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CHAPTER ONE


Mary Donahoe pulled into the dojo with Marley by her side in the front seat of the kid car, his head out the window enjoying the breeze and scents of approaching spring. The craziness of the past year seemed to be largely behind her. Life was sweet. She would be graduating in a few months and heading off to LA for college, on a track and field scholarship, and with Marley in tow.  Alyssa and Jake were waiting for their admission decisions, but with fingers crossed all their dreams would be realized in the next few days, the three of them were tentatively looking for a place close to the university they could all share, and one where the landlord was willing to accept Marley as their fourth roommate.

Still, Mary recognized their joyfully, carefully curated hopes and dreams might never see fruition if her secret life was intent on blowing up her real life, the way it did last year about this time. Before she committed to a lease with her best friend and Jake for the following year, Mary figured she needed to find out what the celestial side of things had in store for her.

Even though there were no recent attacks from the dark side, as the team was calling their opponents in whatever all of this turned out to be, the feeling was growing on her lately she was facing a fast-approaching decision she needed to make. The nagging only grew more insistent every time she tried to shove it back down and bury it in her subconscious. What began as a niggling little worry at about the time the calendar turned to a new year, was now a daily hammering to stop evading and decide, for God’s sake. They didn’t have all of eternity to wait on her. Thus, her discomfort as she parked the car and cut the ignition.

She turned to Marley. “Let’s go, boy. Might as well get this next step over with. I’ve already made up my mind. It’s only fair the others have a chance to make their own choices.” Marley barked his agreement and followed her from the car, not bothering to wait for her before he approached the entrance to the dojo.

The owner of the dojo, Jack, looked up at their entrance. “Hey, Mary. I was just about to send out a search party,” he remarked, a question in the glance he sent her way. Considering the aforementioned craziness of the previous twelve months, Mary couldn’t blame him for his concern over her unusual tardiness.

“Sorry, I’m late. There’s something I need to discuss with all of you. It’s taken me a while to figure out how,” she confessed, a little hesitantly meeting his probing glance. Mary felt Jack’s surprise at her announcement echoing through the assembled team members, all present and accounted for. It was obvious they were waiting for her before beginning practice, just in case they needed to race to her rescue. It wouldn’t have been the first time one of them needed rescuing.

Nodding, holding her glance, Jack suggested, “All right. Why don’t we all sit down, and you can tell us what you’ve been carrying alone for the past few weeks?”

Mary nodded. With Marley at her side, she crossed the room and joined the others forming a circle and taking their seats on the center of the mat. When they were settled, all eyes turned expectantly in Mary’s direction. On an audible sigh, Mary launched into what she assumed was about to prove an awkward explanation. “I’ve been summoned,” she announced baldly, diving right into things.

“By who?” Jack asked.

Mary shrugged. “Not sure. The voices don’t always bother to introduce themselves, but they’ve been nudging more insistently lately, I get on with it. They don’t have all of eternity to stand around waiting for me to make a decision.”

“A decision about what?” Jack wanted to know.

Mary shrugged again. “Again, not sure, but I think they want to confirm my commitment level to whatever this is. Truth is, I think they want to confirm all of yours, too.”

Brows raised, Jack confirmed, “So, we’ve all been summoned?”

“Hm. Feels like it. I guess they want to know who they’re dealing with. Full disclosure, I’ve been tossing my options around for the past few months. I’m done tossing. I need to go back. To the cliff trail. To the summit where I used to meet with Mariel.”

“And we’re being asked to accompany you?”

Lifting one shoulder in a your-guess-is-as-good-as-mine kind of shrug, Mary replied. “I think, only if you’re truly committed to taking this next step. We’ve all had time, quiet time with no creepy-guy attacks or fights to the death on the beach, to mull over our commitment to seeing whatever this is through. Frankly, I’ve been doing a lot of mulling, even before the nudging started. I think our quiet time is about to come to an end. The feeling’s been growing on me since the start of the year.

This break was a nice change from last year’s adventures. My best friend, Alyssa, and her boyfriend will hopefully receive their admission letters to LA in a few days. We’re looking for off-campus housing the three of us can share, a place that will let me bring Marley. The track coach has reached out with the summer practice schedule. It’s all starting to get real. This life. My real life is unfolding in ways I never would have dreamed possible a year ago. But the truth is, I’m not the same girl anymore. Those dreams no longer mean to me what they once did. I plan on answering the summons. I need to know if any of you will be joining me. No pressure. Everyone needs to do what’s best for them.”

“That’s insulting Mary. Do you think we’re about to desert you now?” Jack demanded, irritated.

“I’m sorry,” Mary quickly apologized. “I wasn’t trying to be insulting, but it’s time to get real, Jack. Everyone has shared bits and pieces of their stories, how they ended up here, but there’s still a lot left unsaid, a lot glossed over. We need to know everyone’s commitment level.  There’s no blame in declining to move forward. Look at my family. My grandmother returned her gifts. My mother apparently threw hers away. I don’t really know what happened to my aunt, except for my grandmother’s assurance, Melissa checked in and she’s fine wherever she is in eternity. So, I have to assume she either failed or walked away. I’m the only one left. I think they need to know what my plans are before proceeding with whatever the next step is.”

Jack held her glance for a few moments before nodding. “Fine. I’ll go first. You’re right. I glossed over a lot of details about how I ended up here. The basic background I shared with everyone is the truth. My wife and I operated a karate studio. We were talking about starting a family. We were living the dream. I was the one responsible for blowing it up. Like you said about the nudging; the knowledge I was supposed to be somewhere else, doing something else, something important, kept building inside me, haunting me, until I could no longer deny it. I knew whatever it was, it was here, not just out west, but here in Laguna Beach.

I also knew my wife was not going to be onboard with blowing up our lives. Our families were back east. The dojo was successful. We were fully engaged in our plans to open a second location. I tried to ignore the nudging. I tried to convince myself I was crazy. It was just the stress of thinking about having kids, the money strain and commitment of opening a second dojo. Nothing worked. I couldn’t talk myself out of the knowing I was meant to be here. 

We argued over it a lot. Constantly. Then my wife got sick. Weeks. It was only weeks. On her death bed, she said to me, whoever the hell she was, she was here, just like I claimed. With her last words, she told me she hoped she was worth it.” When Jack’s voice trailed off a heavy silence settled over the room. Then Jack lifted his intent gaze to Mary’s. “Don’t ever question my commitment again.”

Mary nodded. “I think I met her once. I was thirteen or maybe fourteen. Before Mariel, but by then I’d run across other spirits and sometimes engaged them in conversation. One day, a spirit approached me. She used the same words. She said she hoped I was worth it. I had no idea who she was or what she meant, and she wasn’t inclined to enlighten me. I’m sorry. I think the price is part of it. I really love my family. I know it’s not like the husband-and-wife deal, but if I keep moving forward with this, I’m going to blow up my family.

My mom lost her sister and father to this. Her worst fear was losing one of her daughters to it, too. She’ll blame my grandmother. Everyone will blame me.” She reached up to brush aside the tears filling her eyes. “Yet, I can’t pretend this isn’t real. My grandmother says I can return the gift of seeing angels and other life forms. It’s what she did. I asked her if she regretted her decision. She said she didn’t know if she regretted it or not. I know. I know I would regret it every day for the rest of my life. It’s my decision. I’m sorry it will hurt people I love, but I’m moving forward towards what I truly believe is my life’s purpose, and if there is such a thing as destiny, this is it, for me.”

Jack nodded, holding her glance, while silence descended over the room. Mary turned to where Luke sat across the circle. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? Like my grandfather.”

Luke appeared stunned by her comment. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Mary shook her head at his denial. “The day in the parking lot. I’ve been thinking about it a lot. You showed up out of the blue. Just like creepy guy. No one was there. Then he was and then you were. It was like you both just dropped out of the sky.”

“What day in the parking lot?” Jack demanded, his irate glance swinging between Mary and Luke.

“You never told him about what happened with creepy guy?” Mary asked Luke, ignoring Jack’s question.

“Didn’t you?” Luke countered.

“Someone better tell me now, what the hell happened with creepy guy,” Jack inserted into their face-off.

Mary deferred to Luke. His intent glance clung to hers for a weighted moment, before he turned to the others and shared the details of his impromptu rescue.

“He disappeared. Like the others on the beach who went after Lillian. Creepy guy disappeared when you seemingly magically appeared on the scene,” Mary insisted.

“I didn’t magically appear,” Luke protested. “I was there for a meeting with the administration. I saw you with creepy guy and walked over to find out what the hell you were doing alone with him in a deserted parking lot. And he didn’t disappear. He left when he realized you weren’t alone.”

No one said anything. Jack turned an enquiring brow in Mary’s direction. She ignored the question in his gaze and instead turned back to Luke. “If we can’t trust each other, there’s no point in us pretending we’re a team. We’re going to lose.”


Luke held her gaze. The others waited silently for one of them to back down. Luke sighed audibly and thrusting one hand through his hair in a gesture of frustration, admitted, “Fine. Fine. I didn’t have a meeting with the administration. That was bullshit. I was on,” he hesitated, then filled in delicately, “a date, when the feeling you were in trouble crashed into me so strongly, I couldn’t ignore it. Like you said it was for you when you knew Lillian was in trouble. I tried to brush it aside. I was engaged with other matters. I tried hard to convince myself I was imagining things.”  He hesitated and then shook his head. “It was like the nudging both of you just described. I caved, telling myself I was an idiot, but I caved. I excused myself from my date, activated the location tracking on my phone, and raced like hell to get to you. Besides, seeing you alone in a deserted parking lot with creepy guy when I arrived, I received a two-hundred-and-fifty-dollar citation for speeding down the 405 for my trouble.”


Mary’s lips twitched, before her amusement dissolved into full-blown laughter. The rest of the team was struggling with their own amusement at Luke’s confession.

“Har har,” Luke threw out in Mary’s direction once she was able to get her laughter under control. “And just so we’re clear, I would like to echo Jack’s sentiment. Don’t ever question my commitment again.”

Mary grinned. “I’m not convinced about the not appearing and disappearing out of the blue, but I’ll let it slide for now.”

The mini crisis averted; silence fell over the room while the other team members surreptitiously looked toward one another to see which of them was going next on the true confessions deal.

Goose was the first to cave. “I don’t know anything about appearing or disappearing, and I didn’t hold back with my original story about what brought me here, but I should probably confess to my actions after my arrival, particularly after Mary’s arrival.”

When all eyes focused on Goose, Jack encouraged, “We’re listening.”

Goose nodded. “I ran a background check on you, then on all of you when each of you joined the team. I like to know who I’m partnering with. Everything was kosher until Mary showed up and started talking about angels and shit. I figured this was where I jump off the crazy express, but before I jumped ship, I did a deep dive on you and your family,” he continued, speaking directly to Mary now. “Not much on you but what we already knew. Your parents, grandparents and siblings were all clean. I dug a little deeper into your aunt’s disappearance.  Pulled the original police reports. There was a little more in there than was made public.”

“Like what?” Mary asked anxiously.

“A witness claimed to see your aunt, apparently arguing with someone who wasn’t there.  The witness figured she was whacked out on drugs or something.”

“Where did the witness see her?” Mary asked in a hushed tone.

“At the top of the cliff trail, where you used to hike to visit your angel friend, Mariel.”

Mary shook her head, shocked by his disclosure. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t the police say anything to my grandmother about a witness seeing Melissa?”

Goose shrugged. “From what I could tell, they assumed she fell off the cliff into the ocean.  They were waiting for her body to wash up on shore.”

“From the drugs she was whacked out on,” Mary concluded.

“That’s my read,” Goose admitted.

“But her body was never recovered.” Mary stated the obvious, then added, as the notion occurred to her. “Did the police report say what day it was the witness saw my aunt at the top of the cliff trail?”


Goose reached in his pocket for his phone. “March 20th. The day after her disappearance.”



“Today’s March 18th,” Mary pointed out. “Tomorrow’s the vernal equinox, the first day of spring. Can you check if the first day of spring was March 20th the year my aunt disappeared?”



Getting a sense of where Mary’s question was leading, tension fell over the room. Goose turned his focus back to his phone. When the answer revealed itself, he looked up and met Mary’s anxious glance. “Yes. The vernal equinox was March 20th that year.”


Mary nodded, then looked down to find her hands clenched in Marley’s fur. He whined and inched close enough to lay his head in her lap.

“Mary?” Jack inserted into the heavy silence.

She raised her gaze to his intent one. “That’s why the nudging was becoming so hard to refuse. Tomorrow is the first day of spring. I need to go at dawn tomorrow. I think Melissa was summoned the same day. For whatever reason she apparently didn’t like what whoever summoned her had to say. She didn’t commit suicide. Nor was she killed there. Her body would have washed up on the beach.” She shook her head, trying to wrap her head around what she just learned about her aunt’s disappearance. “Is it possible the cliff trail peak is some kind of vortex to other dimensions, or worlds, like Sedona and some other places around the world are supposed to be?”

No one answered, but Goose’s hushed, “Jesus, vortexes,” was heard loud and clear around the room.

Lillian, who was sitting next to him, laughed and cuffed him on the side of his head. “Haven’t you learned yet, Horatio, there’s more to heaven and earth, and blah, blah, blah, however the rest of the saying goes?”

The others laughed. Goose was already busy researching the history of vortexes on his phone.

“Anyone else have a confession to make?” Jack asked.

When no one answered, Jack turned to Mary. “I’m going to skip the rest of practice. If there’s even going to be a practice. I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow, but I need to spend what’s left of today with my family.” When Jack nodded, Mary confirmed. “I’ll be at the trailhead by five. I’ll wait until five fifteen and then I need to begin the ascent. I have a feeling who’s ever not there by then, isn’t supposed to be there.”

“We’ll all be there,” Jack assured her.

Mary shook her head, contradicting him. “No, at least one of us won’t be there. I can’t see the reason, but is it okay if I say goodbye to everyone now? Just in case?”

Everyone stood, looking at each other, unnerved by Mary’s conviction, one of them wouldn’t be there before dawn to climb the trail with her. Mary turned and hugged each of them in turn. She thanked them for watching out for her and fighting by her side. She assured them it would be okay if they weren’t there in the morning. Everyone was called to play their own part in what was coming. When she finished saying her goodbyes, she told them, “I’ll be at the trailhead by five tomorrow.”

“Yeah?” Jack inserted with an attempt at humor to lighten the mood. “How are you going to explain the early wake up call to your parents?”

Mary smiled. “Team bonding exercise.”

“Good one. I’ll see you in morning,” he assured her. “Just remember, Mary. You’re not alone in this.”

“Do you think Melissa was alone?  Do you think maybe she never found her team?”

Jack shrugged. “There’s no way of knowing, but maybe she wasn’t meant to.”

Mary nodded, waved goodbye to everyone and turned, with Marley by her side, toward the exit.

“I’ll walk out with you,” Luke volunteered, and surprised, Mary turned to him. They left the dojo together.

“Who didn’t see that coming?” Lillian asked with a laugh, bringing amused grins to the faces of the remaining team members.  “And since it seems tonight is a goodbye party for at least one of us, I vote we head over to Jack’s place and make it count.”

Outside in the parking lot, Luke turned to Mary as they approached her car. “You okay?”

“I’m not sure. I think I’m as okay as I can be under the circumstances. I feel more settled now the decision part is behind me.”

“Or just beginning,” Luke pointed out.

Mary nodded, then instead of unlocking the driver’s door, she turned to Luke. “I think I’m going to walk along the beach for a little while. I need to process everything I learned about my Aunt Melissa’s disappearance before I go home and face my family.”

“Fair enough. I’ll come along to keep an eye on you.”

Mary smiled, and together, they walked towards the beach.


CHAPTER TWO


The following morning, Mary rose before dawn and dressed in warm clothes for her hike up the trail. She tucked the letters she wrote to Lys and her family inside her backpack, figuring her mom would eventually find them if she failed to return from today’s summons, but wouldn’t accidentally come across them if she decided today was a good day to begin her obsessive spring-cleaning habit and tidy up Mary’s room. At the door to her room, Mary turned back to take it all in, understanding it might be the last time she slept there. 

She supposed she should be terrified by the thought of what awaited her at the peak of the trail, but she guessed she burned through all the toxic emotions slowly over the past few months.  There was grief, definitely, at the thought she might not see again the people she loved most, but she was able to reconcile her grief against the knowing she was somehow called to a purpose greater than herself. It helped knowing the same weight and purpose was born by her family for generations. It felt like whatever she’d fallen into the middle of had been building for decades, centuries even. Mary was determined to do her part. Nodding to herself, she looked to where Marley sat near her, his serious gaze raised to hers. “Okay, boy,” she encouraged softly. “It’s go time.”

He yelped softly, bringing a smile to Mary’s lips, and the two left the room, descended the stairs of the silent house and exited through the front door. Before she climbed into the driver’s seat of the kid car, Mary paused to look up and memorize the façade of the only home she’d ever known. She whispered a prayer to Mariel’s brothers she could feel hovering near her, as if they were called upon to act as her escort to this morning’s meeting, to please look out for and protect her family, especially if she didn’t make it back. Then on an audible sigh, she closed the proverbial door on her past and opened the door to the future she was being called to.

Mary didn’t realize how much she feared, despite everyone’s assurance last night at the dojo, she really was alone in whatever this was, until she turned into the parking lot near the trailhead and saw the other cars parked there.  She recognized Jack’s and Luke’s right away, and blinked back tears of relief, releasing her breath in an audible sigh.

The assembled team members stood in a group not far from the entrance to the trail. Mary couldn’t make out all their identities in the dark, but she could count. There were ten of their group already gathered. She made eleven. One of the twelve was missing. She wanted to hope the missing of their group would pull in behind her in the next few minutes, but she already knew her hope would prove false. Wasn’t that why she deliberately timed her arrival to within minutes of the designated time when they would have to begin the climb to reach the peak before the first light of dawn pierced the night sky? Shaking off the sadness, falling at their loss, Mary climbed out of the car and turned to Marley. “Come on, boy, let’s go catch up with the gang.”

Marley barked happily and agilely skipped across the seat and joined her next to the door Mary slammed shut and locked, before setting off in the direction of the team waiting for her to join them. When they turned, she quickly took in their faces, trying to conceal the shock in hers.  Danny. It was Danny who was missing.  Her glance swung to meet Jack’s, aware of her own surprise reflected there, and a greater reflection of her sadness and disappointment. Jack and Danny were tight. Danny was the first of their group to find Jack at the dojo. Jack nodded in silent confirmation of Mary’s conclusion.

She deliberately glanced down at her watch when she caught up to the group. “Thanks for being here for this next step. We need to begin the ascent now. He’s not coming. Danny’s been called to other work, to another purpose, in whatever this turns out to be.” Mary hoped her assurance about their missing team member was true, but she felt the need to lift the gloom and disappointment enveloping the rest of the team, even if it wasn’t in response to a nudging from the other side. Jack held out a flashlight and handed it to Mary. She was grateful for his foresight, since she didn’t think to bring one herself.

“Let’s go. We don’t want to be late. Mary, why don’t you and Marley take point?”

Mary nodded, and set off towards the entrance to the trail, barely sparing a glance to the spot where she was attacked the previous year by four men out for a good time. Conversation was nonexistent on the way up.  Mary noticed the way Jack and Luke flanked her when the trail was wide enough to accommodate three hikers across, then how they slid back into line behind her when it narrowed. 

They approached the peak as the first streaks of dawn penetrated the lightening sky. Mary paused before she exited the trail and made her presence known. In the moment, she confirmed, the feeling she’d been summoned to this place this morning wasn’t her imagination. They were waiting for her near the stone outcropping where she used to meet with Mariel, but she was all but certain he wasn’t among those waiting for her. She could admit to herself she’d been secretly holding out hope it was Mariel who called her to this meeting at dawn, but she needed to abandon those hopes and fears for her angelic friend and gather herself for whoever and whatever was waiting for her to take the final step onto the peak. They knew she was there. The sense of anticipation and expectation surrounding her was like a physical weight pressing down on her.

“Mary?” Jack urged, at her continued hesitation. “You okay?”

Mary raised her uncertain glance to his concerned one. “They’re here,” she confirmed. “I guess I assumed there would only be one of them, since the witness spoke of seeing Melissa engaged in a heated conversation with someone who wasn’t there. I figured it was only one, but of course the witness would have no way of knowing if it was one, or many more than one.”

Jack nodded. “Is your friend Mariel among the many?”

“No,” Mary said softly. “I was hoping he would be here to meet me, but I’m almost certain he’s not among those waiting for us.”

“Just one more question.”

“What is it?”

“Are we heading into a fight?”

Shocked, Mary quickly assured him. “No, absolutely not. Tell me no one has any weapons on them. If anyone does,” she tacked on turning to the others, “You need to leave them here. It would be an unforgivable affront to bring weapons to this sacred place. We absolutely don’t want to be the ones to introduce a weapon of violence here.” 

Mary waited while a few of their numbers retrieved hidden weapons and hid them beneath the brush on the side of the trail. Then the weight of expectation descended upon her from both sides, those who awaited her steps away near the rock grouping overlooking the Pacific, and those who waited silently by her side for her to make her choice. It felt to Mary as if an invisible barrier was blocking their way, even as she was determined to move forward. Pausing again to listen, she nodded at the warning from those waiting for them and turned to the rest of the team.

“He said we should be absolutely certain before we take this next step. Once we accept the challenge and honor about to be laid upon us, the choice cannot be unmade, and the repercussions of one of us walking away will be unimaginable to the people of earth, and those of our race spread across the universes.”

Stunned silence greeted her caution. Mary closed her eyes to help her concentrate and recited for the benefit of the others. “We are the chosen ones. There are others, unseen, unknown to us now, who will fight by our side, or along their own designated fronts towards the same end.  There is no shame in stepping back now. There is no sin in turning aside from a great honor, as such an honor is always accompanied by great challenges, and more often than not, great hardship and loss, but to accept the honor and then turn from it? In this there is shame, if not sin.  So, weigh carefully your choice and your commitment level. Be assured we will do the same as you cross through the first challenge confronting you before you will be allowed to pass. Let us begin.”

Mary paused to meet Jack’s stunned but serious expression. “I’m to stay back, while each of you is summoned, and then questioned in turn. If someone doesn’t pass the test, they won’t be allowed to pass through.”

“Pass through what?” Jack asked.

“Can’t you feel it? There’s an invisible barrier preventing us from gaining the peak. They won’t let us ascend and join them near the rocks overlooking the ocean if they conclude we’re not sufficiently prepared to see through whatever this is.”

Jack nodded. “I guess I’ll go first.”

Mary nodded her confirmation. “Yes, and each of us will know when we are being called to pass through the barrier. Once we’re called and we accept the invitation, we can’t leave until this meeting, for lack of a better word, is concluded.”

Jack nodded, then stepped forward to exit the trail. Mary was aware of his shock when he couldn’t reach the peak. “It’s okay,” she told him quietly. “Just wait, patiently, if possible. You’ll know when you’ve been granted admittance…or not.”

Jack turned to her with a stunned expression and a smile flirting across his lips. “You sure live an interesting life, Mary,” he remarked, before turning back to face the entrance, and stood still, almost at attention, as if in silent invitation for the others to look their fill and make their judgement. A long minute later, Jack turned back to the rest of the team awaiting their turn. “I’ve been invited to cross. There is no shame or disappointment in turning back. We’re all called to serve in ways inexplicable to our current understanding, but all will be made clear to us in time.”

With that, Jack turned back to the invisible barrier and stepping through, disappeared from the view of the ten others who climbed the trail with him. Marley barked, as if cheering Jack’s success at clearing the first barrier, bringing smiles to the lips of the others awaiting their turns.

“Looks like I’m next,” Isa announced softly, surprising the others, and stepped into the space in front of the barrier. Mary nodded at the silent question in Isa’s blue gaze.

“Yes, they say you’ve been called.”

Isa followed Jack’s example and stood at attention at the front of the invisible wall blocking her ascent. Within moments, a wide smile split her lips. “Looks like they’re beaming me up. See you on the flip side,” she joked, and stepped forward without hesitation.

“Holy shit,” Goose whispered as soon as Isa disappeared from view.

Mary, sensing his hesitation, asked, “Goose? Don’t feel you need to do this if you’re not sure. Trust me, it’s better to turn back now than go forward and change your mind later. I think that’s the lesson my grandmother was trying to teach me about her choice.”

“It’s not that I’m not sure, but like you said about karate being out of your comfort zone.  We are light years outside of mine now,” he admitted, smiling nervously.

The others laughed. “Yeah, we hear you,” Lillian replied for all of them. “But sometimes you just to have trust if you’ve been called, someone higher up the pay scale knows what they’re doing, and you’re right where you’re supposed to be.”

Goose nodded and stepped forward to face the barrier. Curious, he put his hand out to touch the invisible wall blocking his way, and instantly pulled his hand back, cursing beneath his breath. “Don’t do that,” he warned the rest of them. Then he turned back and stood still, waiting for judgment to be passed. Several seconds later, with a muttered, “Shit. I guess this is it,” Goose stepped forward and disappeared from the view of the team.

One by one they were called and allowed to join the others on the peak until only Luke and Mary remained behind with Marley. “I don’t like the idea of leaving you alone,” Luke admitted, before he stepped forward waiting for angelic judgment to be passed.

Mary smiled. “Thanks for the thought, but trust me, I won’t be alone. Besides, I’ve got Marley for company.” Marley barked his confirmation.

“You sure about this?”

“More than ever,” Mary replied, realizing it was true.

“Okay, let’s do this, then,” he replied. “I’m going to be really pissed if they don’t let me in.”

Mary laughed. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

Mary’s prediction was proven within seconds of Luke stepping forward. “See you on the other side, rookie,” he saluted her with a smile, before stepping forward and leaving Mary alone with Marley to face her destiny.

“Well, young Mary, will you take the hand extended to you?” The same, somehow familiar voice asked silently in her head.

“Yes,” she replied, without hesitation. “I’ll try really hard not to let everyone down.”

She heard his gentle laughter in her head. “Just remember, Mary, you’re never alone. Come, daughter of Eve, and let the veils be lifted.”

Mary felt the barrier fall away as, along with Marley, she took the final steps onto the peak.  She could see angels lining the path to the rock outcropping where she recognized the one whose voice spoke to her stood waiting for her in the spot she used to meet with Mariel. The light surrounding him was nearly blinding, but Mary understood it wasn’t her physical sight taking in the scene, it was her eternal sight. She slowly stepped forward, and motioned for Marley to wait with the team, then walked through the gauntlet of Mariel’s brothers lining her path on both sides. She felt their curiosity and questions about her, this young daughter of Eve.  How would she stand against the evil arrayed against her?

Mary waited tense, listening anxiously to see if any ventured a solution to their silent question, because she really would like someone to give her the answer. None was forthcoming and all too soon, she passed through their midst and arrived at the rock outcropping.  She was reminded of an altar where the angel, she thought was the one in charge of the morning’s proceedings, stood flanked by others of his kind on either side. Seeing him, she realized why his voice seemed so familiar. He was the one who stood with Mariel the day she was attacked by four men at the bottom of the trail. It was the last time she saw her friend.

Mary felt his will compelling her forward. When she reached him, she knelt and bowed her head before him and immediately felt hands reaching out to lift her to her feet. “You do not kneel before me, young Mary, only the One who sent me,” he instructed her.

Mary nodded and waited silently for him to reveal her purpose. Out of the corner of her eye she could see the rest of the team gathered to her left, silently watching the proceedings. She wasn’t sure if they could see what she did, or if they just witnessed her kneel before the stone outcropping then stand back up. A slight smile curved her lips at the thought.

“Your companions can sense there are others here, as their awareness of eternity has expanded by passing this first test, but a single challenge overcome cannot make up for lifetimes spent preparing for this moment.” He answered her silent question.

Mary didn’t know how to respond to his comment or if even a response was expected from her. “You have questions,” he continued. “I encourage you to ask them. We all have decisions to make. It would make both our jobs easier if we took this opportunity to get to know each other.”

Mary was surprised at his implication they both had decisions to make. Suddenly, the witness’ account of her Aunt Melissa arguing with an unseen antagonist took on new meaning.  What if the news delivered to her aunt in this same place, on the same day, the vernal equinox, two decades earlier, wasn’t her aunt turning from what was supposed to be her destiny, but the angelic judgment she was unsuited for the task appointed her? Were there others like the women of her family? Was this a competition?

“There are occasionally others who share your family’s gift to interact with us and the gift to interact with the spirit realm is not that uncommon.”

“But,” Mary dared interject.

“Hm, yes, but. You are the only one who can fulfill the challenge you will face.”

“Why?”

“Because it is a task only one of your blood can complete.”

“Why?”

“Some things you must be prepared to accept on faith.”

“I guess this wouldn’t be a good time to mention my family isn’t very religious.”

He laughed. “I guess this wouldn’t be a good time to remind you of how you stood with a knife to your throat and told the others to wait, everything was going to be okay.”

“Fine. Your point.” Mary conceded.

He grinned. “You may resemble her, but you and your Aunt Melissa do not share similar outlooks on life.”

“In what way?”

“Well, for one, Melissa is not well acquainted with the concept of humility.”

“Since no one ever speaks of her, I’ll have to take your word for it.”

“Hm, be assured, you may safely do so.”

“What do I do now?”

“Like all of life when an opportunity is presented each of us. You must decide to move forward, or step back.”

“I get the impression Melissa chose to step forward, but whoever was in charge back then, vetoed her decision.”

“Very perceptive of you. Another trait you exhibit your aunt did not share at your age. And yes, as you suspect, I was the one in charge back then.”

“Will you tell me your name?”

Surprised, he answered, “Samiel.”

“Is Mariel okay?”

“Yes, my brother is okay.”

“Will you tell him for me I hope he gets to go home soon, and I miss him?”

“Yes, I will convey your message to Mariel.”

“Thank you.”

“Well young Mary, have you no other questions for me?”

“Will you tell me what I’m supposed to do now?”

“The physical world is focused on doing. In eternity the focus is on being.”

“I don’t really understand.”

“Your gifts are not confined to seeing and interacting with us and the others. For what is coming, you will need to rely on the fullness of your gifts you’ve yet to acknowledge or explore in this incarnation.”

“How do I explore what I don’t even know I have?”

“I suggest you find it.”

“Where do I look?”

“Within, Mary. You look within.”

Mary sighed. She was afraid he was going to say that. The only problem was she feared looking within was even further outside her comfort zone than karate was. She didn’t have a clue where to begin.

“You have loyal companions to walk this journey with you. Use them.”

“You’re right. I’m not alone,” she said the words out loud to remind herself.

“No, you are not.”

“Why was Melissa alone?” It seemed so unfair.

“Melissa was disinclined to accept anyone’s counsel but her own,” he replied diplomatically.

“She rejected her team,” Mary gave voice to the obvious conclusion.

“Yes, which dramatically limited her chances of success. The task appointed to her was too important to allow her to proceed alone. She couldn’t overcome her own assurance she didn’t need anyone’s help. She worked better alone.”

“Well, that at least, isn’t a lack you can lay at my door.”

“True.”

“What happens now?”

“That is up to you.”

“I’m not walking away,” Mary affirmed.

“You don’t even know what is being asked of you, and ultimately what is at stake,” Samiel reminded her.

“I get the impression you’re not going to be forthcoming about either, but if you’re waiting for me to ask, what is being asked of me and what ultimately is at stake?”

He laughed. “Your first instinct was correct. You must proceed without further clarity on either point.”

“Fine. Do I sign something?” Mary asked.

Samiel raised his brows as if suspecting her of insolence. Satisfied by what he read in her gaze, he raised his hand, and an old-fashioned parchment scroll, along with a fancy fountain pen, complete with angel feathers at the base, appeared in his hand. “If you insist.”

Astonished, Mary couldn’t help but laugh. “Seriously?”

At Samiel’s amused nod she stepped forward. The two angels flanking Samiel spread the scroll between them and Samiel held out the pen to her. “Be very certain, young Mary, before you proceed with this act of arrogance. In setting your name here, you challenge those on the other side.”

Mary hesitated, then thought about creepy guys one and two, and the others who attacked her, and those on the beach who attacked Lillian. “Since everyone on the other side already seems to know my name, I’m willing to take my chances,” she announced, and reached for the pen and used it to sign her name on the outstretched parchment with a flourish. 

When she would have returned the pen to Samiel, he nodded in the direction of where the rest of the team waited. “Perhaps your friends would also like to create a tangible marker of their commitment.”

“Really? They can sign too?” Mary asked in surprised delight.

“I believe they would very much like the opportunity to do so as they just witnessed a parchment and fountain pen appear out of thin air and you use one to sign the other.”

Mary grinned, then turned laughing to where her team stood watching her with stunned expressions on their faces. She waved them over. When they reached her side, Mary held the pen out to Jack. “Samiel thought you might like to sign along with me, as a sign of our arrogance and a challenge to those on the other side.”

“Is that right? And you signed under those conditions?” Jack confirmed, surprised.

“Happily,” Mary told him.

“Any idea what we’re signing up for?” he added, holding her glance.

“No. I was told some things I would be forced to accept on faith, even though faith isn’t my strong point.”

“This from a woman who stood unbowed with a knife to your throat?” he challenged.

“Samiel said the same thing.”

“Then I guess we’re in good company,” Jack concluded and took the pen and signed his name beneath hers on the parchment stretched out in mid-air.

“Can you see them?” Mary asked, curious.

“See who?” Jack countered, bringing laughter to Mary’s lips. Jack turned and handed the pen to Isa, who signed without hesitation, while wearing a delighted smile before passing the pen to Goose. They signed in the order they were called and in the order, they found Jack at the dojo. Danny was the only one of the original twelve missing.

“Did you ask him about the vortexes?” Goose wanted to know, fascinated by the parchment still seemingly floating in mid-air.

Mary grinned, and turned back to an amused Samiel, who nodded his acknowledgment.  “There are indeed such places on this planet that act as portals, for lack of a better word with greater clarity in your language. This ground we stand on can serve such a purpose, but your understanding was closer than the generic vortex or portal. You stand on sacred ground, for your purpose is one of a sacred nature. The preservation of life is always sacred and one worthy of your best and highest efforts.”

Mary nodded and repeated his explanation and charge for the others, who accepted her recitation in silence. She turned back to Samiel.

“I believe the purpose of this summons has been met.” Without the use of the fountain pen he burned what Mary assumed was his seal, into the parchment, before folding the scroll in his hands and handing it to her. “This is so cool,” Mary was thinking, wondering about the unusual angel marking Samiel left at the top of the scroll, unaware the thought left her lips in an awed whisper.

“Indeed,” Samiel agreed smiling. “Until we meet again, young Mary. Remember, you are not alone in this. We are unable to interfere unless we are invited and then only if we are inclined to do so.”

“I get the impression most of your brothers are not big fans of humanity,” Mary replied.

Samiel shrugged. “That is where the inclination comes into play. Still, you will find help in unexpected places, if you cling to your faith enough to ask for it.”

“I’ll remember. Thank you. I’ll try really hard not to let everyone down.”

“I will be cheering for you.”

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome. We will take our leave.” 

And with his final words the angels were gone. As in disappeared, and she stood alone with her team. There weren’t any others from the spirit world around, not surprising, given the exalted nature of the gathering.

She turned to the rest of her team, still clutching the parchment in her hand. “They’re gone.  We passed the first test.”

“So, what happens now?” Jack asked.

Mary shrugged. “No idea. How about breakfast? I’m starving.”

The others laughed, and Jack replied, “Sounds like a plan.  Let’s go.”


CHAPTER THREE


The eleven of them, twelve, if you counted Marley, descended the trail in higher spirits than they ascended with. There was a lot of ribbing directed in Goose’s direction, about his theories on scrolls and fountain pens appearing out of thin air, along with vortexes, angels and portals. Each team member was fascinated by the tangible evidence of their experience the parchment represented and took time to examine it on their way down the trail.

They all took turns speculating about the nature of Samiel’s mark. Mary suspected Mariel’s brother gave them the evidence of his presence to the other team members as a gift to her. She smiled at the thought, then becoming aware they were no longer alone, halted abruptly as they approached the exit to the trail and tuned in. She held up her hand, signaling for silence. The team, catching a sense of her mood, obeyed.

“Mary?” Jack asked.

“They’re waiting for us, where the others jumped me before,” she told him.

“Who’s waiting for us? The angels?”

“No,” Mary replied flatly. “And just so we’re clear, the ones waiting for us are the real deal, no more false fronts. They were chosen as we were chosen, but they’re twelve strong. Their team remains unbroken.”

Jack nodded. “We’re twelve strong, too. And I’d put Marley up against anyone who went after you.”

Mary nodded, and bent down to hug Marley, who in seeming communion with the collective mood, didn’t bark, but met and held her glance as if assuring her he was ready. Mary rose. “I forgot to tell you. Samiel, the head spokesman up there, and apparently, the decision maker in whatever this is, confirmed he was the one Melissa was arguing with on the cliff peak the day after her disappearance. He vetoed Melissa’s selection. She wasn’t happy about it. Thus, the argument the witness reported.”

“Did he say why?” Jack asked for the rest of the team.

Mary nodded. “Because she lacked humility and thought she could do whatever this is alone.”

“So, she wasn’t alone because she never found her team.”

“Right. She was alone because she rejected her team,” Mary confirmed.

“You’re not alone in this, Mary,” Jack reminded her.

“No, Samiel said the same thing. He also said we’ll find help in unexpected places, but they can’t interfere unless they’re invited to, and then only if they’re inclined to do so. I think we’re going to have to prove ourselves before anyone will be inclined to help us further.”

“What about the weapons deal?” Jack asked.

Mary hesitated, listening inward as Samiel advised, hoping for guidance. It came in the form of his voice, as if he still stood before her. “Each of the chosen ones on both sides will have to place their faith in their own strength and the loyalty and strengths of their companions chosen for this task. Weapons have no place among brothers and sisters. They are not allowed. Use what is in each of you. Call on your individual strengths. You were each chosen for a reason. Find it. Use it.” Mary nodded, and then turned and repeated Samiel’s caution and advice to the others.

“Okay, I’m not going to argue with an angel. Ditch the weapons,” Jack commanded, and when the others did so, he turned back to Mary. “Any other words of wisdom your friend wants to share?”

Mary nodded, then reached out again. The answer came quickly and with some amusement. “No, but you are wise to ask. The first of many tests is behind you. The next awaits you. Make your choice and confront it, or not. The choice is totally up to you, and you will be confronted by it again and again.” Mary nodded, then recited Samiel’s response verbatim. Not only did she think it would be perceived as arrogance on her part if she paraphrased his answer, but she thought it was very possible he chose his words carefully, and each word could have a hidden meaning she didn’t have time to explore at the moment. “You give me hope, young Mary.”

Mary turned to the others and met each of their expectant, serious glances. “Are we all committed to taking this next step, individually and collectively, as a team, as one heart, as one breath, beating and drawing in unison?”

Jack raised his brows at her flowery turn of phrase, but he searched the others’ glances before confirming, “Yes.”

“Okay, then let’s do this,” Mary replied and stepped out of the brush into the waning dawn, with her team members lined up at her side, so grateful she wasn’t alone.

The other side was already lined up waiting for them, twelve, as she foresaw, both men and women, dressed for battle, but she didn’t see any weapons. She guessed they were aware of the consequences of the previous breaches of the rules of engagement and decided they couldn’t afford to give away any additional advantage to the other side. To Mary, the strangers appeared like them, as if they could be interchangeable, but remembering Samiel’s earlier advice, she stood for a moment measuring each of their opponents, and her heart understood the others were not like them.

There was a darkness in them. A darkness they chose. Not only chose but reveled in. It shook her a little when she realized the ones arrayed before them were just the advance guard. In others they would face, the darkness was so complete it was hard to imagine how they would ever reach for the light again.

She recognized some of them were persuaded to abandon the light each of them was born with, others simply slid into the path of least resistance, but the one who stood watching her, standing a little apart and ahead of the others, as if he was their elected leader, made a deliberate choice to reject whatever light once burned in him and strip it away. He didn’t realize. How could he know? He was damning himself to a hell of his own making.

“One man’s hell is another man’s heaven,” he announced in a conversational tone, across the twenty feet or so separating them, as if he could read her thoughts as easily as she read his. Not his thoughts, she clarified, more like his place and even choices in the grand scheme of things. They were each given unique gifts, she reminded herself.

She needed to figure out fast how to make the best use of hers, while limiting others’ ability to use their own to her and her team’s detriment. When she remained silent, the presumed leader continued, “I have a proposition for you, young Mary, as I believe you’re known on the other side.” When she merely remained standing, silently, between Jack and Luke, he added, “No need for you to watch your companions and friends, bleed out and die at your side in their vain attempts to protect you. Let’s finish this between the two of us. You and me. Right here, right now. Winner claims all the marbles.”

Mary felt Jack and Luke stiffen at her side, but she ignored them and kept her gaze locked on their challenger. “No,” she announced without elaboration.

“I’ll go easy on you,” the man, hardened by eons of harsh experience, appeared to be a few years older than Jack. “Or you can just walk away. Live out your life here in peace. Run in circles around your little track for ribbons and trophies. Let the burden of the curse your family has born since the beginning of time be lifted from your unworthy shoulders. Save yourself. Save all you love. I’m prepared to be generous.”

“You have nothing of value to offer me, or any of us. You dwell in darkness, the light all but stripped away by your choices. It’s impossible to offer another what isn’t in you to give.”

The leader of the other side laughed without humor at her claim, but she could tell her barb hit its mark. Maybe her side would face its own temptations, but the other side wasn’t immune from wondering what their lives would be like, who they would be now, if they made different choices along the way. “You want to do this the hard way, fine,” he told her.

The other side advanced. Mary’s stepped forward to meet them. Both sides committed. Both sides anxious to get started and measure themselves against the enemy. Mary didn’t shrink away in shock like she did at the beach when Lillian was in trouble. This time she stood shoulder to shoulder with her team and was determined to use everything inside her to fight the darkness in the others, and make sure everyone who fought by her side made it out alive.

Still the initial clash of instant, stunning violence shook her, and she needed precious moments to lock back in to her surroundings and her purpose. Would there ever be a time she could witness, and be a part of such vicious brutality with the same level of acceptance of the men and women around her engaged in it? She hoped not, she concluded even as she took in the fierce contest surrounding her. 
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