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      Saduj pushed the blade through Father’s body, slicing through skin and organs like a dream. His teeth gnashed so hard he almost bit his tongue in two. Folded steel rested in his belly, cold and warm at the same time from the blood leaking through his new wound. His eyes filled with confusion and leaked tears, trying to understand the hatred beaming from his killer's face.

      “Saduj, why?”

      The copper-skinned man leaned close to the priest, pressing his lips against his ear. “I know what you’ve done. Did you think you could hide that you were a monster forever?”

      The knife bit deeper through soft tissue, like a child pressing his finger through pliable putty. The old man cringed.

      “Adam will stop you.”

      “No, he won’t.” He brought their eyes to meet. “He thinks you’re a monster, too.”

      Saduj snatched the blade from Father’s body and drove it in again. The priest jumped at the movement, not expecting such quick and precise cruelty. A shudder racked the wounded man’s frame as Saduj pulled the weapon and slipped it into his stomach again. He said nothing more. All that remained was the sound of metal parting unresistant flesh and the crackle of the surrounding fire.

      The taste of copper pooled at the back of Father’s mouth until it spilled over his lips. Blood crowded the openings in his abdomen, fighting to exit the suffocating warmth of his body in a stampede of crimson. His feet slid on a floor slick with hemoglobin. He could feel the energy leeching away from him, making his limbs slack and his eyes flutter closed.

      Saduj threw his captain to the floor callously, not bothering to wipe the blood from his stained hand. A sudden and sharp gasp made him look up at Adam standing near the end of the hall. The two held each other’s gaze for a moment, their baser instincts perusing each other’s faces in search of an emotional tell. Saduj broke first. His shoulders bounced, and his head flew back in a fit of raucous, biting laughter.

      Adam tore down the hallway after him, his emotions piqued. His heart was an engine that launched him so fast, he left his soul behind him and closed the distance in a single step. Half a second later, his face was planted against the wall, his arm locked behind his back. A maneuver so imperceptible, it left him breathless and wondering when Saduj had gotten so goddamn fast.

      The blade, still warm from Father’s blood, dove into his side. He didn’t scream. Somehow, he could barely feel it. What he could feel was the heat of Saduj’s breath on his face and the words that burrowed like vocal daggers into his ear canal.

      “I know what you’re afraid of, Adam.”

      He could feel his best friend guiding his eyes to their mentor’s cold and pale face. His eyes were wide open, and his mouth was covered in red. The heat from Saduj’s breath intensified as he drew nearer and uttered the words that sat like a cancer in the back of his mind.

      “What if he deserved it?”

      Faster than the eye of God, Saduj jerked the blade from the young Guardian’s side and drove it through his neck.

      Adam shot up in bed. His sheets were soaked with sweat. He had slept all night but somehow felt as if he’d only gotten an hour of actual rest. His mind was bright with images from his dream that left him wondering how many times it had repeated in his sleep. He hadn’t had such vivid night terrors since he was a child. The nightmares of torture and fire he once told his brother about. These weren’t like those; these weren’t just dreams.

      These were worse.

      His eyes moved to his nightstand and the drawer that hid the note his former dead best friend had slipped him, the source of his nightmares. The maddening thrum in his head that thumped like a telltale heart. The lettering on the paper, wrought in stygian ink, attacked his mind in Saduj's voice as if he'd heard them spoken aloud. He didn't have to guess why. Though he had fully informed the others of Saduj's betrayal, the existence of the letter he kept to himself.

      He sat up, rubbing the heel of his hands into rheumy eyes. "What are you doing, Adam?" He said to himself.

      But he knew exactly what he was doing, and no lie he told himself could hide the truth. He was angry at Saduj, confused, and hurt, but more than anything, he needed his questions answered. Even though every sensible and wary bone in his body screamed otherwise, he believed Saduj's words. After everything he had learned about Father's past, he needed to know why he did it. Deep down, whether he admitted it or not, he needed to know if his best friend had a reason for betraying them.

      He reached toward the nightstand to remove the note when a drum roll of a knock played across his bathroom door. Before he could answer, the door pushed open and in stepped a blonde, spiky-haired Irishman. Adam knew who it was before the door even opened. After all, his and Mark's rooms were the only ones connected via a shared bathroom. More so, only Mark had a habit of attacking his teammate's doors with a crescendo of knocks, and only he had an even worse habit of entering before the occupant could respond. He really needed to start locking his side of the door.

      “Rise and shine, sleeping beauty.”

      Mark looked him over as he sat in bed. His face must’ve shown his sour mood because the Irishman’s chipper countenance diminished somewhat.

      “You all right?”

      “Yeah. Bad dreams.” He waved his hand over his nose. "Mind closing that door? My day's already starting shitty enough."

      The sharp-haired man swung the door closed with an amused smirk. “Well, a shite start to the day is appropriate. It’s about to get worse.”

      Adam’s face flashed confusion.

      “Get dressed,” Mark finished. “We’ve got company.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam stepped into a living room full of new and familiar faces. Sitting on and around the center couch were his fellow Guardians, but standing between the crowded couch and the fireplace were three unfamiliar men. Two silent but menacing men with heads wrapped with white turbans, with thick black beards exploding from their faces, and a third slimmer man with a neatly trimmed salt and pepper goatee. A fourth man stood in front of the three with a different color turban wrapped around his head. His head wrap was electric blue, matching his robe and the hilt of the talwar at his hip. His flowing beard was uncompromisingly grey, and his eyes lit with recognition as he noticed Adam.

      “Adam, it is good to see you again.” The grey man stepped forward and embraced the young Guardian. “I trust you are doing as well as I predicted?”

      “It’s good to see you, too, Anu. I’m doing well.”

      “Of course you are. I’d expect no less from one of Eric’s protégés.”

      “Who’s the new muscle?” Adam gestured toward the two stoic men behind them.

      "Recruits under my employ. Forgive them, they haven’t quite learned to lighten up,” he spoke the last two words directly to the men behind him, which somehow made them even more tense. “Recruits are like children. They require much attention.”

      “And what about old recruits?”

      The question came from nowhere, making Anu’s head swivel until he found a six-foot-six chocolate man. The beard covering the bottom half of his face stretched wide around his gaping smile.

      Anu’s grin couldn’t get any wider. “Prophet.”

      The Sikh man embraced the Guardian as if an emptiness in his heart had just been filled.

      “I don’t remember any of us getting such a warm reception,” Sera prodded jokingly from the couch arm.

      “Of course not, because he is my favorite,” Anu replied with a smile.

      “Ouch.” Mark feigned injury to his heart. “That’s hurtful.”

      Prophet grinned. “Truth hurts.”

      Offering a slight nod, the electric blue man held the larger man’s gaze. “We’ll catch up afterward.”

      Anu slapped Prophet’s tricep as if the gesture was a physical pin to hold him in place until business was done. After that, the grey-bearded man returned to his place between his two straight-faced trainees.

      “Now that everyone has arrived, on to business. There is a problem within the Sikh Brotherhood that we could use your help with. Many of our blessers have suddenly lost their gift, and it has left us in a vulnerable position.”

      All the smiles in the room vanished, and the tension instantly stacked. It wasn’t a rare thing for different religious sects to liaison. What was rare was one sect needing the help of another. It seldom happened, as most sects were entirely self-sufficient, generally working the same way the Guardians did. Each sect took money paid to churches, mosques, temples, or other sacred grounds they owned and funded their own needs. The only difference was that the Guardians didn’t differentiate between religions. Since their separation from the Vatican, anyone could become a Guardian no matter their faith.

      Anu continued, “Combining that with the recent rash of demon activity, you can see how we could be struggling to keep up.”

      “Has this ever happened before?” Daniel asked.

      “No. Not on such a large scale. We have always had volunteers to aid with our blessings, but it seems that there is a growing shortage of that particular talent lately.”

      “Interesting,” Seraphim added. “Not long ago, we heard that a group of Muslims had a similar problem. They were forced to ask the Vatican for help.”

      “Truthfully?” Anu’s grey eyebrows climbed to the top of his head. “Then were I you, I would be concerned as well. It may not be long before the third party from which you receive your blessed weapons is affected.”

      “So what do you need from us?” Daniel asked. “I'm assuming you didn't come here for spare weapons.”

      “No. We are currently rectifying our problem with blessed materials. We need you to take on a mission we are incapable of managing at this time.”

      The room grew quiet as the Guardians leaned in to hear the request.

      “Her name is Imani. She is a priestess and has been under our protection. In our current condition, I’m afraid, we’d be under-equipped to guard her properly. That is where you come in.”

      “A priestess?” Daniel questioned. “Why would an ordinary priestess need your protection?”

      “This priestess is by no means ordinary.” Anu leveled a serious stare at the Guardian captain. “She has a kind of power I have never seen before. Demons in her presence become less violent, almost docile. I believe she is converting them into humans.”

      Abject shock rolled through the faces on the couch as if synchronized. Surprise was not a strong enough word to describe the sense of disbelief they all felt. It was a long-standing rumor that demons could become human. A rumor so long-standing that it had made its way into the realm of myth. A scary fable that demons would tell to frighten one another, like children around a campfire. But no one had ever really seen it happen. And surely, no demon would ever want to become human.

      “Demons can only convert by their own will. They have to do it themselves, and almost no demon would willingly. You're saying someone is converting them? Have you seen this, Anu? A full conversion?” Daniel was now just as serious as the man he addressed.

      The Sikh man chewed his inner jaw in contemplation of how to answer the question. “Not directly, no, but that is a difficult question to answer plainly. I do not believe it is something that takes place overnight. What I have seen are the demons she entertains and the subtle changes in their behavior and appearance. Though I have not yet seen a full conversion, I can undoubtedly say that each time I've seen a demon meet with her, they look more human to my eyes.”

      Daniel was floored. Could it be possible? If they had found a new way to convert demons into humans, it could change everything. His mind shot to the young demon woman standing at the far end of the couch, Eve. She wasn’t quite human or demon, but if conversion was possible, then maybe she could become a full-fledged human sooner rather than later.

      Anu continued again, “I’m sure you all realize the significance of this discovery. If she can convert demons into humans, our fight against the forces of darkness would change dramatically.”

      “How is this even possible?” Prophet jumped in. “Rumor has it that it takes a lifetime of good for a demon to become human, and that’s on the conservative side. Some say it can even take hundreds of years.”

      “Which is why I have dedicated my life to observing and protecting her. No matter how long it takes, I will see this through until the end.” Anu’s eyes rested on Daniel’s thought-wrinkled face. “Just imagine what we could accomplish with her, Daniel. We could see the world’s first official demon conversion, and after that⁠—”

      “After that, we could study it,” Daniel interrupted excitedly, “understand how it works, replicate it, teach it to others, make it more efficient⁠—”

      “And suddenly.” Anu reclaimed his moment, “The Guardians are no longer slaying demons, they are saving them.”

      Daniel rose to his feet. “We’ll do it. We’ll help you.” He clasped Anu’s hand and shook it hurriedly.

      The old man smiled. “I had a feeling you might be interested.”

      "More than interested," Prophet added.

      "Then allow me to introduce, Guneet." Anu gestured toward the goateed man. "He is the organizer of our demonic services."

      The grey Sikh could feel the confusion spread throughout the ranks of the Guardians as Daniel made a pertinent query.

      "Demonic services?"

      "Yes," Guneet spoke, tipping his turban forward in a slight bow. "For us to illicit conversion in demons, we must meet with them. To do that, we must have communion with demons that are amenable to change."

      "And how exactly do we find these amenable demons?" Mark asked with a mote of snark. "It's not like we can put out an ad in the local paper, now is it?"

      "Dedicated men and women put their lives at risk to find the demons in question and bring them to the priestess, but our process is not perfect. There have been...missteps. That is where your group comes into play."

      Anu cut in to defend his subordinate. "Guneet is more than adequate at fulfilling his task. He and his volunteers will make sure the demons arrive at the service. From there, it will be your job to guard our priestess from those that would come without salvation in mind."

      The spiky-haired Irishman stepped uncomfortably close to Guneet and eyed him like a physician examining a patient. "I've never seen a Sikh with a shaved beard before. Thought it was against your faith to cut your hair. My guess, Allah isn't sticking to her guns like she used to."

      "Though we sometimes refer to God as Allah, the Sikh term for our lord is Waheguru." Guneet gave a sorrowful smile before finishing, "And the reason I shave my beard is because my son can no longer grow his."

      The room went stock still, and Mark instantly realized he'd leaped chest-first onto a landmine he didn't even know was there. He devolved into a series of bumbling stutters just before Anu stepped in and refocused the conversation.

      "Returning to more important matters, you only need worry about your role in all of this, Marksman. Guneet will bring the demons to bear, and your job will be to monitor them. Now, are there any further questions pertaining to the task at hand?"

      "Yeah, actually," Prophet said, raising his hand. “I’m more interested in knowing why you waited so long to tell us you had this bombshell in your basement. We could've been helping out with this sooner."

      Anu nodded solemnly at the fair question. “The gravity of a human that can convert demons is monumental, Prophet. No one need know about it until we are certain of what we have. And to be perfectly blunt, we were able to protect her on our own up until now, so there was no need to involve you. But with things changing the way they are, it would be unwise of us to go it alone for any longer. There have already been minor attempts on her life, and I fear they will only worsen."

      "Why not stop the services then?" Daniel asked. "At least until we find out who's behind the attacks."

      Anu shook his head dismissively. "I don't believe our priestess would agree to that. We are close to unlocking this mystery, and our enemies know it. They want to frighten us into ceasing our work, and we mustn't give them that satisfaction." Anu leveled a stare upon the men and women in the room that burned his seriousness into their bones. "Above all else, no matter the circumstances, our work must continue. The future of our world depends on it."
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        * * *

      

      Prophet stood on the outside patio of the Guardian’s home, gazing into the sunset. The earth slowly swallowed the bright yellow orb, painting the skyline a smothering ocher. The sound of nocturnal life waking to the shade of twilight grew louder in a subtle crescendo. Soon, their noise would be too loud to bear, and the incessant buzz of winged insects would drive him to seek shelter inside. The patio doors swung open, and out stepped a blue-robed, grey-bearded man.

      “Now that business is done, on to more important things.” Anu dropped a hand on Prophet’s shoulder. “How is your brother? Is he still the calm, soft-spoken, and meticulous person he has always been?”

      Prophet gave the old Sikh a snide look. “You got jokes, huh?”

      “This life hasn’t stolen my sense of humor yet.” Anu returned a wide-mouthed grin. “Try as it might.”

      “Well, that soft-spoken idiot is keeping me from visiting him in the hospital, so I don’t have any updates on his progress besides what he tells me over the phone. From what he’s told me, though, he’s doing ok. He should be home in a few months.”

      “That certainly sounds like something he would do. Though I can’t blame him entirely. You can be overwhelming in your pursuit of his safety.”

      “If he wasn’t such a knucklehead, he wouldn’t need me to protect him all the time.”

      “Your need to protect him is as much a reflection of you as it is of him, Prophet. Possibly even more so.”

      Prophet huffed in dissatisfaction. “What choice do I have? We see what happens when I’m not there to protect him. He plays the hero and ends up in the hospital.”

      Anu peeked around the Guardian’s broad chest and set his eyes on Prophet’s artificial arm.

      “Somehow, I feel as if you haven’t completely absolved yourself of guilt.” His eyes grew soft and concerned. “How are you, Prophet?”

      “You know nothing gets to me. I’m Superman.”

      Anu grabbed him by his metal appendage, looking it over with a critical eye. “You haven’t been taking care of it. When was the last time you cleaned it properly?”

      “I don’t know. Haven’t had the time. No big deal.”

      “You have the time right now. Like any tool, it needs to be maintained or it will fail you when you need it most. When was the last time you removed it?”

      “How did you even know to ask that?” Prophet’s face reflected his surprise.

      “Have you forgotten who gave you your first armament?”

      Prophet rolled his eyes, silently giving in to the old man’s keen observation. He had long since learned not to question Anu. The man was easily the closest thing he had to a father figure who was still above ground.

      Anu placed his palm on Prophet’s cold metallic shoulder. “You need to take care of yourself, Prophet. I worry enough about Ezekiel. I don’t believe I have any worry left for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel worked by fluorescent light within the polished steel walls of the armory. The 10x10 room was a stockade filled with weapons, respirators, radios, and cleaning agents. It was a pristine space, save for the pile of used weaponry stashed in the corner of the room. A veritable cache of swords, spears, axes, and daggers lay haphazardly stacked as if no one could be bothered to properly place them.

      Daniel sat on a wooden stool near a metal table, a pile of knives stacked to the left of him and cleansing agents to his right. He picked through the pile, wiping dried blood stains and debris from the weapons with a soaked rag and then coating them in mineral oil to preserve the blades. As he worked, the click of heeled shoes signaled the entrance of another from behind. The warping clang of the diamond-plated floor under approaching footsteps played a jarring melody in his ear. The soft flutter of the feminine voice that followed sang beautifully and incongruously with the sounds around him.

      “Having fun?”

      Daniel held a single-edged dagger in the light, drolly answering Emmanuelle without turning around. “Of cataclysmic proportions.”

      “Looks like it.”

      “Whoever hasn’t been properly storing their weapons after a mission is about to get an earful from me and more maintenance duty than they can stomach.”

      “Don’t look at me. Weapons detail is for Guardians on missions, and I haven’t been on one in months. Speaking of which, I wanted to ask how long you planned on sidelining me.”

      Daniel set down his blade and turned on his stool to face the Latin woman. “How’s your treatment going?”

      “Dr. Coin says I’m making great progress.”

      “She hasn’t sent a recommendation letter, though, has she?”

      Emmanuelle took a deep breath, and her eyes wandered the empty spaces of the steel vault. “Not yet. But I’m better than I was before.”

      “Better isn’t healed. I need you healed, Elle. I can’t have you on a mission with any doubts in your mind about what’s going to happen.”

      “I’m fine now. I don’t have any doubts.”

      “But I do.”

      Emmanuelle almost bit her tongue at Daniel’s abruptness.

      “You told me you froze last time. That doesn’t just go away, Elle. It could take months or sometimes years to⁠—”

      “Years!?” Emmanuelle jumped forward. “You expect me to wait years before letting me back on a mission?”

      “If that’s what it takes for you to be healthy, then yes. This isn’t just about you. What if you freeze again when one of us needs you?”

      Emmanuelle’s voice rose to almost shouting. “I won’t freeze! I can handle it, and you need all the help you can get on this mission.”

      Daniel paused for a moment, then swung back around to face the table. “Sorry, Elle. Without that letter, I’m not putting the rest of the team at risk.” He suddenly turned back to face her as if something new had occurred to him. “And this has nothing to do with us if that’s what you’re thinking. This is about you and the team.”

      “The team?” She scoffed. “Were you thinking about the team when you let your daughter join?”

      Daniel had already turned away from her, but he could practically hear the quotes she put around the word daughter.

      He huffed in reply, “This isn’t about Eve and you know it.”

      “Then what is this about? Because the more you talk, the more I’m starting to think it is about us.”

      There was a pause that hung thickly in the air. Daniel wiped a frustrated hand across his head, his back still exposed to Emmanuelle.

      “You’re going to need me out there. You know that.” She pushed again.

      Daniel dragged his hand through his nearly non-existent hair and exhaled loudly. “If we need you...I’ll put you on the mission. If we don’t, you’re staying right where you are.” Daniel stood from the stool and began to walk out of the armory.

      “Thank you.” She smirked lightly. “All I want is a little trust. I won’t let you down.”

      Daniel stopped at her side. “I’m putting the safety of my team in your hands, Elle. You damn well better not.” He continued toward the exit and stopped just before leaving the armory. “Oh, and since you’re back on mission.” He tossed her the rag. “You can finish detailing the weapons.”
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      Daniel pushed through the glass door, making the tiny bell above the post ring with his entrance. The old brass bell he was used to was gone, replaced with a shiny new silver one that sang in a higher pitch. The café had a few people already inside enjoying a drink and a meal to start the day. Daniel strolled past the patrons and took a seat at the far end of the coffee shop, a spot that had now become his regular seating arrangement.

      A curly brown-haired waitress sauntered up to his table. Her cinnamon-vanilla scent preceded her arrival.

      “Hey, Danny Boy. The usual?”

      Daniel smiled. “Of course, and add a coffee to that. Black.”

      “You keep eating these pies and you’re gonna turn into jello. And I’m speaking from experience.” She slapped her stomach with the palm of her hand.

      “Well, thankfully, that won’t be entirely my fault. I’ll have your amazing chefs to blame. Not to mention the service from the staff, which is irritatingly superb.”

      “Awww, thanks. Now, if you can put that in an email and send it to my boss to get me a raise, that would be perfect.”

      They both chuckled. Daniel’s eyes wandered over the entirety of her presence. He still had a sense of awe about her. Here stood a woman who was nearly the spitting image of Gabriel, from her figure to the curve of her smile. The only things that seemed to change were her hair and eye color. The Gabriel he knew had straight dark locks and silver-grey eyes, while this one had untamed and curly brown tresses with eyes of hazel- brown color.

      Her personality was different, too. This Gabriel was light-hearted and bubbly, even bordering on gregarious. The one he’d known was more of a quiet observer, dispassionate, even, at times. Then, of course, were their names, which would have been comical if it weren’t so trite. Naming a former seraph, Angela, was a bit too on the nose for his taste.

      His face flushed red when he realized he had been holding a slack-jawed gaze in her direction.

      She smiled timidly. “Ok, so that’s a pumpkin pie with whipped cream and a coffee, black. It’ll be right out.”

      “Hey, quick question.” Daniel stopped her before she turned away. “It’s kinda strange, actually.”

      “Yeah?” Her eyebrows rested high on her forehead, signaling that she was listening.

      Daniel leaned in. “Have you ever felt like you’ve been here before? Like you don’t know how, but you’ve met someone or done something before? Like you’re living a life you’ve already lived?”

      “You mean like deja vu? I get that all the time. Way more than I should, actually. Kinda like the time when we...first...”

      Daniel watched as her eyes drifted off center and narrowed, a look of confusion or deep concern taking shape. He could see it in the folds of her face. She was struggling with something in her mind. Excitement shot pins and needles to his fingertips. She must’ve felt she had met him before in another place and time. As another person.

      His eyes widened, and his eyebrows climbed to the top of his head. She recognized him. She had to. He just needed her to say it.

      Suddenly, her eyes widened, and her glower of doubt morphed instantly into surprise. But not the surprise Daniel was looking for. Surprise mottled with pockmarks of fear.

      He reached out toward her. “Gabrie⁠—”

      She jumped back in terror, cutting him off and pointing. “There’s a huge spider on your arm!”

      His head tilted in puzzlement, and he glanced over at the area between his shoulder and forearm. Sure enough, there sat a small, somewhat translucent spider. Not huge at all, as she had said.

      He flicked the spider off of him and watched it arc under an adjacent table. It recovered quickly and crawled quietly away. By the time he turned his head back toward the waitress, she had done a scared shuffle back in the direction of the kitchen.

      “Sorry about that. I can’t do spiders. I’ll go get your order.” She bumped hard into a nearby table and nearly fell over in retreat from the tiny creature.

      Daniel sighed in realization that she hadn’t remembered anything at all. What he mistook for slow recollection was, in fact, uncertainty followed by shock and fear of the arachnid.

      He dropped his head into his hands apathetically. “Stupid. Did you think it would be that easy?”

      Truthfully, he acknowledged he may have been putting the cart before the horse in this scenario. He wasn’t entirely sure that she was the same Gabriel he knew. How could she appear here and now of all places? After all, their similarities were profuse, but the differences he found were indeed stark. For one thing, the Gabriel he knew was fearless. Angela was not.

      His eyes rolled sleepily in their sockets in a silent physical yawn at his overeagerness. “Pull it back, Daniel. You don’t even know if it’s⁠—”

      On instinct, his eyes shot to the entrance of the café. As he rolled them, he caught a glimpse of a familiar figure standing just outside the glass window. Staring at him with a face that looked to be between extreme annoyance and mild anger was the archangel, Raphael.

      The seraph waited until he caught Daniel’s eyes and then stepped away from the glass door. Without words, Daniel knew he was being summoned. Feeling a prick of hesitation, the Guardian stood up and stepped away from his table, walking outside. Standing on a side street away from the coffee shop was a being older than creation, staring daggers into him. That prick of hesitation suddenly became a stabbing sense of irresolution. Daniel approached, attempting to hide his vacillation from a being he knew could see right through him.

      “Raphael, you don’t usually engage with⁠—”

      “Leave her alone, Daniel.”

      The level of vitriol in his delivery made Daniel’s eyes wander back to the coffee shop entrance. “So, that is Gabriel. Why is she here, and why is she human?”

      “That doesn’t matter. You need to leave her alone.”

      “Why should I? Why should any of us? She was our friend.”

      Raphael closed the distance between them, his mere proximity making Daniel’s molecules vibrate with a mixture of excitement and fear.

      “Your presence puts her life at risk. No one else knows she has been reincarnated save you and me. If you want her to remain safe, you need to stay away from her.”

      “Reincarnated? But she was a seraph. Shouldn’t she have returned to the creator after she died? How is she human?”

      Raphael shook his head. “I wasn’t there, but I believe she removed her wings the night of her death.”

      Daniel felt his eyes stretch wide on impulse. “Here? On Earth? If she lost her wings on Earth, then that means she was a⁠—”

      “Human.” The seraph answered for him. “That means she died as a human. Which means she could be reincarnated as one as well.”

      Daniel found his gaze directed at the café again. “But why? Why would she do that? And how is she an adult already if she died as an angel only recently? The timeline doesn't make sense."

      “It's best not to think too hard about it. You're already aware of how differently time behaves in Sheol. In the hands of God, time is as malleable and pliant as the dough of your pumpkin-baked confection. As for why Gabriel would remove her wings..." The seraph paused in thought. "That I don’t know, and with her in the state she is in now, I doubt I will ever truly know.”

      Daniel stared through the glass door a minute longer, then whipped around excitedly. “What if we could get her memories back?”

      Raphael’s face crumpled at the absurd question. “What? That’s impos⁠—”

      “Impossible, right?” Daniel cut off the angel this time. “But I’m about to go on a mission to protect a woman who can convert demons into humans, and that seems way more impossible than this. There has to be a way of getting her to remember.”

      Raphael was silent. His lips bent inward into his mouth as his eyes meandered off into space, plucking some distant moment from his eons-long memory. The only weakness Daniel appreciated about seraphim was their inability to lie. They hardly ever had a reason to be untruthful in any circumstance, so they always wore what they were thinking on their faces. Right now, Raphael’s face was as clear as day to Daniel. He knew of a way to get Gabriel’s memory back.

      As quickly as the thought came, Raphael shook it from his mind. “No, even if we could restore her memory, we have no idea what it would do to her. She has lived since time itself came to be. A human mind cannot hold all of her memories. It would certainly drive her mad or kill her.”

      “We have to try something. We can’t just leave her like this.”

      “Yes, we can. We don’t know if she would even want this. My sister was a seraph, but she was not without her peculiarities. Perhaps she wanted this life. A life simple and free of servitude from anyone but herself.”

      “Free of servitude? She’s a waitress at a goddamn coffee shop!” Daniel made a wide gesture toward the café. “And we don’t know that she did this to herself. Michael could have taken her wings. He took yours, didn’t he?”

      Raphael cut his eyes at the man, his gaze alone nearly splitting him in half. “Michael was corrupted then, driven insane with demonic power. No angel in his right mind would desecrate his sibling in such a way. She did this to herself.”

      “So, what are we supposed to do, just let her stay here?”

      “And let her live out a peaceful and happy life? Yes. We failed her in her former existence. The least we owe her is a life free of interference from either of us.” His eyes glazed with memories. “Life is a whimsical creation. She took her last breath as a seraph right there.” He pointed to an alleyway adjacent to the café. “Now she works not twenty feet from where she once burned to ashes.”

      Daniel took another long look at the woman through the shop window. He couldn’t deny it, he’d never seen her smile so much. The truth hurt like a dagger through the heart, like an angel telling you that God hates you.

      Maybe she was happier here.

      “Do yourself a kindness and take your meal to go, Daniel.” Raphael placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. “Then do her a kindness and never return.”
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        * * *

      

      “We ready?”

      Prophet’s gruff voice bounced off the walls as he stepped into the living room, examining his fleshless arm. The rest of the Guardians stood in uniform black pants and coats, making final checks to their arsenals.

      “Waiting on you, Superman,” Seraphim replied.

      Prophet gave his unnatural appendage a cursory spin to ensure its functionality. “I was born ready.”

      “Good. Then let’s hit it.” Daniel stepped to the forefront of the group dressed in his mentor’s ankle-length cassock and wide-brim hat.

      He snatched open the front door and stepped onto the patio. Rain fell in heavy droplets from the grey cloud-obscured sky. In the distance stood a young Sikh ward holding a black umbrella over the head of the grey-haired Anu. The old man nodded at Daniel, seemingly unconcerned about his ancillary’s notable lack of rain covering.

      Daniel returned the nod and moved under the leaking sky, opening an umbrella of his own. The remaining Guardians followed suit, moving toward the parked cars in the driveway. Mark stopped Adam before he could step out into the rain.

      “Hold it a second. Let's you and I have a chat, if you don’t mind?”

      Seraphim stood on the patio, eyeing the two men. “Don’t take all day. We’re on a schedule.”

      “Don’t worry, love. This’ll only take a second. Guy talk and whatnot.” He gave her an energetic thumbs-up and a smile.

      The Russian woman rolled her eyes and stepped off the patio into the rain, leaving the two men alone.

      Mark whipped around and addressed his junior teammate. "Can't help but notice you've been out of sorts lately. Anything on your mind?"

      "What do you mean?" Adam feigned ignorance.

      Mark pressed a finger into Adam's chest. "I mean, you've been conspicuously less bothersome the past few weeks, and it's making me worry. The Adam I know is usually driving his brother up the wall with his antics, and you've been quiet as a mouse. From what I know about you, that's either a bad thing or a very bad thing."

      Adam faked an irritated smile to hide how right his spiky-headed friend was. Saduj's letter swam through his mind at all hours of the day. Even now, he was weighing the pros and cons of going to meet with him. He shook the distraction from his mind before it showed up on his face.

      "I'm fine, Mark."

      "You sure? Because the last time you were distracted like this, you ended up leaving me high and dry. I just don't want a repeat of last time."

      "That won't happen again." Adam shook his head with mild anger. "I've learned my lesson with that."

      "I'm just sayin." Mark held his palms up in acquiescence. "If you're holding on to anything you want to get off your chest, I'm here to listen."

      The thought of Saduj's letter burned in the core of his mind as he stared into his friend's face. He wanted to tell him, but would even Mark understand? Would he try and stop him from going or, worse yet, tell his brother? And did the fact that he feared Mark outing him mean that he'd already made up his mind?

      Adam placed a hand on Mark's shoulder, selling his lie with the most convincing of smiles. "I know, Mark. Thanks, but I promise everything's okay."

      Mark eyed his teammate in silent suspicion for a moment, then clapped the young Guardian's arm with his hand and offered a smile.

      “All right. I’ll hold you to it.”

      Mark left the safety of the doorway, popping his umbrella open, and strolling toward the vehicles. Adam swallowed the bitter taste of the lie in his throat and stepped out into the rain as the letter, once again, took hold of his mind.
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        * * *

      

      After an hour-long car ride, the Guardians pulled up to an open field occupied by a giant white tent and several smaller adjacent tents. They stepped out of their vehicles and sloshed through the sopping grass up to the main tent entrance. The entrance to the tent was pulled open, and behind it stood the turban-wrapped Sikh, Guneet, with his salt and pepper goatee still perfectly groomed. He gestured for the group to enter.

      "Welcome. We've just begun setting up for our guests, so please excuse the mess."

      Anu turned to face the Guardians upon stepping out of the rain. “I’m certain you all remember your security points within this location. Now, you can finally meet the person you will be protecting. Follow me, please. She has been anxious to meet all of you.”

      Anu moved, quick-paced, through the massive tented area. Several Sikh community volunteers were setting up white chairs throughout the open space. At the far end of the tent was a stage that sat a couple of feet off the ground with a wooden podium at its center. This was where their charge would be performing her work.

      The group moved past the stage and toward a small, closed section of the tent hidden behind the platform. Pushing past another white curtain, the Guardians entered a small dressing room furnished with a black couch and a vanity mirror on the opposite side. Sitting on a white chair facing the mirror was a bronze-skinned woman garbed in a pearlescent gown and matching head wrap that spiraled around her forehead and stretched high above her crown. Her back was draped with a bifurcated cape that started at her shoulders and flowed down nearly to the floor, only to curve back up and attach to two rings on each middle finger. She turned to face the group and her lips lifted into a smile that showed her prominent cheekbones and sparkling teeth.

      “You must be the Guardians.” She stood to formally greet them and gave a short bow. “It is our honor to finally meet you. I am Imani.”

      Her eyes perused each new face, the brown in her irises glowing with intrigue. There was a warmth about her that the Guardians felt the moment they entered the room. As if familiar arms had wrapped around them with a promise of protection. Her smile was achingly gentle. One only a middle-aged woman could muster from years of coaxing rambunctious children into soft beds.

      Though she looked middle-aged, her skin was smooth as butter, almost to the point of being unnatural. Her beauty was so striking, she could have been a model in her youth. Though she was beautiful, her most notable feature was the sense of calm that permeated from her presence. A sense that made it feel as if, despite their age, she treated everyone as her child.

      Out from behind her stepped a tiny figure that seemed to be a smaller version of her, with the exception of her head wrap. Coming up to her waist stood a dark-eyed, brown-skinned, and dreadlocked little girl with streaks of silver contrasting the snow white of her hair. She clutched tightly onto the woman’s hand as if the group of towering figures frightened her. The Guardians suddenly understood why she said "Our".

      “This is my daughter, Tumi.” She gently touched the girl’s back, prompting her to wave. "You'll have to excuse the mess of her hair. She simply refuses to leave her head wrap in place for long."

      The Guardians shared an awkward glance at one another but decided not to voice their opinion for the moment. At the back of the small room stood a new 5'11, turban-wrapped figure. His wrap was brown in color, and his beard was long and dark, matching his thick eyebrows but contrasting his heart-pine skin tone. His most prominent feature was four ragged keloid scars stretching from the right side of his face to the center. The four stripes cut through his eyebrow, under his nose, and through his lips as if someone had dragged a garden rake across his face.

      He stepped forward with his hand resting on the hilt of his talwar and a threatening silence filling the space around him. Anu motioned toward the silent man, seemingly calling off his approach without words.

      “This is Daniel, the captain of the Guardians," Anu began. "Daniel, this is Imani, and her daughter, Tumi. The man behind them is Veer, Tumi's caretaker and protector."

      The scarred Sikh gave the subtlest of nods without taking his eyes off the group.

      Anu gestured toward the silent warrior. "Veer is mute, but he is most vigilant in his protective duties. If you have any concerns, you can count on him to rectify them with haste.”

      “I’m sure we can say the same about you.” Imani looked over the Guardian captain. “I am excited to work with such talented men and women. I trust our safety could not be in better hands.”

      “Indeed.” Daniel nodded. “You have nothing to worry about, Ms. Imani.”

      The woman smiled. “How formal of you. Just Imani is fine. We are all equals here.”

      A sudden new voice came from the corner of the room. "Though some of us are more equal than others."

      The group whipped their heads to the left and set eyes on a 5'10, oak-colored man wrapped in similar dressings as Anu but with a sunset orange turban instead of blue. A curved talwar in a silver-decorated scabbard hung at his side as he leaned cooly against the tent wall. His beard was curly and broad enough to hide his neck behind, which was an impressive feat because his throat was as thick as a tree trunk.

      Prophet's eyes narrowed at the sight of the man. "Al?"

      The burly newcomer cracked a smile, confirming the metal man's eyes weren't deceiving him. "Long time, no see, Ben. Still reciting those ancient proverbs of yours?"

      The two muscular men closed the distance and clasped hands with a resounding clap that echoed their delight at seeing each other again.

      "Only if you're still kicking ass like you used to."

      "Well, old habits, they say, indeed die hard. I see you've upgraded a bit." Al teased, looking over Prophet's metal appendage. "Creatures of the night must fear the very sight of you. "

      Prophet grinned, almost blushing. "Hey, I do what I can. I'm just trying to get like my mentor."

      "I haven't been your mentor in years, Ben. And if I know you as well as I believe, you're probably doing the mentoring yourself by now. Heaven knows you have plenty words of wisdom to share."

      Seraphim slyly jumped into the conversation. "The problem is getting him to stop sharing."

      Prophet cut his eyes half-seriously at the woman, and the orange-wrapped man laughed out loud.

      "That sounds about right."

      Prophet rolled his eyes. "Anyway, this is my first teacher, Al. He's the whole reason I joined this fight in the first place."

      "And because of that fact, I'd like to extend my deepest apologies to you all for having to put up with him now." Al gave a short bow with a slight smirk gracing his face. "I am Imani and Tumi's protector."

      Anu waved an open palm in the stocky man's direction. "He has been their caretaker since we discovered them and will also act as a liaison between our two groups. Anything you need regarding Imani and Tumi can be collected from him."

      Al nodded in confirmation. "Indeed. I'm certain it will be a pleasure working with you all."

      “Of course.” Daniel nodded in return. “In fact, Al, can you show our team to their guard points? Anu and I need to discuss something.” He glanced at his lieutenant before giving the grey-haired Sikh a long stare.

      The orange man nodded before Daniel and Anu stepped outside of the dressing room and moved to the right of the stage outside.

      “You said there was only one charge. Is this why you wouldn’t let us meet her until today? Who is the little girl in there?” Daniel sounded mildly annoyed.

      “I did not lie to you, Daniel. There is only one charge, and that is Imani. She is whom you are to protect.”

      Daniel motioned toward the room. “And what about the little girl? Is she not worth protecting?”

      Anu dropped his head and forced a regrettable sigh. “I knew you would have objections, which is why I waited until today to introduce you. It was not an easy decision to come to, but it needed to be made. Tumi is innocent, but she has not displayed the ability her mother has. If circumstances are permitting, then I expect you to guard them both equally. However, you and I know that fate is not often kind, and if a moment comes when you must sacrifice the girl to save her mother, then I expect you to do just that.”

      Daniel’s face drained of color. The next question made a wave of nausea swim through him before he could even ask.

      “Imani doesn’t know, does she?”

      Guilt-stitched wrinkles grew longer and deeper as Anu answered, “No.”
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      Guneet stood in the center of the giant tent with arms folded over his chest, monitoring the work of the men and women under his supervision. The volunteers had placed the final seats and were now hanging lights throughout the space in a rush. Service began in an hour, and they needed to be finished well before then. As the Sikh organizers buzzed about the tent under his watchful eye, a timid hand tapped Guneet's shoulder from behind. He turned to see a more reserved, somewhat bashful, blonde Irishman standing with his arms at his sides.

      "Hey, I'm no good at apologies, but I figured I'd do my best at this one. I didn't know you'd lost your kid, and I shouldn't have said all that earlier. It was none of my business."

      Guneet nodded in acceptance, yet couldn't keep a sly smirk from the corner of his mouth. "Your regret is appreciated, but unnecessary. I never said my son had died."

      Mark's solemn expression was instantly slapped from his face and replaced with a befuddled stare. "But, you said that..."

      "It seems as if I'm the one who owes you an apology. When I said that my son could no longer grow a beard of his own, I meant just that. He has an ailment called Hidradenitis Suppurativa. It is an illness that causes his hair follicles to become clogged with keratin until they burst, making him prone to infection. He is as devout a Sikh as any I have known, yet his illness often forces him to remove his hair in order to treat it. Those who do not know him often cast judgment. Some even go so far as to denigrate him or proclaim he is not true to his Sikhi. As selfless as my people can be, even they can be quite cruel at times."

      Mark grew quiet as Guneet's meaning began to take shape in his mind. He watched the Sikh man's eyes cloud with distant, painful memories before continuing.

      "To combat their vituperation, he began refusing to cut his hair and received a terrible infection that nearly killed him. His resolve was shattered after that, and he descended into a deep depression. At his lowest, he attempted suicide and wound up again at death's door. It was then that I decided to cut my own beard to stand in solidarity with him."

      Mark spoke with circumspection about his tone, "Correct me if I'm wrong, but doesn't cutting your hair go against the practices of Sikhism?"

      "Yes, it does, but what other choice did I have? I could remain devout within the comfort of my faith, or I could lose my only son. I chose to make myself the subject of ridicule and show him that the fibers of your hair are not the only measure of a Sikh man."

      Mark could feel a swell of admiration fill his chest at Guneet's words. Before him stood a man who had sacrificed his standing within his own religion to stand by his child. He couldn't help but wish he had a father like that.

      "How'd you wind up here then?" Mark asked.

      "Fortunately, where others saw my act as sacrilege, Anu saw it as sacrifice and asked me to join him. I never imagined my choice would have such a rich outcome. I can't think of a more noble undertaking than this, can you?"

      Mark mulled over the man's question for a moment and then extended his hand. The salt and pepper man took Mark's hand and shook it firmly with respect.

      "I tend to think it's noble men that make the undertaking worthwhile."
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        * * *

      

      Adam’s eyes wandered the goings-on around him in mild interest. He stood just outside Imani's private room with arms folded as the hustle and bustle of preparation reached fever pitch. Chairs were wiped clean, lights were hung, and incense was set out to burn once the service started. Even with the industrious work being performed, he wondered if they would be ready in time.

      A light tug at the bottom of his coat pulled his gaze to his waist. Imani’s pint-sized double stared up at him with a blank expression.

      His eyes darted back and forth in confusion. “Uh, hi?”

      A gushy grin spread from one cheek to the other on her face. “I like you.”

      “Oh. Thanks. But, why?” Adam stammered.

      The little girl laughed. “Because you’re like me.”

      “Oh? How’s that?”

      “We’re both kids.”

      Adam could feel his eyes rolling all on their own. “Oh. I don’t think I’m a kid like you are.”

      “I do. I don’t think I get in as much trouble as you do, though.”

      “What makes you think I get into trouble?”

      “Just a feeling.” The girl shrugged dismissively. “You look like you get in a lot of trouble.”

      “You’ve got good instincts, kid.” Adam smiled.

      “Hold on a second.”

      The snow-haired girl trotted off toward the dressing room and disappeared behind the curtain. Adam glanced back and forth to see if anyone else was watching their interaction and noticed the man with the keloid scars, Veer, standing at the opposite end of the tent. His dark eyes radiated a quiet seriousness that said he'd been watching the entire time. The silent man nodded at the young Guardian, prompting him to respond in kind and reminding him to be on his best behavior. Moments later, Tumi returned with something oddly fuzzy in her hands.

      She held it up toward Adam. “Here. You can have this.”

      Adam took the item in his hand. It was an old stuffed bunny that looked about ready to fall apart. Loose threads hung where the stitching came apart, and one of the buttons representing its eyes was missing altogether. The unnatural brownish color of the bunny forced the thought into Adam’s mind that it hadn’t been washed in quite a while. Even holding the doll was somewhat unpleasant. The burlap material that formed its skin ran scratchy and roughshod over his palm.

      “My momma gave it to me because it’s supposed to be lucky. She said it would keep me out of trouble, but you need it more than me. It looks old, but that’s because whoever has it is supposed to put something new on it before they give it to someone else. I gave him a coat because I don’t like being cold, and I don’t want him to be cold either.”

      Adam looked the bunny over once more, and the relative smoothness of its tiny forest green coat confirmed that it indeed was the most recent addition. The new item aside, it was still an uncomfortable thing to behold.

      “I can’t take this.” Adam went to hand it back. “Your mother gave it to you. It wouldn’t be right if I took it. You should give it to someone important. Someone close to you.”

      The girl smiled again. “Don’t worry, you won’t get in trouble. My momma said I can give it to whoever I want to as long as I’m sure they’ll be nice to it. Will you be nice?”

      Adam eyed the awful-looking thing and then looked back at the starry-eyed girl. He crouched down to eye level with her and gave her a solemn nod.

      “I’ll be nice. I promise.”

      She wiped a loose loc from her face and gushed again. “I know because I don’t need it anymore.”

      “And why is that? How do you know you won’t get in any more trouble?”

      “Because I’ve got you now.”

      Adam was taken aback by her words. “Well, what’s his name?”

      “Mr. Teddybear.”

      The Guardian cocked his head in confusion, but the little girl skipped away before he could respond. The incense that the ushers had left out had drawn her attention now. Adam looked over the worn thing in his hand and wondered what could’ve possibly made the girl offer it to him. It certainly wasn’t aesthetically pleasing, so maybe she was just looking for a reason to get rid of it. The dark-eyed Veer walked past the Guardian to follow the young girl, and Adam held the worn gift up toward him.

      "She offer this thing to you too?"

      Veer only smiled puckishly before continuing behind his charge. Adam could only shake his head at the mute man's cryptic gesture. Somehow, he knew he'd been duped.

      “Nice doll.”

      Adam turned his head to see Daniel strolling toward him, followed closely by the pale-faced Eve.

      “It was a gift. Supposed to change my luck around and keep me out of trouble.”

      “I think miracles are up to the almighty,” Daniel said with a modicum of humor. “Is anyone else in the dressing room?”

      Adam shook his head. “Just Imani and Al.”

      “Good. Give us a minute alone.”

      Adam acknowledged his orders with a nod of his head as Daniel and Eve stepped through the dividing curtain. Inside the dressing room, Imani knelt with her hands clasped together in prayer. All around her hung symbols of various religious faiths. Incense burned in a silver bowl in front of her, perfuming the air with the scent of sage and wisteria. The curly-bearded Al had returned to his corner, watching the white- garbed woman in silence.

      “Is it time to begin already?” Imani called with her eyes still closed.

      “Almost. I wanted to ask something of you before you began.”

      Imani stood to her feet and turned to face the two Guardians. “Yes?”

      Daniel stepped aside and pushed the demon woman forward. “This is my daughter, Eve. She may look human, but she's actually a demon. Not just a half-breed, but something else entirely. I was wondering if you’d ever seen anything like her before.”

      Imani stepped forward and inspected the demon woman as she towered above her. Eve pulled away instinctively at the uncomfortable proximity of the woman.

      “It’s ok, I’m not going to harm you,” Imani assured.

      Eve gave a backward glance at Daniel, who nodded in confirmation of the promise.

      Forcing herself still, Eve tried to relax as the brown-eyed woman perused her entire countenance with her eyes. Her hands maneuvered every curve of her body, hovering just above her skin without making contact. Eve could feel her eyes peering past the veil of flesh over her bones, seeing more than a natural eye could see.

      “Yes. You are unique,” Imani spoke with a sense of surprise in her voice. “I’ve never seen someone like you. Not a rephaim, but not fully human or demon either. Like a demon wrapped in the flesh and bone of a human. How did you become this way?”

      Eve pierced the woman with a stare that could turn a hot poker into a block of ice. “I don’t know.”

      “All right.” A snide smile graced Imani’s face in reply. “You don’t have to tell me everything, yet. But your heart is filled with anger, Eve. Anger guides your every decision, and you can’t let that remain so.”

      “How do we deal with her anger?” Daniel asked.

      “First, she has to deal with the source of the anger. Her fear.”

      “I fear nothing and no one,” Eve spat with acid on her tongue.

      Imani turned and rummaged through a box of trinkets at her vanity. “Fear is often the source of anger, but the anger is easiest to see because it is useful in veiling our weaknesses.” She turned around and placed a gold item in Eve’s hand. “But fear need not be a weakness. When you are brave enough to find the source of your weakness, the source of your fear, then you will be truly fearless.”

      Eve inspected the item in her hand. It was a golden symbol of the all-seeing eye of Ra, looped through a matching gold chain.

      “What is this?” She asked.

      “Nothing at all, if you want it to be. Or it can be the most critical thing in your life. The choice is yours to make. Try praying with it from time to time when you feel your anger building up.”

      Eve made a face that was somewhere between utter confusion and disgust. “Pray? To whom?”

      “That part doesn’t matter as much. I like to think of prayer as meditation. I center myself, I breathe, I talk to whoever might want to listen, and I let my frustrations go.”

      “And this helps?”

      “As long as you keep at it, yes. It may be difficult at first, but once you get the hang of it, it can help you find peace.”

      Guneet suddenly leaned in through the curtain. “Imani, we’re about to begin.”

      The woman nodded at the man and returned to her vanity for her final preparations. Eve took the gift and stepped out of the room, giving Daniel a disconcerted look as she passed him.

      “Oh, and Daniel?” Imani addressed him before he could leave. “I understand your team is used to attacking demons when you see them. You’re about to see a gathering of demons who have come here to, hopefully, transform their lives. Do not harm my congregation. They will be peaceful so long as you are.”

      Daniel nodded in reply. “We’ll do our best.”

      The Guardian captain stepped outside, laying his eyes on a fully decorated and furnished open space. White lights hung from the tent frame, and rows of white chairs were lined perfectly in front of the stage, leaving an opening in the middle for patrons to pass. Daniel looked across the open area at his men within the tent. Adam was on the right side of the stage near the dressing room, Prophet covered the left side, Mark and Seraphim were on either side of the main entrance, Al and Veer would be staying close to Imani and Tumi's side during the service, and Eve was roving the grounds outside. He would join the demon woman's outside detail, but not until he saw the face of every creature attending the service first.

      Guneet gave Daniel a look that asked if he was ready. Daniel exchanged a terse glance with each member of his team and returned a confirmatory head nod. The goateed man pulled open the white curtain and stood out of the way.

      In walked a pale-faced, short man who looked to be in his forties. His hair was thinning at the top, and his skin was slick with sweat as if he’d just been running. Behind him was a frighteningly thin man clearly in his seventies. His clothes were torn and haggard as if he’d been sleeping on the street. On his face hung a wiry grey beard, matted with debris he couldn’t be bothered to remove. After him, stepped in a young woman possibly in her late twenties, who dressed like she had just gotten over a goth phase but didn’t have any other clothes to prove it.

      Daniel could see through the veil of subterfuge that each demon innately cloaked themselves in. Tender pale skin was, in truth, hard swamp green leather. Soft blue irises were, in fact, moist yellow orbs. Naturally sloping humanoid spines were actually subhuman and grotesquely shaped hunches punctuated with whipping tails.

      They were ugly, but he’d seen worse.

      Before anyone else could come inside, the pale-faced man at the front came to a sudden stop. A hard jerking stop that might’ve caused some whiplash if he’d been in a vehicle and not on his own feet. The sparkle of recognition lit his eyes, and he issued a menacing growl toward the nearby Irishman. Mark’s hands reflexively moved to his weapons, and the demon’s growl deepened.

      Now, the following group of demons were picking out the faces of the Guardians under the tent. They knew exactly who they were and were not happy with their presence. The pale demon in the front bared its fangs at Mark and prepared for an assault.

      “Wait, wait! We are not enemies here!” Guneet jumped between the two.

      His words were drowned out by the hissing and growling of the other demons nearby. The beasts moved to encircle Mark, and the remaining Guardians pulled their weapons on instinct. This only served to make the demons shriek in fear and rage. Within moments, everything was unraveling, and the two groups were a hair’s breadth from tearing each other’s throats out.

      “Gentlemen, please!”

      The demons whipped around to see Imani standing in the center of the tent. Her call had quieted their snarling in two swift words. In an instant, she had the attention of every demon and human there.

      “And ladies, of course,” she said much more softly. “Let's not ruin a peaceful night with war.” She turned to look toward each Guardian. “If you could all put away your weapons, please.”

      The Guardians glanced around the tent curiously at one another before their eyes converged on their leader. Daniel became the first example and removed his hand from his sword, prompting the others to follow suit. After a second of hesitation, the entire team put away their instruments of death. The action seemed to quell the bellicosity of the demon group, and they, in turn, put away their fangs and claws.

      “Now, if you would all take a seat. We’re about to begin,” Imani spoke with a confident smile that both assumed and assured compliance as she stepped onto the stage behind the podium.

      The demon group moved toward the freshly cleaned chairs and sat down.

      Imani cleared her throat before speaking. “Thank you all for coming. I’m certain it wasn’t easy for you to decide to be here. Still, I am overjoyed that you made it, and I promise you will not regret it.”

      As Imani continued with her opening remarks, Daniel moved next to Prophet and whispered toward the giant man.

      “Never thought I’d ever see anything like this. A church for demons. It’s like the Twilight Zone.”

      “No shit. And here I was expecting a bunch of high-class monsters. We did all this for seven 3rd-class grunts?” Prophet spoke, counting the demons in attendance.

      “Suppose it makes sense, though,” Daniel said, poring over the small audience. "I mean, what upper-class demon would intentionally give up its power to be a human? Personally, I'm hoping 3rd-class grunts are all we get to see tonight."

      “Speaking of which, are we really goin' through with this? I know that Imani is our priority, but are we actually expected to sacrifice her daughter if it comes down to it?” Prophet gave a cursory glance at the little girl sitting on a chair just to the right of the stern-faced Veer.

      Daniel shook his head. “As of right now, we treat them both as one. Wherever Imani goes, her daughter goes with her; that way, we shouldn’t run into any issues. All we can do is make sure we never have to make that choice.”

      As Imani spoke, the haggard and emaciated old man stood to his feet and began walking toward the stage. His eyes twitched in their sockets, and his shoulders bounced up and down excitedly. Daniel and Prophet held the eerie figure in their gaze as he slowly paced closer.

      Imani pointed the demon out. “My brother, do you have a testimony?”

      The creature did not respond. He stared slack-jawed at the woman, a string of drool dangling from his lip before being lost in his beard. Daniel moved his hand surreptitiously to his sword.

      “Brother?” Imani addressed the demon again, to no response.

      The muscles in Al's jaw tensed.

      “Daniel?” Prophet asked with a sense of urgent dread behind his voice.

      Daniel took a few steps forward and saw a look of confusion wash across Imani’s face. This was not normal. In the next breath, the demon reached into his torn clothing, and every Guardian felt their heart rate spike. Both Daniel and Prophet had closed the distance just as the horrid thing pulled a large brown cross from under his shirt and held it high above his head.

      The two men froze, and a sense of wide-eyed amazement washed over the crowd. Before them stood a full-fledged demon with a wooden crucifix held high in his hands. No burns. No injury.

      "No fecking way." Mark's voice piped up over the silence, vocalizing what everyone was feeling.

      He was right. A demon couldn't carry a holy symbol in its bare hands without serious injury. A simple graze could sear the flesh from their bones and turn their muscles black. Yet, here one stood grasping a crucifix in both hands without harm in the slightest. What they were witnessing was impossible.

      The cross shook in the demon's trembling hold. The expression on the creature's face one of pleading, confusion, and terrifying surrender. The skin on its fingers began to shrivel and burn as the sound of sizzling flesh filled the room. Its mouth hung agape, and its lips quivered as snot-mixed tears leaked into its beard, and it suddenly dropped the cross and fell to its knees, grasping its face with charred hands. Daniel and Prophet could only stare in awe, their eyes meeting between them and returning to the prostrate demon.

      It was weeping. It was actually weeping before the cross. 'Miracle' wasn't a strong enough word to describe this.

      Daniel's eyes met his lieutenant's again when a second unexpected event took the place of the first.

      The sound of dying power filled the air as the lights suddenly dimmed to nothing. Blackness shrouded the inner tent as a piercing eruption of excited demonic shrieks took the place of fluorescent lighting.

      “Eve!?” Daniel shouted, questioning the status outside the tent. Garbled static was the only response.

      “Wait for the backup generator! It will kick on in a second!”

      Daniel turned his head toward the sound of the new voice and, at that moment, the lights came flickering back to life. His head was now facing Guneet, and the sight made his heart shudder. Standing directly behind him was the sinister glower of a new demon, its eyes lit like reflective lenses in the flashing light. Daniel’s blood ran cold as Eve's voice finally broke through the static.

      "—I repeat, we're under attack!"
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      Daniel's nerves exploded with an inevitable dread, and he screamed at the salt and pepper Sikh. “On your six!!”

      His shocked desperation hit a wall of confusion on the goateed man's face. Instead of instantly responding to Daniel’s warning, as a trained Guardian would, he stared abstractly at him, trying to piece together his newfound fear. The flash of light off of reflective silver passed by his head and was followed abruptly by the thump of a hard impact and the sound of tearing flesh.

      The salt and pepper man turned around, and a six-inch dagger lay buried in the chest of a collapsed demon behind him. Seraphim was at the opposite end of the tent, her body still frozen in position at the end of a throwing stance. The Russian returned to her normal posture and pulled a second matching blade from her hip, validating her action to the man with a single nod.

      Then, the tent was chaos.

      Demons in the guise of humans crashed through the entrance, attacking anyone within sight. They broke upon Mark and Seraphim after cutting down the Sikh volunteers in front with vicious prejudice. The two Guardians held them at the entrance, taking knife and dagger to them without quarter.

      “Take the back exit!”

      Daniel could barely hear his own voice over the ruckus of wailing demons and horrified Sikhs. The three Guardians moved along with Al, Veer, Imani, and the child in tow toward the secondary exit near the dressing room.

      “Father!” Eve’s voice broke over the radio in distress. “The secondary exit is not clear! Demons have surrounded the area!”

      Daniel and the others paused in a moment of panic. They were not prepared for such a huge assault, and they did not have a third option. They would have to make one.

      Daniel moved to the nearby tent wall and slashed through it twice with his sword. “This is our exit.”

      No sooner had he spoken the words did a wave of new demons fall through the opening and pour over them. Adam and Veer jumped to the front of the group, cutting down the first few as they tumbled inside. The creatures tried to press through the opening but were stopped as the young Guardian and the silent Sikh pushed back, the weight of their bodies keeping a tsunami of fangs and claws from overtaking them.

      “The entrance!”

      Adam shouted through gritted teeth, and Daniel knew he was right. He turned to face the swarm of monsters that had spilled past the two Guardians at the door. Daniel plunged forward without a moment’s hesitation, leaving Prophet and Al with Imani and Tumi pressed up against their backs.

      Daniel lifted a nearby chair with his sheathed blade and launched it at an encroaching demon’s head, splitting the chair and the attacker’s head in two with his following attack. A second demon pounced at him and was left in pieces with two swings from his weapon. A third fell before him to a horizontal slice through its legs and a final stab through its chest.

      A fourth enemy tried to catch him with an overhead swing, but Daniel stopped the attack with the edge of his blade. The ringing sound of steel upon steel made him flinch, and he realized he had blocked another sword with his own. A steel katana whose sword guard was fashioned into the shape of a white lotus flower with pink fringes. Momentary hesitation seized his body as he took in the sight of this new attacker.

      He wasn’t a demon.

      He was a man with ivory skin and a shock of short, wild, red hair with a scar at the top of his forehead in the shape of a triangle pointing straight down at the bridge of his nose. His cheekbones sat high on his face, and his eyes were two contrasting colors, one blue and the other hazel. Going by his facial features, he was presumably a man of Asian descent, and his Japanese pearl-white robes only served to cement that assumption.

      Trapped in his moment of surprise, Daniel didn’t feel the foreign hand wrap around his own and twist his forearm in a direction it wasn’t meant to go. The white- robed man leaned into Daniel, taking away his leverage and hurling him over his shoulder into a group of chairs. The mysterious man turned back around, facing Prophet with Daniel’s sword in his left hand as two more demons jumped the team leader before he could recover.

      "Behind us, Benjamin!" Al shouted.

      The bearded Sikh moved to intercept two demons that closed in on them from behind, but Prophet held his position. There was no time for him to divert his attention. Imani and Tumi were trapped between them, and his gut was telling him that the red-headed swordsman was dangerous. He hoped Al could handle the situation on his own because this new threat would require his undivided attention.

      Prophet pulled his black knife with his right hand and held his left out in defense of his body. Their new enemy glanced over at the two people huddled behind him for protection and tossed Daniel’s weapon aside before closing in. Prophet cringed internally. He’d never seen anyone strip Daniel of his weapon so easily. He didn’t think it was possible.

      The white-robed man lashed out with a lightning-quick strike that would’ve split Imani’s head open if Prophet’s metal hand hadn’t been in the way to block it. He struck again, this time aiming for the little girl on the opposite side. Prophet was able to parry that attack as well, but he wasn’t accustomed to protecting two people in such proximity. His knife was too short to be a real threat to the man, and he, whoever he was, must’ve known that.

      His attacks came one after the other without any thought of defense. Prophet retreated backward, the squealing sound of scraping metal like rusty gears with each parry he made. He swiped with his knife, just to keep the swordsman on his toes, and the man made him pay for it. He caught the black blade by one of its serrations with the tip of his sword and sent it flying from Prophet’s hand.

      The swordsman thrust a vicious stab past Prophet’s left side. The Guardian grabbed the tip of the blade with his unnatural hand and stopped it before it could reach the girl behind him. The red-haired man pressed the handle of his weapon and pushed the blade through the metal fist with a piercing squeal. Prophet’s heart jumped, and he seized the weapon by the hilt, stopping it inches from Tumi’s face, but the swordsman had gotten what he wanted.

      To close the distance.

      He struck like a viper, jamming his fingers into Prophet’s throat, then spinning on his heel and crashing his elbow into the Guardian’s temple. Prophet barreled over into the perfectly lined chairs next to him, choking as he fell. Luckily for him, as soon as he hit the ground, Al was all over his attacker.

      The burly Sikh came down with the ferocity of a tiger, whipping his already bloody talwar about the swordsman’s head. The foreign man was, seemingly, no stranger to combat and adjusted seamlessly to his new enemy without the slightest trouble. Al lashed horizontally at the man’s face but caught air as he leaned just out of reach. Before he could attack again, the man raised his offhand, spinning his sheath like a bo staff in front of the Sikh’s face and obscuring his vision. Al darted his head down and to the left as a covert diagonal slash cut across the space his face once occupied.

      The man had overcommitted to the strike. Assuming that the ploy of blocking Al’s sight with his spinning sheathe would open up the Sikh for a final blow, the swordsman had put too much into his swing and was leaning so far into Al’s space that he was showing some of his back to him. Al capitalized and dove into the open space, his weapon hungry for more blood.

      He felt his insides give and his ribs sing with pain as he realized he had run directly into his opponent’s outstretched sheath. What he thought was an opening was actually a lure, and he had taken the bait. Al fell backward, and the swordsman came back across his chest with his blade tip aimed at the bearded man’s head. Shaking the pain from his mind, Al ducked the swing, and his face came crashing straight into his enemy’s rising knee. The Turbaned man fell onto his back as blood came trickling from his nose and mouth. The swordsman wasted no words and brought a mighty sword swing down on his helpless opponent’s face.

      Al’s saving grace came in the form of a white chair held in the shaking palms of Guneet. The swordsman’s blade caught in the grooves of the chair before it could strike Al’s body. The ceremonial director held the makeshift bulwark with fear in his eyes as he realized he had brought the wrath of the swordsman upon himself.

      The red-haired warrior snatched his blade from the chair and struck down at the man’s hands with the intent to sever them from his wrists. The fearful man dropped the chair and pulled his hands to his chest in a quick-witted response that saved his limbs. The duel-eyed swordsman spun on his heel and delivered a kick to the man’s gut that sent him tumbling to the floor. Without a second’s hesitation, he brought his sword down on the man as he lay on his back with his hands shielding his face.

      The resounding clash of a deflected swing made the man’s ears ring. Daniel had knocked the attack away with his newly recovered sword and was now advancing, leaving two dead demons behind him and forcing the swordsman to back away from both downed men. Daniel stood in front of Al, Guneet, and the two women under his protection with fresh cuts and bruises marking his face.

      “You won’t be doing that again.” Daniel scowled about the throw that disarmed him.

      A sharp tearing sound caught the Guardian's attention. The wall of the tent was being torn open to his left, and he couldn’t help but swallow the lump of fear in his throat. Did their enemies have more reinforcements?

      The tent ripped open, and on the other side stood a rough-looking, but for the most part unharmed, Eve.

      “The secondary exit is clear,” she announced exhaustedly.

      Daniel pointed to the tear in the tent wall with his sword. “Go, now!”

      Prophet and Al gathered themselves and their charges and escaped through the new orifice in the tent as Guneet began ushering the remaining volunteers toward the new escape route. Daniel locked eyes with the swordsman in white in front of him. This battle was now his, alone.

      “Who are you?” A mild inkling of curiosity forced him to ask.

      The man in white narrowed his mystifying eyes at the Guardian and spoke with a Japanese accent. “If you survive this encounter, I will honor you with my name, halfu.”

      The mysterious swordsman left his words behind him and rushed forward with a downward vertical slash that forced his target to step back. As if his movements were made of water, the swordsman flowed directly into a stabbing thrust aimed at Daniel’s throat, but the Guardian was no easy kill. Before the attack covered half its distance, Daniel knocked it off course with a tap from the blunt edge of his sword and struck into the opening he’d created with a horizontal swing. The nameless man proved to be a hard kill as well, maneuvering his body away from the strike and ending in the spot where Daniel had started with nothing more than a clean cut through the top of his robe.
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