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      Are you sure you want to leave, Eden?” Rachael asked her daughter as they stood inside the alcove of the Academy. Asher had just finished loading the last of their luggage into one of the Academy’s town cars and was hurrying back toward Eden and their daughter. The rain was steadily falling now and had been for days. This was London, after all.

      “Yes. I think it’s best we give Ebony as normal a life as possible.”

      “All right, the car is loaded. Are my girls ready?” Asher stepped up so he was level with his wife’s and daughter’s faces. He kissed both their cheeks.

      “As ready as we’ll ever be, right, Ebby?” Eden hoisted her toddler higher on her hip, brushing her dark brown hair out of her face. “Say bye-bye to Grandma.”

      Rachael was saddened when Eden came to her and told her of her and Asher’s wishes to go back to the Realm of Death. But Eden was no longer a child, and she could no longer protect her. She was a woman and a mother now and could make her own decisions. This didn’t make it any easier for Rachael and Lakyn.

      “I wish your father didn’t have to go back to the capitol,” she said.

      “I know, but your grandpa is a busy man, isn’t that right, Ebby?” Eden said as she stroked her daughter’s chubby cheeks. Rachael held her granddaughter in her arms for what might be the last time. She hoped it wouldn’t be, though.

      “I’ll try to visit when I can.” Rachael sniffled.

      “Mum, you know it’s not safe. Asher and I have to protect Ebony at all costs. Her trait is already appearing. It won’t be long until she’s documented. And then every Nephilim tabloid and TV news station will want a piece of her. Asher and I don’t want that for her. You know this is the only option. You of all people should know the risks. I’m just doing what you did all those years ago.”

      “I know, but look what running away did. Please, Eden. She can be protected here at the Academy.”

      Eden shook her head. “You know she can’t. It’s already too late.”

      Asher placed a protective hand on Eden’s lower back. Eden then took her daughter from Rachael and made her way toward the car with Asher.

      “Eden, please. You don’t have to go.”

      “You know we do. I’m sorry, Mum. Goodbye.”

      Without another glance, Asher, Eden, and Ebony slipped inside the car and disappeared into the busy London traffic.

      They had no idea what lay ahead for them, but they had to protect Ebony at all costs—even if it was the last thing they did.
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      FOURTEEN YEARS LATER…

      Ebony skipped down the stony path toward her favourite maze. The maze was created from pure love and energy in this angelic realm. Anything could be created or destroyed here with a mere thought.

      But Ebony was not a destructive soul—or so she liked to think.

      Her parent’s decision to come live here fourteen years ago was one made with a lot of sacrifices. But it was all for her protection, so she had been told.

      The Realm of Death was the place where her parents had first sought solace. It was where her mother had learned how to grow into her powers and use them.

      It was also where her cousin Max resided.

      Max was the new Angel of Death, or Angel of Night, as he preferred to be called.

      Ebony was glad she wasn’t alone in this world.

      She continued toward the maze, and as she entered, the vines began to twist inward, blocking Ebony from turning back.

      She was not afraid as she had a special trait, a special angelic power, that came in handy when she was inside the maze. The maze she felt was the source of her power. Her powers were strongest inside it.

      She heard the sound of gravel crunching underfoot somewhere ahead. She smiled and hurried toward it. She hoped he would be waiting for her.

      She reached the centre of the maze, and as she rounded the last hedge, the vines twisted and curved upward to create a canopy over their heads.

      That’s when she saw him.

      He was indeed waiting for her.

      “Luca,” she said, smiling. “You came.”

      Luca folded his wings behind him and walked toward her. Ebony slipped her hands inside his and smiled up at her friend and guardian angel.

      “I told you I would. I don’t break promises.”

      “I’m glad you did. I know how dangerous it is for you to be here in this realm.”

      “I know. There a certain rules your parents had to break and others I had to break to be here, but you know I will do anything for you, Ebony.”

      She smiled as she took his hand and led him toward the two-seater stone bench in the middle of the circle of vines. They sat beside each other, turning their bodies slightly, so they faced one another. It was their secret place. They tried to meet here every single day, but some days, Luca’s duties to their goddess kept them apart.

      Lucky for Ebony, their goddess was also kind of her aunt. So she liked to think she was in Scarlett’s good graces.

      That didn’t make what she and Luca had any less forbidden.

      Luca was a guardian angel, only new to the ranks, but the number one rule of being a guardian angel was to never fall in love with their subject. If they did, then their powers would be stripped, and they would slowly become human.

      Ebony didn’t care, though. She would love Luca regardless. But that would mean she wouldn’t be able to see him. Only souls and those with angel blood could enter this realm.

      Their universe was complicated.

      So, Ebony and Luca liked to live in the present moment.

      Luca reached out and tucked a strand of ash brown hair behind Ebony’s ear. She leaned into his touch.

      “Unfortunately, I can’t stay long today. I have training to do. The goddess will be looking for me if I’m away from the Realm of Fire for too long.”

      “Oh. Then we’d better enjoy the time we have.” She leaned toward him and brushed her lips over his.

      Luca sprang back, bright white wings unfurling.

      “Luca! What’s wrong?”

      “We shouldn’t.”

      “I’m sorry. I forgot. I got carried away.”

      “We have to be careful.” He brushed her cheek with his knuckles, then with one more touch to her lips with his thumb, he flapped his wings and was gone just like that.

      Ebony knew the risks they were both taking, but it still hurt when he left all of a sudden. She then noticed the lone rose laying on the bench beside her. She smiled and picked it up, brushed her fingers over the silvery purple blossom, but as soon as her skin touched the petals, they wilted and died. The destroyed rose petals fell to the ground by her feet in a flurry of ash.

      She hoped that wasn’t a sign of things to come.

      “Ebony! It’s school time!” Her father’s voice broke her out of her stupor.

      “Coming!” She sprang off the seat and opened up the path before her by talking to the vines and trees around her through her thoughts as she ran back toward the house.
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      Ebony had been at her studies now for three hours straight. She slumped back in her seat with a loud sigh, dropping her pen to the floor. Max paused, drawn from his own textbook by Ebony’s sigh, and looked at her.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I’m tired. All this studying is making my brain hurt. Can’t we go do something else?”

      “I’m sorry, Eb. I promised your parents that I would tutor you. It was the one condition my parents had in letting you guys stay here.”

      “Ugh. I know. But this is so boring. Why do I have to learn about angel history?”

      “Because it’s our history. Everyone with angel blood has to learn this.”

      “Why can’t we go explore other realms? You promised me you would take me one day. I’m sixteen. I’m old enough.”

      “Your parents, your grandparents, as well as my parents, would fry my ass if they found out I’d skipped your studies to take you on a tour of the realms.”

      “They don’t have to find out. Do they?” Standing up, Ebony suddenly had the wildest twinkle in her eye. It was one of mischief and rebellion. Max was afraid.

      “What do you mean, Ebony?”

      “Come on, Max! Let’s go now before my parents get back. It’s a great idea you left them in charge of the soul room. Thanks for that. It will keep them busy and me free to do what I want.”

      He muttered under his breath, “Yeah, I’m not sure that was such a wise idea now.”

      “What was that?” asked Ebony.

      “Never mind. We can’t. Come on, back to work. You have a test on this tomorrow.”

      She groaned. “Ugh. You suck and are no fun.” Ebony slumped back down heavily in her chair and picked up another pen, leaving her previous one on the floor.

      Living in the Realm of Death surrounded by lost souls and the souls of sinners made a teenager dream of a life outside the protection of the realm, a life that was much more exciting than angelic history. She would persuade Max to take her to see the other realms one day soon. And when she entered the Realm of Fire, she could sneak off to be with Luca.

      Until then, she couldn’t leave this realm without his help, or that of her parents. But her parents would never allow her to go. So Max was her last hope.

      She went back to her studies and secretly schemed ways to escape her mundane life.
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      About a week later, Ebony was perusing the Library of Souls while her parents worked, sorting the souls in the archives. Each little soul was that of a human who had passed. Once sorted, the translucent, alien-like souls, like small jellyfish in a glass jar, would turn a different colour depending on what sin that human had committed when they were alive. That colour would then determine where they would end up: the Realm of Fire, or Heaven, as humans liked to call it, or the Realm of Ice, also known as Hell. Each sin had a colour: green for envy, purple for pride, black for wrath, and so on. It was her parents’ job to sort each soul that arrived, brought by Max, as he was the reaper, and send them to their final destination.

      It seemed like such an important job, one that Ebony would hate to be tasked with. She felt the pressure.

      Ebony turned a corner and began walking down the next row of souls, these yet to be sorted, when an ear-splitting alarm sounded. Ebony covered her ears.

      Eden and Asher spread their wings as they exited from the back room.

      “Ebony?” called Asher.

      “I’m here. What’s going on?” shouting over the noise. Asher ran to her and grabbed her hand.

      “Come on. We’re about to get an influx of new souls,” said Eden.

      They hurried to the entrance and waited inside the cemetery. This cemetery was outside London technically but shrouded by wards. To human eyes, it was an old, dilapidated cemetery full of corpses who died during the Great Fire a few hundred years earlier. So, no one hardly entered. It was a great disguise for the Nephilim as the entrance to the Realm of Death. One of the entrances, anyway. There were two. The other was in the city, on the banks of the Thames.

      Eden and Asher stood on either side of Ebony as they awaited Max.

      The mood was gloomy, and Ebony hated this place. But being in the business of death, you had to get used to it.

      “So does the alarm go off every time you get new souls?”

      “Yes,” replied Asher.

      “It seems a bit extreme. It’s so loud.”

      “You get used to it. Thankfully, it doesn’t happen that often anymore,” explained Eden.

      “Why not? People die all the time, don’t they?”

      “Yes, but we’ve set the alarm so it only goes off when there’s a mass death event, like a natural disaster, a deadly virus, things like that.”

      Ebony nodded. She scanned the skies, hoping she would catch a glimpse of white wings. She wondered what Luca had been up to today.

      “He’s coming,” said Eden. Ebony followed her parents’ gaze, and in the distance, she saw the mist and the growth began to get thicker. It was approaching them slowly in a cloud. And then out of the cloud, stepped a cloaked figure.

      Max.

      He carried with him a sack and a cane. He looked to be floating on the cloud of mist. He drifted up to them and stepped down onto the ground.

      “Hey, cuz,” said Eden.

      “Hey, Eden. Asher. Ebony,” he said, nodding at each of them in greeting.

      “What have you got for us?” Asher asked.

      “A deadly virus has struck parts of Europe, Australia, and Asia. It’s kept me busy. Sorry for the absence.”

      “It’s okay…” Ebony began, smiling. She was glad he was too busy to tutor her. But her mother cut her off.

      “No, it’s not okay. We’re going to have to get someone else to teach Ebony now.”

      “Mum, it’s okay. I don’t need…”

      “Yes. You do. You don’t know the full extent of your trait and what you can do yet.”

      “Maybe your mum is right, Eden. You could have stayed at the Academy,” said Max.

      “Not you too, Max. It’s not safe—”

      “Hey, look!”

      While Max and her parents were arguing, unbeknownst to them, Max had set down the sack full of souls, and it spilled open. One by one, souls drifted out and began floating around Ebony’s head.

      “Ebony! Don’t touch them!” said Eden.

      Ebony put out her hand, and a little orange-tinted soul came and landed on her fingers. As soon as her fingertips grazed the soul, the soul glowed bright and hot and then exploded into a million tiny particles.

      Everyone just stared.

      “What just happened?” Max asked. “I have never seen someone destroy a soul with a touch before.”

      “Ebony, I told you not to touch them,” scolded Eden.

      “I’m sorry. I felt like they were calling to me.”

      “What do you mean?” Max asked.

      “They were singing. So, I called them to me, and when I saw that it was a tainted soul, the soul of a sinner, my mind said it was bad. So, I kind of… destroyed it.”

      Eden looked to Asher then to Max and then back at their daughter.

      “Guys, I think we’ve just discovered the extent of Ebony’s trait,” said Eden.

      “What do you think this means?” asked Asher.

      “It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. If it’s a brand new trait, you know it’s against the law to keep it hidden,” said Max. “My mother will need to be told.”

      “No, no. Max, please. That’s why we left the Academy in the first place. To keep Ebony hidden until we found a way to control her trait.” Eden hugged her daughter tight.

      “Yes, but look what that did for you, and for me, Eden? Being kept from the Nephilim world, being raised human, kept us naïve about the dangers. Angels were created for a reason—to protect humans.”

      “I know. But I don’t want them to experiment on her. She’ll become a lab rat like I was.”

      “That won’t happen. It’ll be different this time,” explained Asher.

      “No. I want her to stay here in this realm. It’s safer.” Eden took Ebony’s hand and began to walk back toward the entrance of the Realm of Death, but Ebony hesitated. She stepped away from her parents. She was over their fighting.

      “Mum, Dad, Max. I have an idea.”

      Everyone stopped talking and turned and looked at her.

      “I know you want to shelter me from the worlds, and all the dangers in it, but I am Nephilim, as are you. I want to learn about who I am and what I can do. Besides, if my trait is new, don’t you think I should get documented so people can figure out how to deal with what I can do, or find out what will happen?”

      “No, Ebony. It’s too dangerous. I will not allow it,” said Eden.

      “Max, what about if we go and see Scarlett, your mother? She will know what to do.”

      Max scratched the stubble on his chin. He was beginning to look more and more like his father every day but had a hint of red in his hair from his mother.

      “I suppose that might be a good idea,” said Max.

      “Then can we go? You promised you would take me to the Realm of Fire anyway,” said Ebony, hopeful.

      Eden cursed. “Max! You did not!”

      He gave his cousin a look of sympathy. “I’m sorry.”

      “I think it’s a good idea,” added Asher. Eden shot him an icy glare. “not you too.”

      Asher shrugged and smiled at his daughter. Ebony grinned then turned back to her mother.

      Eden groaned.

      “Fine. You can go, but Max is not to let you out of his sight. Okay? Otherwise, I will steal your soul and hide it where you will never be able to find it.”

      “Got it. I promise. I won’t let Eb out of my sight,” he said, saluting his cousin with a finger to his forehead. Max didn’t know whether his cousin was bluffing or not, but he didn’t want to get on her bad side and feel her wrath.

      Ebony ran and hugged her parents. “Yay. Thank you. Mum and Dad, I will come straight back, I swear.”

      Max reached into the swirling mist and opened a doorway through to the Realm of Fire.

      “You’d better. Oh, and Max?”

      “Yes, cuz?” he said, turning back from the portal.

      “Don’t think you’re getting out of tutoring duties that easy. You two still have to study.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” replied Max playfully.

      “Oh,” complained Ebony, her shoulders sagging in disappointment. “Fine.”

      “Please be safe!” called Eden as Ebony took Max’s hand, and they stepped through the portal together.

      Eden turned to her husband.

      “Asher, what if I’ve made a grave mistake letting her go?”

      Asher pulled his wife into him and kissed her head.

      “She’ll be fine with Max. Besides, she’s only going to the Realm of Fire to see your aunt. What’s the worst that can happen?”
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      Ebony couldn’t believe she was going to the Realm of Fire! She was finally going to see Luca again and see the place where angels were born. She had tried asking Luca about what the Realm of Fire was like, but he said his descriptions didn’t do it justice. She was so glad she would be able to see it with her own eyes.

      Max’s portal, which was the bridge between the Realm of Death and the Realm of Fire, swirled red and gold and black. Ebony expected Max to carry her and fly through the portal, but instead, they walked, on the path of iridescent feathers and mist. Gold and silver feathers intermingled with magic. She saw swirls of different colours inside the tunnel—red and orange, gold and silver, blue and black, and purple and green.

      Max saw Ebony admiring the sparkling tunnel. “Pretty cool, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. What is it made of?”

      “It’s made from good and bad matter. From angels and past and present. This portal connects all realms, so every time someone travels through it, they leave a trace of their angelic essence behind.”

      “Will we be leaving our essence behind?”

      “Yes. That’s why we must be careful. And that’s why your parents were so reluctant to let you go. When a Nephilim or anyone with angel blood uses their trait, their magic becomes stronger and therefore, trackable. That’s also why your parents didn’t want you to be documented.”

      Ebony thought about her parent’ reaction. “I am sixteen now. Don’t you think I can make my own decisions?”

      “Yes. They are just worried about you. There are still many dangers out there, and those will take advantage of power such as yours. Just like they did with me.”

      Ebony gasped. “What do you mean?”

      “Before you were born, there was a war, between realms, between dark and light. Lucifer and his son wanted me for their side. He tried to manipulate your cousin Gabe and me into doing his bidding. But we fought him and won. Your mother actually destroyed Lucifer’s soul herself.”

      Ebony’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Yes. Okay, we are almost there. When we reach the golden gates, stay near me. I need to announce our presence.”

      “Okay. But you’re allowed in and out anytime you like, right? You’re Scarlett and Dyston’s son. You’re like royalty.”

      “It doesn’t work that way. I am the Angel of Night. You’ll see.”

      Soon, the swirling, sparkling tunnel opened out into the light, and they exited into more mist. No. Clouds. They were in the clouds. The clouds parted slowly, drifting in the slight breeze, revealing a shimmering golden path, leading toward a brilliant set of glimmering golden gates.

      “Welcome to the Realm of Fire, Ebony.”

      They reached the golden gates, and they sparkled in the light of the sun. Max stepped up to the gates and set his hand against the lock. It glowed red like fire and then opened inward.

      But then as Ebony stepped forward, a new gate rose out of the clouds, towering high above her.

      “Whoa!”

      “Place your hand against the lock.”

      “Okay.” Doing as he said, Ebony reached out and placed her palm against the lock of the new gate. For a moment, nothing happened. She glanced at Max, but then the heavens began to shake.

      “What is happening?” she asked.

      “I-I’m not sure. This has never happened before.”

      Then the gates began to glow, but instead of glowing a flame red, they glowed ultraviolet. It was also hot to the touch. It burnt her hand. She jumped back against Max’s chest.

      The ground shook more violently now, which caused a stream of guardian angels and archangels to fly out of the golden palace to see what was happening.

      Something glimmered in the light, and a flame-haired angel flew over the gates with golden wings and scooped both Max and Ebony up.

      “Mom!”

      “Max, hold onto her tightly. I’ve got you.”

      “What is going on?” Dyston asked, flying to his wife’s side.

      “I’m not sure, but I think it has something to do with Ebony,” said Scarlett. Dyston looked at his niece’s daughter with concern and worry.

      “Okay, get them inside. I will investigate.”

      “Okay, kids. Come with me.” Just as Scarlett began ushering her son and her niece’s daughter toward the golden palace, the gates started to glow brighter, and then it exploded into a million tiny particles. Shards of metal and other types of matter flew everywhere. Dyston and the rest of the guardians and archangels who had flown to their aid used their wings and their blades as shields, but the shards of metal pierced the wings of one of the guardians, sending him falling through the clouds. Another shard pierced Dyston’s wing. He fell to the ground, unconscious.

      “Oh my! Dyston!” Scarlett flew to her husband’s side and gathered him in her arms before they flew toward the palace. “Follow me, kids. Quickly!”

      Ebony and Max didn’t waste any time. They ran after Scarlett and a wounded Dyston into the safety of the palace.
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      Scarlett promptly lay Dyston on the altar in the grand hall. All Ebony and Max could do was to look on in worry.

      “I’m sorry, Scarlett,” she cried. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “It’s not your fault, sweetheart. Don’t cry.” She looked down at her husband and soul mate, stroking his hair. “We’ll figure this out.”

      “It’s was weird, Mum. I’ve never seen the gates react like that to someone.”

      “Me neither.” Scarlett’s gaze fell upon Ebony. “It must be something to do with Ebony’s blood. I need to call for help. Can you watch your dad, Max?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      Max ran to his father’s side, and Scarlett unfurled her wings and flew out of the hall. Ebony had never seen wings so beautiful as Scarlett’s. Ebony returned her focus to Dyston, still lying prone and unconscious on the ground.

      “What do you think happened?” she asked Max.

      “I think it has something to do with what the gates are made of. And the properties of our blood.”

      Ebony was confused. She fanned out her skirt and sat on the ground beside Dyston and Max. “What do you mean?”

      Max sighed. “I know we haven’t reached that part in your studies yet. So I’ll give you the shortened version. You know how Nephilim and those with angel blood have different powers or traits?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, it depends on your lineage. For instance, my father’s family are descendants of Lucifer. He used to have demon blood in his veins. His blood still holds a trace of it.”

      “Is that why you became the Angel of Death, or Night, as you call it?”

      He nodded. “Exactly. If you have a certain percentage of demon blood or archangel blood, you have different traits. My mom is half-archangel, so not only is her trait fire, but she was able to fit into her new role as goddess easily because of her blood.”

      “So, you’re a bit of both? And that’s why the gates didn’t react to you as they did to me.” Ebony frowned. “Does that mean I have demon blood?”

      “No. Maybe a small trace. Your mother has more. But because your father is Nephilim, his blood only has a faint trace of angel blood. I don’t understand why yours would warrant a reaction like it did. That’s something we’re going to figure out.”

      Ebony still seemed sad. So, Max reached over and put a hand on her shoulder.

      “Hey, it’s okay. It’s not your fault. And you don’t have demon blood.”

      That was when Scarlett flew back into the room, followed closely by a familiar guardian angel.

      Ebony’s face lit up, and she jumped to her feet and ran to him.

      “Luca!”

      “Is Uncle Lakyn coming?” asked Max, but before Scarlett could answer him, she saw Ebony and Luca and their apparent bond.

      “Oh, I completely forgot you were assigned to Ebony, Luca.”

      “That’s okay. I know you needed my help here training the new guardians.”

      Luca looked down at his assignment and smiled. His heart fluttered, as it always did when he was around her. He stepped back. No, he couldn’t allow it. He was forbidden to fall for her. That’s the real reason he had stayed away for so long.

      “I’ll reassign you back to the Earth Realm, I’m sorry,” said Scarlett. “Ebony needs your protection now more than ever.”

      “I don’t mind training the newbies. You need my help here. Especially now.”

      Ebony’s heart sank. Why did he want to stay away from her? He was her guardian angel.

      “No, you can go back to Earth to be with Ebony. We will be fine here. In the meantime, we have backup coming. They should be here soon.”

      Bells tolled in the distance, and a moment later, Ebony’s grandparents, Rachael and Lakyn Blackbell, entered the grand hall.

      “Sorry it took so long. There was a bit of traffic in the portal,” said Lakyn. “What is going on? Besides my brother being injured.”

      In a second, Lakyn flew to his brother’s side and began healing him. He held his hands over the place where the piece of metal from the gates had punctured Dyston’s wing. A pale purple glow emanated from his hands. Ebony loved watching her grandfather doing his thing.

      Rachael went to her granddaughter’s side. “Ebony!” She pulled her close and hugged her tight.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Grandma.”

      There was a gasp, and Dyston woke. He gingerly got to his feet, flapped his newly healed grey wings and hugged his brother. Scarlett looked around at her family and spoke.

      “We need to talk. Now.”
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      Ebony sat beside Max in the conference room. The room was white with a large glass dome overhead, and with several long tables in the centre in rows. She sat at the end with Max, as her grandparents, Lakyn and Rachael, sat beside them at the other end, opposite Scarlett and Dyston. Luca, as well as another guardian, a woman whom she didn’t know, stood sentry in the corner of the room. Both wore magnificent golden armour. Ebony couldn’t take her eyes away from him. He looked so handsome.

      But the sound of a door opening and a pair of footsteps on the marble floor broke her out of her daydream.

      “What the hell happened?” said a familiar voice. Ebony sank lower in her seat.

      Her parents had arrived.
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      Dyston placed the golden metal shard, which was now encased in a glass vial, on the middle of the table.

      “We have to figure out why and how Ebony somehow destroyed the golden gates of the Realm of Fire.”

      Ebony sank lower still into her seat. Eden now took residency in the seat beside her daughter, Asher next to her. Lakyn and Rachael had now moved to the other side of the table beside Dyston and Scarlett.

      “So, how are you going to do that? Subject Ebony to numerous tests like a lab rat?”

      “Not numerous tests. Maybe one or two,” said Dyston.

      Eden shook her head. “No. No tests. I am taking her home.” Eden was standing. She reached out and took her daughter’s hand, but Ebony was sick of everyone fighting over her and talking about her like she wasn’t in the room. She had had enough. Ebony stood.

      “Mum, stop. I can learn about who I am if I want to. That’s one reason why I came here. I didn’t mean to destroy the gate and injure several angels, however.”

      “I’ll be fine, and so will the guardian,” added Dyston.

      “See? Great Uncle Dyston will be fine. Can I please stay here, though?”

      “No. It’s not safe. What if you destroy something else?”

      “I have my guardian and Max.”

      Eden searched the room for Luca. It seemed like everyone had forgotten that Luca had been assigned to Ebony as soon as she was born. Eden eyed him suspiciously. Why did he have to be attractive?

      “I don’t know about this,” said Eden. “What about her schooling?”

      “We have an academy here. Max and Luca attend.”

      Eden groaned. “Fine. Then I’m staying as well.”

      Ebony wanted the ground to swallow her up. Her mother could so be embarrassing and protective.

      “Mum, please. Besides, you and Dad have an important job.”

      “She’s right, Eden. We need to get back,” said Asher.

      She glared at her husband, who always seemed to be on their daughter’s side.

      “Fine. But when you figure out more, please let us know.” She walked over and hugged her daughter.

      “Please be safe. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Mum. And Dad.” She kissed her parents and went over to stand beside Luca. She smiled up at him, and he returned a small, hesitant one.

      “We love you, Ebony,” said Asher.

      With much reluctance on Eden’s part, they opened a portal, and Eden and Asher returned to the Realm of Death.
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      While Eden and Asher were kept busy over the next few months in the Realm of Death, sorting through the thousands of souls who had passed from the illness spreading throughout the world, Ebony was now able to attend school in the best angel academy in the universe—the Guardian Academy. Even though it was technically for guardian angels, Max attended as well, as he had grown especially fast and had missed the necessary schooling for Nephilim his age.

      And of course, Luca was in attendance too.

      Their first class together was Angelic History. It was incredibly boring, but Ebony made her own fun. She stole glances at Luca now and then. He sat to the right of her, and Max on the left. They were seated in the back row. There were five other students in the class, as well.

      Occasionally, Luca would steal glances back at Ebony, and when their eyes met, when they were caught looking at the same time, they would break out in giggles. After about the third time of this, the teacher and other students began to grow sick of them.

      The teacher, one of the head guardian angels, clapped her hands to try to regain their attention.

      “Ebony, Luca. Please. If you can’t take this seriously, you will each be assigned a task. These tasks, only assigned to students here, are not exactly pleasant.”

      “Sorry, ma’am,” said Luca.

      Trying to behave, Ebony turned her attention to Max on her left. Forever studious, he was meticulously copying the notes the teacher had inscribed on the board at the front of the room. Ebony was bored out of her brain, so she decided to have a little fun since she couldn’t flirt with Luca openly anymore.

      She watched as Max wrote a line of text in his notebook. (No computers or tablets from earth here. Modern technology didn’t work in this realm.) Everything was done with ink and quill and parchment. Ebony thought it was archaic. As soon as he finished a line, Ebony touched her finger to the paper and focused her power on erasing the words he had already written. Instead of erasing the ink, the parchment burst into flames and then disintegrated into a puff of smoke and ash.

      Max shouted in alarm, jumping out of his seat as his sleeve caught on fire.

      “What the—”

      “Max Blackbell!” cried the teacher. “I expect better from you. Try not to light things on fire in my classroom, please.”

      Ebony snort laughed. Max glared at her.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

      Max wasn’t petty. He didn’t get his cousin in trouble, nor did he want to. It was her fault. The teacher, with the ability of telekinesis, lifted another piece of parchment from the stack on her desk and made it float over to sit in front of Max.

      After a few more minutes of silence, after everyone had calmed down and the smoke had dissipated, Ebony decided to try her powers again. This time, she focused her attention on the blackboard. She tried erasing the words with her mind. But like before, it didn’t work.

      The teacher was writing something else when the blackboard began to crack.

      “What in the world—”

      It cracked like an egg, then shattered into a million shards onto the carpet below. The teacher cried, and unfurling her wings, she flew backward away from the carnage.

      “That’s it! Whoever is destroying everything, stop it at once. Or leave my classroom.”

      So the teacher technically didn’t know it was Ebony who had destroyed the paper or the blackboard, but as Ebony was extremely bored, so she decided to own up to what she had done and packed up her things to leave.

      The other students, apart from Luca and Max, gasped, and the teacher just stared in astonishment at Ebony as she walked out the door.
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      Ebony had no idea what she was going to do now or where she was going to go, but as she began walking down the corridor, the door opened behind her, and Luca exited.

      “Ebony? Ebony, wait.” She turned and smiled at him.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “What happened in there? Was that you?”

      “Yeah, it was me. I was trying to practise my trait.”

      “They said your trait was potentially dangerous, but I had never seen it in action before.”

      “And you were meant to be watching me,” she said, teasing him. He smiled crookedly.

      “I know. But I am only a guardian in training. I can’t watch you all the time. So has your trait always been like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Have you always been able to destroy anything with a thought?”

      “I guess. I mean, I destroyed a soul and the gates to this realm, as well as the paper and blackboard.”

      Luca’s eyes widened. “It’s worse than I thought. We need to go.”

      He grabbed her hand and began leading her down the corridor.

      “Wait, where are we going, Luca?”

      “We need to find out what exactly you can do, but in a safe place.”

      “I don’t think anywhere is safe from me.”

      “We shall see.”
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      Once they reached the doors to the Academy, Luca spread his brilliant white wings and lifted Ebony into his arms.

      “Are we going to fly?”

      “Yes. Hold on. We’ll get there quicker this way.”

      “I’ve always wanted to fly with you.”

      “Hold on, and um… don’t think about destroying me,” he said nervously.

      “I would never destroy you, Luca. But I promise.” She wrapped her arms around his neck as Luca flapped his wings, and they lifted into the heavens.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Flying with Luca was exhilarating. It was much better than Ebony could ever have imagined. The air was cool up in the heavens, high above the realm. They soared over the golden spires of the Grand Hall and the towers of the Academy of Guardians. They flew out toward the Hall of Songs, which was where many angels lived and worked. They were healing and musical angels. The crystal dome above the Hall of Songs glistened in the sun, just like the golden road and the buildings in the realm. Everything glittered here. It was beautiful.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “Where I sometimes go to train. It’s safer. There’s nothing for you to destroy there.”

      As they left the main city of the Realm of Fire, they headed out further where the clouds were thinner and darker. The wind whipped up, blowing Ebony’s light brown hair around her face. She held on tighter.

      “Sorry about that. It’s kind of a ward set up by Dyston, a hurricane barrier, to protect the city. There’s no storms or wind where we’re going.”

      Then the clouds gave way to nothing but open sky, and Ebony took a peek downward. She could see the sparkling blue ocean far below.

      “Oh, wow!”

      “We’re somewhere over the Indian Ocean right now.”

      “How much farther?”

      “Not far.”

      They soared over the large expanse of water, which seemed to go on forever, until they reached another cloud bank. These clouds appeared to encircle what looked like a high mountain range.

      “We are here.” Luca set them down on the clouds, and the gentle breeze parted some of the thinner clouds, and Ebony got her first glimpse of the view.

      “Welcome to Mount Everest, the highest mountain peak in the world.”

      “It reaches all the way to the Realm of Fire?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Not many humans make it this high, but those who do are said to be blessed by the goddess herself. In my opinion, most humans end up dying up here, and their souls automatically drift into the Realm of Fire, making them angels.”

      “What about sinners?”

      “Except for the sinners, those who made it here through pride and greed. Their souls go straight to the Realm of Ice. It is a long way to fall for them.”

      “Wow.”

      “This is now our practice area.”

      Ebony walked to the edge of the mountain top, her sneakers knocking a few rocks and ice chunks rolling down the side. She took a step back.

      “How did you find this place? I mean, how do you know it’s a good place for practice?”

      “I was taken here when I was younger when I was first assigned as a guardian. We were taught to fight and balance up here, as well as fly.”

      “It’s an amazing place. But I’m not sure it’s safe.”

      “We’ll be fine. You’ll be fine.” He took a step closer to her, smiling down at her. He stood a whole head taller than Ebony. He placed a hand on top of hers, and she turned her wrist so their palms touched, and then she bent her fingers and entwined hers with his.

      “Thank you for bringing me here,” she whispered.

      “You’re welcome. You have to be careful about how you use your trait in public. I’ll try to protect you as long as I can, but there will come a time when you will be without me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I could be reassigned elsewhere, to someone else.”

      “No! You are my guardian.” She threw her arms around his neck and held him close.

      “For now. Let’s just focus on right now. Okay?”

      “Okay.” She turned her head and slid her lips across his. Luca flinched only slightly, then pushed his lips against hers. Then he unfurled his wings and flew backward out of her arms and into the air.

      “Luca?”

      “We shouldn’t. We can’t.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t… I wasn’t thinking. Should we train?”

      “Yes. I think that’s best.” He came back to land beside her.

      He stood a few feet apart from her.

      “Now, I need to find out exactly what you can do, since you’re undocumented and don’t have a report.”

      “Well, I know that I can destroy pretty much anything—a soul, a magical gate, paper, etc.”

      “So, metaphysical and physical objects? Got it.”

      “Oh, and when I was little, my parents said I once killed a flower, but then felt bad, so I brought it back to life. So, I can possibly create, as well.”

      Luca’s eyes widened again, and he cursed in a way no Angel should curse.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      “Only the goddess can create and destroy.”

      “Well, they did say that traits are connected to bloodlines, and my aunt is the Goddess Scarlett. So maybe that has something to do with it.”

      “Yeah, maybe. I have never heard or seen a trait like yours before. I don’t think anyone has.”

      “That’s why my family was so scared,” she said, looking out over the mountains, lost in thought. “They don’t know what to do with me.”

      “That’s not entirely true.”

      “Well, look at what just happened in class. Even our history teacher doesn’t want me. I practically destroyed her classroom.

      “Then, I think the best bet, for your safety and for that of everyone else, is to practice using your trait. Do you want to try something?”

      “Yes. Let’s do it.” She parted her feet shoulder-width, as her dad had shown her. They had already had a mini sparing practice in the Realm of Death.

      “Okay, I want you to close your eyes and focus on your breath.”

      “Okay.” She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing as it flowed in and out of her body.

      “Next, think of your power as a physical object. I want you to put out your hand and think of something. Anything. An object. And call it to you.”

      “Anything?”

      “Yes. But not your phone. Remember, human technology doesn’t work up here. It will disintegrate.”

      “Okay.”

      She missed the British candy from the little shop at the mall. She focused her thoughts on her favourite treat, and soon, a chocolate bar appeared in her hands.

      She gasped. “It worked!” She tore off the packaging and took a bite of her favourite chocolate. She moaned. “Oh, God! It is so good! I’ve missed these.”

      “Chocolate? Really?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “Don’t judge. What’s next?” she asked as she licked her fingers after devouring the gooey, chocolatey goodness. Luca rolled his eyes.

      “Okay, this time I want you to create something else, and then destroy it. So, don’t make it anything alive, like a kitten.”

      Her jaw dropped open. “You think I would destroy a kitten? Really?”

      He threw up his hands and shrugged. “I’m just saying.”

      “Fine.” She wiped her sticky fingers on her jeans and then focused on creating something else. Her nose screwed up, and she closed her eyes and imagined something new.

      A purple blossom with blue illuminated tips, like the ones from the garden in the Realm of Death, appeared in her cupped hands.

      “That’s good,” said Luca. Ebony opened her eyes one by one and smiled when she saw the beautiful flower in her hands.

      “Now, destroy it.”

      “Oh, but it’s so pretty,” she complained. Luca cocked an eyebrow and shot her a look. She sighed. “Fine.” She pressed one finger against one of the petals, and the beautiful rare blossom crumpled into a grey ashen blob and then into dust. Ebony tipped the ash from her hands and then brushed them on her jeans.

      “That’s impressive, but we need to do something more. Let me think.”

      “Okay. I’ll just be over here.” Ebony walked over to the precipice and sat down, crossing her legs on top of the mountain.

      This test was getting boring. She wished she wasn’t stuck here in school. She wished she could do something else, anything else…

      The ground began to shake beneath her. She used one hand to brace herself against the rocks, but that only made everything worse. The rocks around her burst into clouds of dust and some rolled down the side of the hill. Eventually, smaller rocks gave way to larger rocks, and soon, the entire side of the mountain began to crack into pieces.

      Ebony screamed as she felt herself falling. Luca turned his head just in time to see Ebony disappear over the side.
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      Ebony!”

      Luca was there in an instant, hovering above Ebony. His majestic white wings stretched to their full wingspan.

      “Luca!” He swooped down and gathered her in his arms just as a large chunk of snow, ice and rock crashed into the side of the mountain face, right where Ebony had been not one second earlier. Luca flew high above the mountain and then flew back toward the city.

      “What happened?” he shouted over the rumbling and wind.

      “I don’t know. I think I caused that, though. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

      “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. It happens all the time.”

      She looked over Luca’s shoulder, hoping she hadn’t caused too much damage to the famous landmark or killed anyone below.

      When they arrived back at the gates to the city, Scarlett was waiting for them, with Max on one side of her, and their teacher on the other side.

      “Oh, crap,” she said as Luca set her down on the pathway.

      “Luca, Ebony, where have you been? Miss Patterson said you both left the classroom in a hurry after a disturbance.”

      “It was more than a disturbance, Goddess. Ebony here has one of the most frightening traits I have ever seen. In my three hundred years of existence, I have never seen anything like it. If I am frank, it is dangerous.”

      Ebony urged the ground to open up and swallow her. It wouldn’t be the first time. Her shoulders drooped. She instantly felt terrible.

      “Miss, I am sorry.”

      But Miss Patterson shook her head and put up her hand like she didn’t want to hear her apology.

      “No. You have to put her in another class, Goddess. I am sorry, but I can’t have her endangering myself and other students. Even under the so-called protection of her guardian.” She spoke the last bit with a hint of venom in her voice, and an icy glare shot straight at Luca. Luca dropped his head.

      Scarlett was at a loss. She looked at Ebony and Luca and gave them a warning, but a sympathetic look then turned her attention to their teacher.

      “Rebecca, I am sorry. I am trying my best to figure out this situation. For the time being, until we figure something else out, Ebony, you will be taught by Max again.” She glanced at her son, and when Max heard his name mentioned, he met his mother’s gaze.

      But at the thought of tutoring Ebony once more… he wished he wasn’t there. He wished he was off collecting souls.

      “I’m sure Max has more important things to do. I don’t want to be a burden,” said Ebony.

      “No. It’s okay. Max doesn’t mind. But first, come with me, Ebony. Max, Luca, please go back to school.”

      When everyone was dismissed, Ebony followed Scarlett into the Grand Hall.

      “I really don’t know what to do,” said Scarlett, running her hands through her long, fiery hair. She wore a long, floor-length, shimmering gold gown today, which she had to sweep into her hand to move upstairs or sit down. They entered a door to the right of the main hall, which was a smaller sitting room. There were comfy looking armchairs, a fireplace was lit, and the walls were full of old and new books.

      “Come, sit.”

      Ebony spun in a slow circle admiring the floor to ceiling walls of books. There was even a sliding wooden ladder on each wall, and in the centre was a golden tree. It looked like an elm tree, or something just as wise-looking, with branches stretching wide and tall. The trunk looked to be glowing with magic.

      “That’s the Tree of Fate. It’s an exact clone of the one back home, in Blackbell Academy. Dyston collected seed from the original and grew me a new one here.”

      “It’s amazing.”

      “Thanks. I love it. It also works as a sort of crystal ball.”

      “What do you mean?” Scarlett got off the couch she had been lounging on and walked over to stand beside Ebony.

      “It can tell the future.”

      “Oh, I remember my mum told me a story when I was younger of a tree that could show you your future. There was one in the Academy in London where she met my father.”

      Scarlett nodded. “That’s right. They were once created by the Angel of Fate before she was killed. We thought the trees were destroyed with her. But Dyston found the seeds in the ruins. He planted one back in Melbourne, at the new Blackbell Academy, one in London, and one here.”

      “So, how does it work?”

      “You just place your hand on the trunk, and it will project your future as a vision onto the bark. Like a movie.”

      “That’s cool. Can I try?”

      “Uh… I don’t know what could happen. Not yet. Wait until we know exactly what you can do.”

      “I did some training with Luca. I can create and destroy things, living and nonliving.”

      Scarlett was in the middle of walking back to her chair, but she paused and turned around with an audible gasp.

      “Show me.”

      Ebony looked around. “Um… are you sure?” She laughed nervously. ”I’ve already done enough damage.”

      “How?” asked Scarlett, her brows furrowed.

      Sheepishly, she replied, “Um… I kinda destroyed Mount Everest.” She flushed beet red.

      “You… what? How?”

      “I don’t know. I was bored and I, um… kinda touched it. And it, um… started to crumble. I told you, I’m dangerous!”

      “Hey, it’s okay. I’m sure the mountain is fine. I’ll have some guardians check on it. In the meantime, I think we need to go to Rome to see your grandparents and great-grandmother.”

      “The Nephilim capitol?” blurted Ebony, her jaw dropping open. “But why?”

      “They have a testing facility there. One of the best in the universe. Your grandfather will know what to do.”

      “But I thought he couldn’t help me before?”

      “Well, we’re running out of options. I’m afraid even the Realm of Fire isn’t safe for you.”
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      Scarlett and Ebony travelled to Rome the next day, just them. Max and Luca were summoned back to school. And Luca had been temporarily suspended of his assignment with Ebony. Ebony was sad, but she thought it was probably for the best. She couldn’t keep getting him in trouble. Plus, she hoped her grandparents and great-grandmother could figure out what to do with her and how to help her. She was putting everyone in danger.

      Her great-grandmother Beth was waiting when they arrived.

      “Scarlett, Ebony. I am so glad to see you. Your grandfather shows me photos all the time. However, that hasn’t been for a few years. You’ve gotten so big!” She wrapped her arms around Ebony and kissed her head.

      “Yeah, um… you can blame my parents for that. Mainly, my mum. She’s kept me hidden. Well, tried. I guess the cat’s out of the bag now,” replied Ebony, waving her hand about flippantly.

      “You’ve got your grandfather’s and mother’s sense of humour, I see,” she said, laughing. “Come on in. I’ve set up your room, Ebony. I know Scarlett has to get back to the Realm of Fire as soon as possible.”

      Ebony frowned and looked back at Scarlett. “You’re not staying?”

      “No. I’m afraid I have to go back. You’ll be in good hands here, I promise.” She hugged Ebony and then left.

      Ebony sighed loudly. “Great. So I’ve been abandoned.”

      “No, sweetheart. You haven’t. We are here for you. Come, let’s go straight to the lab. Your grandfather is waiting.”

      “And now I’ve gone from abandoned to lab rat,” she muttered under her breath, following her great-grandmother to the elevator.
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      The labs were ultramodern, according to Beth. It was all shiny surfaces and white and glass walls. Lakyn was seated at a computer on the far side when they walked in.

      “Lakyn, Ebony is here,” announced Beth. Lakyn spun on his chair and smiled at the sight of his granddaughter.

      “Ebony, it’s great to see you again.”

      “You too. But I don’t understand what I am doing here. Isn’t this what my parents were trying to avoid?”

      Lakyn sighed, his pale blue eyes flared with lavender in the iris, a sign of his power. Lakyn had the power to heal, so hence why he had formed the only Nephilim and angelic lab, made specific for Angelic tests. They had special reinforced instruments made of gold and silver, depending on whether you had angel or demon blood, and a dentist’s chair in the centre with ties on it for your arms and legs. Ebony didn’t want to think about those straps. She hoped it didn’t come to that, her being strapped down. They were her family. Surely, they wouldn’t be strapping her down to it. Would they?

      Lakyn sighed. “Take a seat, Ebony.”

      She looked around the room. She didn’t see any other chair besides the one with the ties on it.

      “Uh… I’m fine. I’ll stand.”

      “Don’t worry. We won’t be tying you down if that’s what you’re thinking.” He chuckled.

      Ebony leaned against a cupboard behind her and crossed her arms. Beth had left the room and shut the door. It was now only Ebony and Lakyn. She eyed the door, wondering how lightning quick her grandfather’s reflexes were and pondering whether she could make it to the door and escape before he flew off his chair.

      “Eb, it’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m not going to experiment on you. I just want to take a little blood first, and then test it. It won’t hurt.”

      “Are you sure? My mother won’t be happy about this.”

      “I know, I know. Your mother is stubborn. She is her father’s daughter, after all,” he said with a smirk. “Take a seat here. I won’t strap you down. I just need to tourniquet your arm to take some blood. Is that okay?”

      She let out a shaky breath and walked hesitantly toward the white dental chair. Lakyn had spun it around to face him and raised the back so she was upright.

      “Now, I promised I would only be taking some blood, but I have to do a little allergy test first. Is that okay?”

      “Why?” Then Ebony saw the row of different types of needles lined up on the counter behind him. One was gold and the other, silver.

      “Depending on your blood type, angel or demon, and your lineage, everyone responds differently to each type of metal. Most Archangels and pure angels are allergic to gold. It can weaken them immensely. Silver, on the other hand, can weaken someone with demon blood.”

      Ebony’s eyes widened. “Wow. Do Nephilim learn about that at school?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Usually in the upper grades. It’s not a first-year program. Which is probably why you haven’t learned about it yet.”

      “Yeah. So, because I have demon blood, does that mean you’ll be using the gold needle?”

      “I have to test them both. But I will most probably be using the gold, yes. And your demon blood isn’t very strong. Not as much as mine.”

      “Yes, Max told me how you are related to Lucifer,” she stated.

      “Yes. Plus, my father, your great grandfather, used to do experiments on my brother and me when we were children. He injected us with pure demon blood.”

      “What?” she gasped. “That’s horrible.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said flippantly. “And that’s why he’s locked up in the Realm of Ice for eternity. So are you ready?”

      All these revelations were overwhelming Ebony, but she nodded her head.

      “I’m ready.” She sat up straight and watched as Lakyn prepared the first needle: the gold one.

      Ebony watched as the golden needle pricked the skin in the crook of her elbow. He pulled it away for a moment and observed the small mark the needle had made on her skin. But after a minute or so, nothing happened. There was no reaction.
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