, a skeptical look in her deep brown eyes.

Zahra often joked with Alexis about how she hated her because of her looks. She didn’t, of course, but a part of her envied her lush lashes around her eyes, the natural curl in Alexis’s silky black hair that hung to the middle of her back, and her perfect olive skin. Zahra resembled her mother with dark blonde hair and a petite build, standing at five-foot, four inches. The only traits she’d acquired from her father were hazel eyes and a love for historical artifacts.

“Yeah, he asked me to dinner,” Zahra said.

“Dinner, huh?” Alexis asked with her brows raised. “Well, at least he’s easy on the eyes. That man can definitely fill out a suit.”

Zahra shook her head, not wanting to give her friend any encouragement. Alexis’s flirting skills were impressive, to say the least. She offered Alexis a lollipop.

Alexis shook her head. “We’re both twenty-five, not three. You probably have a juice box in your lunch.”

Zahra pointed her sucker at her best friend. “Those are delicious and you know it.”

Alexis rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I have a class arriving in about ten minutes. I wanted to pop in to see if you needed any help with the gala.”

“Not unless you can make an ancient magical artifact appear out of thin air.”

Alexis winced. “Still hasn’t shown up, huh?”

“Nope. But other than that, everything is ready to go. Oh, and the caterer is making dim sum.”

Alexis fist-pumped the air. “Yes! I love those things.”

Zahra chuckled. “Yeah, well, I’m a giver. Just take it easy at the bar this time.”

Alexis pushed out of the chair. “No promises there, my friend.” With a wave over her shoulder, she darted out of Zahra’s office.

Zahra checked her messages throughout the day, even having her assistant, Meredith, make phone calls to Excavate International for any news on Dr. Neeman or the mysterious Atar’zul. She organized the paperwork on her desk as the light in her office dimmed. Fall had washed Massachusetts in reds and golds, and dusk made its appearance early as the sun dipped below the Boston skyline. Zahra checked her email one last time, hoping for a note from her father. As expected, nothing.








  
  

Chapter three

Kyden
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Kyden and Adinah flew toward the outskirts of Hillah, where the ruins of the ancient city of Babylon dwelled. Their silver wings flapped in magnificent arches, and dust swirled around their feet when they landed. Most humans weren’t aware of the spiritual realm interwoven with their own. If they could see beyond the veil, they’d either faint or run away screaming at the two warriors with their bronze armor glinting in the sun, golden halos encircling their heads, and glowing eyes. 

The dig site reminded Kyden of a garden maze, except it was comprised of dirt and rock instead of foliage. Striated trenches cut through the valley with planks crisscrossing to allow the archaeologists a way to navigate the ruins.

“It’s fascinating seeing parts of ancient Babylon like this, isn’t it?” Adinah asked.

Kyden only grunted. Based on what he could tell, Dr. Neeman and his team had been working near the famous Hanging Gardens. 

He’d been to the ancient city only once, but remembered its beauty and magnificence. At least in the human realm. In the spiritual realm, the evil spewing through the city, especially near the palace, had created a stench Kyden had a hard time forgetting.

Unwanted memories fought through his carefully constructed wall, taking him back to that dark time when King Nebuchadnezzar II and his army attacked Jerusalem.

Kyden had been a Protector Angel, his charge a Levite priest. During the attack, a horde of grunts had charged the temple, forcing Kyden to fight them off. When he returned, the priest was dead, and the holy temple engulfed by flames.

Filled with rage and a suffocating sense of failure, he had pursued the demons and humans who had stolen treasure from Elohim’s earthly temple.

Demons had crawled throughout Babylon, the Fallen possessing influential leaders surrounding King Nebuchadnezzar II, who himself had been possessed by Mammon, the Prince of Greed. The Slayer Angels had been unprepared for the attack and many of Kyden’s fellow angels were injured. The battle had raged for days until the archangel Raphael had ordered them to retreat.

A trail of dust brought Kyden back to the present. The van he’d seen earlier with the scarab logo drove toward the dig site entrance where police cars were parked. Digging equipment was strewn across the area as if a tornado had swept through the land. Tents were ripped and trunks lay on their sides, their contents spilling onto the sand, revealing the treasures within.

To the human eye, the destruction looked like raiders had attacked the dig site. In the spiritual realm, grunt demons roamed throughout the site, leaving behind a green mist clinging to the ground like an odorous fog. The grunts hadn’t noticed the two angels yet, too distracted by whatever they were looking for.

Kyden continued to scan the area. “I don’t see any Fallen.” 

“I can’t sense any either,” Adinah said, tucking in her wings as they strode down the hill.

A demon clung to the back of a police officer, its talons digging into the man’s shoulders while it whispered in his ear. The officer barked at his employees and disregarded the fear of a nearby archaeologist, who tried to explain what had happened.

When they neared, Kyden cleared his throat. The grunt ceased whispering to the police officer and turned, its yellow eyes widening.

It screeched and leaped from the human’s shoulders. The police officer shook his head as if to clear it, while the other demons who lingered nearby scattered through the dirt maze.

The demon, standing about four feet tall, wore a brown leather chest piece with spiked gauntlets covering its sinewy forearms. The helmet only allowed Kyden to see its eyes and mouth with an extended lower jaw full of sharp teeth.

Kyden drew his sword. “Tell us what you’re looking for or meet your end.” With another screech, it scampered off across the wrecked camp.

“I’ll go north,” Adinah said, pointing to where half the grunts ran. “Oh, and Kyden, we need at least one alive.”

Kyden smirked. “I’ll see what I can do.” Using his angelic speed, he caught up to the grunts fleeing to the other side of the dig site. A few reached for their weapons but never drew them as his celestial blade whipped around and sliced through them. Sulfur filled the air, and more green mist spewed along the ground before slowly dissipating. Kyden focused on the grunt who had been influencing the police officer as it darted into the ruins of the ancient palace. He unfurled his wings and soared into the air, landing seconds later in front of the fleeing demon.

The grunt slid to a stop with its axe drawn. “We weren’t doing anything. Leave us alone,” it said in its gravelly voice.

Kyden stepped closer, his sword hanging loosely at his side. “By the looks of the mess you and your filth made, you were definitely doing something. Tell me what you were looking for, and I’ll let you live.”

“Nothing,” the demon said. Its clawed fingers tightened on the handle of its axe as it glanced at Kyden’s sword.

Kyden circled the demon, mindful of his wings in the narrow passageway that was once part of the aqueduct system leading to the famous Hanging Gardens of Babylon.

He’d always wondered what the Abyss was like where grunt demons were made, where Apollyon himself ruled. The memory of fighting and bleeding in the streets of Babylon with its carnal lusts, twisted truths, and debauchery was as close to the Abyss as the angel would get.

The echoes of that long-ago battle that had left him bitter and bruised scratched against the walls of his memory, seeking light. He grabbed the demon by its shoulder. “I thought your kind was better at lying.”

The grunt swallowed and glanced behind it, where screeches filled the air. Adinah fought the remaining demons, leaving green smoke in her wake.

“There’s nowhere you can run.” Kyden tightened his grip on his sword. “I’ll ask one more time. What were you looking for?”

The demon’s narrow lips pulled back, revealing jagged teeth. “Just a trinket, nothing of importance.”

“Who’s your Fallen?” Kyden asked, circling the pathetic beast.

The grunt’s yellow eyes widened, and it quickly shook its head before muttering under its breath. Darkness shimmered on the ground, opening a portal to the Abyss.

Kyden was out of time and patience. “Very well.”

The demon shrieked and raised its axe to block Kyden’s sword, but the celestial steel cut through the weapon and the demon both like a hot knife through butter. Kyden flapped his wings once to dispel the sulfuric smoke and strode back to the congregated people.

Adinah met him near the tents. “Where’s the lead grunt?”

“Dead,” Kyden said.

“Seriously? I told you to leave one alive. How are we to get any answers?”

“It wasn’t going to tell us anything.” Kyden examined the men and women huddled in a circle. “Where’s this Dr. Neeman?”

Adinah shook her head. “Back at the safe house, I did a quick search on the internet for his picture, but I haven’t seen him among the other archaeologists.”

He scanned the police officer. “Time to get some answers of our own.”

“I’ll stand guard just in case a Fallen makes an appearance,” Adinah said, gripping her sword.

Kyden nodded and then closed his eyes. In seconds, his wings and armor disappeared, as did his long-sleeved shirt, black leather pants, and boots. In its place was a police uniform. He darkened his hair and skin and approached a young archaeologist, who stood alone and away from the others, chewing on her thumbnail.

“Miss, can I ask you a few questions?” Kyden asked in perfect Arabic while lifting his hand.

Her gaze drifted to the glamoured police badge he held. “I don’t speak Arabic.”

“No problem,” Kyden said, switching his language to English with a heavy accent. “Can you tell me what happened here?”

“I honestly don’t know. When we finished last night, everything was fine. Then this morning, the place looked like this.” She swept her arm at the chaos.

“What part of the site were you excavating?”

“A section of the palace near the Hanging Gardens. We’d found most of the artifacts, but Dr. Neeman wanted us to go over the area one more time, saying he’d discovered some new information.”

“Where is Dr. Neeman?” Kyden asked, looking over his shoulder to where the police officer questioned the other archaeologists. He didn’t have much time before the officer would notice him.

“He’s not here. I thought he was going to stop by before going back to America, but he didn’t, which is unusual.”

Kyden arched a brow. This man was getting more and more interesting. “Can you show me where his personal tent is?”

The woman looked at him and shrugged. “Sure.” She led him to a large tent at the end of the dig site. The torn canvas flapped in the breeze, revealing the interior.

“What a mess,” she said. “Dr. Neeman’s is the worst from what I’ve seen.”

“Thanks. I’ll have a look around. Why don’t you return to your coworkers so they don’t worry?”

She bit her lip. “Okay. Please let me know if you find anything.”

“Will do.” Kyden waited until the woman joined the others before removing his glamour. Adinah was already inside the tent with her hands on her hips.

Demon residue stained the entrance of the tent and the furniture. A cot on the far side of the area was flipped onto its side, and feathers from a shredded pillow floated through the air. He walked to the middle of the room and looked down when his boot crunched on the handle of a small shovel.

“Whichever Fallen was in charge must have daemonkin working with them to cause this much damage,” Adinah said, standing next to him. Trunks were open with the contents scattered, and a desk was overturned with the drawers emptied.

“You’re probably right.”

“I usually am.”

“I thought you were keeping watch,” Kyden said, glaring at her over his shoulder.

Adinah’s lips curved into a smile as she examined a map hanging by one corner on a dented white board. “I was, but I got bored. There’s not a demon in sight for miles since big bad Kyden scared them all away.”

Kyden snorted. “The demon said it was searching for a trinket. I’m assuming, based on our combined information, that trinket was the Atar’zul.” He knelt next to a large pot lying on its side with burnt pieces of paper lining the bottom. 

“That seems to track. There’s a lot of demon residue in this area,” Adinah said, pointing to the overturned desk.

He walked toward the desk and empty drawers, searching for any clues, and frowned when he noticed a glossy piece of paper. He picked it up and turned it over. “Looks like Dr. Neeman was invited to an event at the Gallery of Time Museum in Boston.”

Kyden lifted a brow when Adinah snatched the invitation from his hand. “‘The Mysteries of King Nebuchadnezzar Revealed.’ The gala is in two days.”

“I want you to get any information you can about Dr. Neeman. Also, call Titus and bring him in on this,” Kyden said, and walked out of the tent.

Adinah followed him. “And what are you going to do?”

“I’m going to Boston.” He unfurled his wings and lifted his head. “You know how to reach me.” With a mighty flap, he launched into the air, leaving ancient Babylon in the dust where it belonged.








  
  

Chapter four

Zahra
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Zahra gnawed on her lollipop as she swerved through traffic on her way to the museum. She’d stayed up too late and had overslept. Now, every red light seemed to mock her tardiness. 

After work yesterday, she’d visited her mother at Glendale Assisted Living and Memory Care. She hadn’t been lying to Brandon about having other plans—seeing her mom was something she did every Tuesday and Thursday evening and once on the weekend.

Nancy Jenkins, age sixty-one, had moved into Glendale a year ago when her symptoms had worsened and Zahra couldn’t trust her mom to live alone. Zahra had offered to move in, but with working full time, she couldn’t give her mother the care she needed.

After months of taking her mother to different doctors due to a variety of behavioral changes, namely her speech and memory, the doctors finally diagnosed Nancy with an advanced case of frontotemporal dementia. Many of her symptoms had been overlooked, and the guilt Zahra felt for not having pushed harder or being more insistent about getting her mother to the doctors threatened to swallow her whole.

Even though there wasn’t a cure, a part of Zahra still clung to the notion that if she’d done something sooner, then maybe her mother wouldn’t be deteriorating as fast as she was.

Zahra honked her horn at a driver going ten miles below the speed limit. “For the love of all that’s holy, the pedal is on the right!” she shouted as she sped by.

Sadness and exhaustion were two emotions she did not need, especially with the gala’s opening night looming. Normally she could compartmentalize the situation with her mom and the rest of her life, but no matter how many pep talks she’d given herself while getting ready for work, she still couldn’t get the confrontation with her mother out of her mind. She’d replayed the conversation over and over last night and then tossed and turned, unable to fall asleep, finally deciding to read until three in the morning.

“Zahra! Happy birthday, dear,” Nancy had said as Zahra approached a table with three other residents. They were playing a card game Zahra wasn’t familiar with.

The nurse who’d escorted Zahra to the common room had said, “Happy birthday. Any fun plans?”

“It’s not my birthday,” Zahra whispered, and then turned to her mom. “Thanks, Mom,” she said, forcing a smile.

She’d kissed her cheek and then pulled up an extra chair.

Her mother looked over her shoulder. “Where’s Jake? Of all the boys you dated, he was my favorite.”

Zahra winced as the other people at the table looked at her expectantly. Jake, who had been adopted at a young age, never knew his biological mother and, as far as he was concerned, didn’t need to know. Nancy had developed a tender heart toward Jake, and ever since the disease had taken residence in her mind she couldn’t seem to grasp they were no longer together.

Zahra rarely felt like she disappointed her mother, but when she’d ended things with Jake, she’d seen the look in her mother’s eyes. 

Zahra cleared her throat and directed the conversation to safer ground. “What game are you playing?”

“I have no clue, but Barb is cheating, as usual,” Nancy had said.

Barb’s watery eyes widened as she gripped her cards, the veins protruding from her bony hand. “How many times do I have to tell you I’m not cheating?”

Nancy rolled her eyes and whispered to Zahra, “She always cheats.” She picked up the empty box of cards and began chewing on it.

“Oh, Mom, don’t do that.” Zahra grabbed her mom’s arm to retrieve the box.

Nancy shoved to her feet and gripped her hand with a strength Zahra didn’t know she still had. “You will not tell me what to do, Zahra. You’re just like your father, chasing dead things instead of being with the living!”

Nancy turned and stormed away but before she got a few feet, she stumbled into another table and began laughing hysterically. The nurse ran over, steadying Nancy before she fell, and gave Zahra a sympathetic smile. “I’ll just get her back to her room. Wait for me up front.”

Zahra had nodded, blinking back the tears. Her mother’s outbursts had become more frequent and more aggressive. Her mother’s obsession with chewing on whatever she could get her hands on had surfaced a month ago, and her coordination had worsened, not to mention her memory.

Thankfully, her mother still remembered her name, but it was only a matter of time.

Zahra stood and returned to the lobby to wait for the nurse, deciding she needed to talk to her father about his ex-wife’s health. If he’d ever return her calls or emails. She couldn’t help the worry that nagged at her. She was accustomed to the man ghosting her, but when there was an ancient relic involved, she thought he’d be more responsive. After all, his first love, it seemed, was items long forgotten, hidden in the sand.

Zahra had never forgiven him for leaving them for his career and now, when “for better or worse” should have meant something, the care of Nancy fell on Zahra’s shoulders. Not that she minded. She loved her mother and her mother loved her—they had a wonderful relationship, becoming the best of friends. But Nancy’s heart had always remained with her father despite his leaving. Maybe things would have been different if he had valued his marriage over his job.

The nurse finally returned and sat next to Zahra. “Your mom is having a bad day, but she’s resting now.”

“She seems to have a lot of those lately,” Zahra said.

“Unfortunately, with this disease, the bad days will start outweighing the good.” The nurse squeezed her hand. “I am sorry, but rest assured, we are taking wonderful care of her.”

Unlike me, Zahra had thought as she sped into the museum’s employee parking lot and grabbed her laptop bag and purse. “Of all the days to be late,” she grumbled, swiping her security badge over the sensor, waiting for the door to click open.

When she strode into the museum offices, her assistant, Meredith, sprinted for her as if she’d been lying in wait like a tiger lurking, ready to pounce. She grabbed her arm and dragged her into her office, locking the door behind her.

“Meredith, what the hell is going on?” Zahra said, rubbing her arm. The woman had a firm grip.

“Why aren’t you answering your phone? I’ve been trying to reach you.”

“What are you talking about? My phone hasn’t rung.” She dug the device out of her purse and then cursed, the screen showing Do Not Disturb, something she rarely did just in case Glendale called. She had set it last night before finally falling asleep and had forgotten to turn it back on.

Zahra sat in her chair and pointed to the one across from her desk. “Take a breath and tell me what’s going on.”

Meredith straightened her skirt and sat, inhaling deeply. Zahra unwrapped one of her lollipops and shoved it into her mouth. The skin on the inside of her mouth was turning raw from the suckers she’d eaten in the past hour. She needed to find a healthier habit than Dum-Dums, otherwise she wouldn’t have any teeth left by the time she was thirty-five.

“It’s about the programs. I proofed them and everything, but when I picked them up this morning, well…” Meredith slid the program for the gala across Zahra’s desk.

Zahra picked it up and scanned it. When her eyes fell on Project Coordinator, she shot to her feet. “That conniving son of a bitch!” Brandon Hayes’s name was listed where hers was supposed to be. In fact, as she scanned over the program, she realized her name wasn’t mentioned anywhere. Fury coursed through her, making her hands shake.

“I’m sorry,” Meredith said, wringing her fingers. “I don’t know how this happened.”

“One guess,” Zahra said, gripping the program as she marched out of her office in search of Brandon.

Meredith was on her heels. “He’s not in right now, mentioned something about off-site meetings.”

“Of course he’s not here, the slimy weasel.” Zahra tried calling him, but his phone went straight to voicemail.

Zahra trudged back to her office, needing to find the energy to pivot. “Do we have time to reprint?” She inwardly winced at the cost and wasn’t sure she could justify it to her boss or the board.

Meredith shook her head. “I already asked. Their main printer went down and the formatter is out sick.”

“Of all the rotten luck.” Zahra rubbed her temples and then looked up. “What about labels? Could we print them and stick…”

Meredith grimaced and slid a program with a label across Zahra’s desk. “I already tried. It looks really cheesy.”

Zahra held it up. She was right—the cover-up looked ridiculous. She crumpled the program into a tiny ball and threw it in the trash can.

“Do you really think he did this on purpose?” Meredith asked.

Zahra arched a brow. “I find it hard to believe the printer accidentally left my name off the program.”

What really irritated her was that not only did it look like Brandon was in charge of the event, his contact information was there as well, so any sponsors or donors would communicate with him directly. The more money and support he obtained for the museum, the higher the chances of him getting the promotion. 

Meredith wrapped her arms around herself and stared at Zahra’s dragon-shaped lamp. She was pretty with her long blonde hair and pixie-like features. Zahra was surprised Brandon hadn’t hit on her yet. Then again, maybe he had. A part of her wanted to ask, but Human Resources would probably frown at her for questioning her assistant regarding personal matters.

“I’m so sorry, Zahra. Is there anything I can do?” Meredith asked.

“Get me the RSVP list again, please.”

Meredith nodded and left her office.

All Zahra had to do was sell the hell out of her exhibit to the right people before Brandon could. Brandon was charming but wasn’t nearly as passionate about Babylon and all the pieces they’d collected. Plus, she could lay on the charm if she needed to.

Two hours later, after Zahra had made more phone calls than she’d thought possible, she finally leaned back in her chair and opened the wrapper to a blue raspberry lollipop. A knock sounded on her door.

“Good afternoon, Miss Jenkins,” Mr. Rousseau said, his eyes sliding to the white stick jutting from her mouth. Zahra smiled and removed the sucker, placing it on the wrapper.

“You’re an interesting person,” he said with his brows furrowed and lips pursed.

“Thanks?” She seriously doubted her boss was complimenting her. She was about to bring up the program mistake when he placed a small brown box on her desk.

“You received a package from Baghdad. Looks like it’s from Excavate International, but based on the size, I’m assuming it’s not our missing relic.” Zahra’s heart sank. Her boss was correct—the box was way too small to contain the Atar’zul.

Mr. Rousseau eyed her. “Despite this crown object…”

“Atar’zul, or Forsaken Halo,” Zahra interrupted. She was about to say more but snapped her mouth shut at her boss’s narrowed eyes. “Sorry.”

“As I was saying, despite the missing artifact, you and Brandon have performed admirably. Myself and the members of the board are impressed. I’ve no doubt the museum will be in capable hands once I retire.” He stopped at the door, glancing once more at the unopened package. “See you tomorrow night.”

A lead ball dropped into her stomach as disappointment flooded through her system. She cut through the tape sealing the box and lifted the lid. A note lay inside atop a velvet pouch. Opening the pouch first, she sighed in disappointment as she removed a silver necklace and held it up to the light. The twisted design reminded her of a feather, the thin strands intricately woven into a beautiful necklace. She turned it over to look for an inscription or clue, but there was nothing. Closing her eyes, she took a calming breath and reached for the folded piece of paper.

I’m sorry. For everything.


Love, Dad




Zahra examined the brief note, his usually neat handwriting messy, as if he’d written it hastily. Another wave of disappointment rushed through her, followed quickly by a rush of anger. He’d promised her he’d show up at the gala, knowing how much this exhibit and event meant to her. She had secretly hoped that he’d walk through those doors tomorrow night with the Atar’zul in his calloused hands.

But why was she surprised? Her father had broken promises in the past. Biting back a curse, she crumpled the note and threw it in the trash can. After dropping the jewelry box into her bag, she yanked on the zipper, which broke.

She huffed out a disgusted laugh. “Could this day get any worse?” 








  
  

Chapter five

Kyden
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Kyden adjusted his tie as he waited to enter the Gallery of Time Museum. A red carpet lined the steps toward the entrance like a river of blood pouring from a gaping wound. 

A rather negative image, Kyden thought as the line moved forward. Wearing a blue suit, he felt underdressed, especially compared to the elderly couple in front of him with their tux and evening gown. When he’d grabbed Dr. Neeman’s invitation, he hadn’t realized the importance of this event nor the affluent guest list, based on the limousines hiding Boston’s wealthy residents behind tinted glass.

Kyden observed a grunt demon clinging to an older man. The woman on his arm looked young enough to be his daughter. The man displayed his diamond ring and fancy watch as much as he touted the woman, who wore a bored expression, her bright red lips settled in a seductive pout.

The demon probably belonged to Asmodeus, the Prince of Lust. The seven princes of hell had minions everywhere despite the princes’ locations in the world. Based on recent intelligence, Asmodeus lived in Paris. Kyden’s territory was Europe, namely Great Britain, but he’d run into quite a few of Lust’s Fallen and their grunts in the area.

Two princes occupied North America: Mammon, the Prince of Greed, and Leviathan, the Prince of Envy. Apollyon, the Prince of Pride and leader of the other princes, never settled anywhere for long, roaming the earth to wherever his evil heart desired. The Abyss, Apollyon’s true home, was a realm all its own, which demons used as a portal to get from one location to another.

Kyden likened the portal to the movie Stargate with Kurt Russell. He’d tried to explain this notion to Titus, who had laughed for longer than was necessary.

Traveling through the Abyss portals wasn’t faster than an angel’s flight, but the magical tunnels allowed the demons to go wherever they wanted. Granted, many of the prince’s Fallen had possessed people who owned personal jets, which allowed them to travel around the globe with ease. An angel was still faster, not bound by earthly physics. One of the many advantages angels had over their counterparts.

A whistle sounded in Kyden’s ear, causing him to flinch.

“Is that Bill Guerin?” Titus’s voice sounded through Kyden’s earpiece.

He turned and scanned the crowd.

“To your left. He played professional hockey.”

“You do understand the mission, right? We’re looking for archaeologists, not hockey players,” Kyden said.

“Seriously? Who would you rather hang out with? A hockey player or someone who plays in the dirt?”

Kyden refrained from rolling his eyes as he inched closer to the front of the line. “Neither.”
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Pronunciation Guide

Archangels

Michael

Gabriel

Raphae] (RAH-fye-el)
Chamuel (SHAM-you-el)
Jophiel (O-fee-el)

Ariel (AH-ree-el)
Azrael (AZ-ray-el)

Characters

Kyden (KYE-den)
Zahra (ZAH-ruh)
Adinah (ah-DEE-nuh)

Demon Princes

Apollyon (uh-POL-ee-on)
Mammon (MAM-un)

Satan - aka Marach(MAH-rak)
Asomodeus (azMOH-dee-us)
Beelzebub (bee-EL-zuh-bub)
Belphegor (BEL-fuh-gor)

Leviathan (luh-VY-uh-thun)

Ancient Relic

Atar’zul (AH-tar-zool)








