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PROLOGUE


LEBANON, TENNESSEE, 1995


The Tennessee night was screaming.


Eric Powell ran clumsily through the tall grass behind his grandparents’ house. He stumbled down the sloping embankment toward the thick patch of swampy woods beyond, hands pressed firmly against his ears.


“I’m not listening,” he said through gritted teeth, on the verge of tears. “Stop it. Please! Shut up.”


The sounds were deafening, and he wanted nothing more than to escape them. But where? The voices were coming from all around.


Eric ran deeper and deeper into the woods. He ran until his lungs felt as if they were on fire, and the beating of his heart was almost loud enough to drown out the sinister warnings from the surrounding darkness.


Almost.


Beneath a weeping willow that had once been a favorite place to escape the stress of teenage life, he stopped to catch his breath. Warily he moved his hands away from his ears and was bombarded with the cacophonous message of the night.


“Danger,” warned a tiny, high-pitched squeak from the shadows by the small creek that snaked through the dark wood. “Danger. Danger. Danger.”


“They come,” croaked another. “They come.”


“Hide yourself,” something squawked from within the drooping branches of the willow before taking flight in fear. “Before it is too late,” it said as it flew away.


There were others out there in the night, thousands of others all speaking in tongues and cautioning him of the same thing. Something was coming, something bad.


Eric fell back against the tree trying to focus, and his mind flashed back to when he first began to hear the warnings. It had been June 25, of that he was certain. The memory was vividly fresh, for it had been only two months ago and it was not easy to forget one’s eighteenth birthday—or the day you begin to lose your mind.


Before that, he heard the world just like any other. The croaking of frogs down by the pond, the angry buzz of a trapped yellow jacket as it threw itself against the screens on the side porch. Common everyday sounds of nature, taken for granted, frequently ignored.


But on his birthday that had changed.


Eric no longer heard them as the sounds of birds chirping or a tomcat’s mournful wail in the night. He heard them as voices, voices that exalted in the glory of a beautiful summer’s day, voices that spoke of joy as well as sadness, hunger, and fear. At first he tried to block them out, to hear them for what they actually were—just the sounds of animals. But when they began to speak directly to him, Eric came to the difficult realization that he was indeed going insane.


A swarm of fireflies distracted him from his thoughts, their incandescent bodies twinkling in the inky black of the nighttime woods. They dipped and wove in the air before him, their lights communicating a message of grave importance.


“Run,” was the missive he read from their flickering bioluminescence. “Run, for your life is at risk.”


And that is just what he did.


Eric pushed off from the base of the tree and headed toward the gurgling sounds of the tiny creek. He would cross it and head deeper into the woods, so far that no one would ever find him. After all, he had grown up here and doubted there was anyone around who knew the woods better.


But then the question came, the same question that the rational part of his mind had been asking since the warnings began.


What are you afraid of?


The question played over and over in his head as he ran, but he did not know the answer.


Eric jumped the creek. He landed on the other side awkwardly, his sneakered foot sliding across some moss-covered rocks and into the unusually cold water.


The boy gasped as the liquid invaded his shoe, and he scrambled to remove it from the creek’s numbing embrace. Its chilling touch spurring him to move faster. He ducked beneath the low-hanging branches of young trees that grew along the banks of the miniature river, then he plunged deeper into the wilderness.


But what are you running from? a rational voice asked, not from the woods around him but from his own mind. His own voice, a calm voice, that sought to override his sense of panic. This voice wanted him to stop and confront his fears, to see them for what they really were. There is no danger, said the sensible voice. There is nobody chasing you, watching you.


Eric slowed his pace.


“Keep running,” urged something as it slithered beneath an overturned stump, its shiny scales reflecting the starlight.


And he almost listened to the small, hissing voice, almost sped up again. But then Eric shook his head and began to walk. Others called to him from the bushes, from the air above his head, from the grass beneath his feet, all urging him to flee, to run like a crazy person, which was exactly what he decided he was.


At that moment, Eric made a decision. He wasn’t going to listen to them anymore. He wasn’t going to run from some invisible threat. He was going to turn around, go back to his grandparents’ home, wake them up, and explain what was happening. He would tell them that he needed help, that he needed to get to a hospital right away.


His mind made up, Eric stopped in a clearing and looked up into the early-morning sky. A thick patch of gray clouds that reminded him of steel wool slowly rubbed across the face of a radiant moon. He didn’t want to hurt his grandparents. They had already been through so much. His mother, their daughter, pregnant and unwed, died giving birth to him. They raised him as if he were their own, giving him all the love and support he could have ever hoped for. And how would he repay them? With more sadness.


Scalding tears flooded his eyes as he imagined what it would be like when he returned to the house and roused the poor elderly couple from sleep. He could see their sad looks of disappointment as he explained that he was hearing voices—that he was nineteen years old and losing his mind.


And as if in agreement, the voices of the night again came to life: chattering, wheezing, tremulous, quavering, gargling life.


“Run, run,” they said as one. “Run for your life, for they have arrived!”


Eric looked around him; the ruckus was deafening. Since his bout with madness began, never had the voices been this loud, this frantic. Maybe they suspected he was coming to his senses. Maybe they knew that their time with him would soon be ending.


“They are here! Flee! Hide yourself! It is not too late. Run!”


He spun around, fists clenched in angry resignation. “No more!” he yelled to the trees. “I’m not going to listen to you anymore,” he added to the air above his head and the earth beneath his feet. “Do you understand me?” he asked the darkness that encircled the clearing.


Eric turned in a slow circle, his insanity still attempting to overwhelm him with its clamorous jabber. He could stand it no more.


“Shut up!” he shrieked at the top of his lungs. “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!”


And all went instantly quiet.


As intolerable as the voices had become, the sudden lack of them was equally extreme. There was nothing now: no buzz of insects, no cries of night birds. Not even leaves rustled by the wind. The silence was deafening.


“Well, all right then,” he said, speaking aloud again to make sure that he hadn’t gone deaf. Made uneasy by the abrupt hush, he turned to leave the small clearing the way he had entered.


Eric stopped short. A lone figure stood on the path.


Was it a trick of the shadows? The woods, darkness, and moonlight conspiring to drive him crazier than he already was? Eric closed his eyes and opened them again trying to focus on the manlike shape. It still appeared to be somebody blocking his way.


“Hello?” He moved tentatively closer to the dark figure. “Who’s there?” Eric still could not make out any details of the stranger.


The shape came toward him, and so did the darkness, as if the undulating shadows that clung to the figure were part of his makeup. The comical image of Pig Pen from the Charlie Brown cartoons, surrounded by his ever present cloud of dust and dirt, quickly flashed across Eric’s mind’s eye. In a perverse way it did kind of remind him of that, only this was far more unnerving.


Eric quickly stepped back.


“Who is it?” he asked, his voice higher with fear. He had always hated how his voice sounded when he was afraid. “Don’t come any closer,” he warned, making a conscious effort to bring the pitch down to sound more threatening.


The figure cloaked in darkness stopped in its tracks. Even this much farther into the clearing, Eric could not discern any features. He was beginning to wonder if his psychosis had started to play games with him, this shadow being nothing more than a creation of his insanity.


“Are … are you real?” Eric stammered.


It was as if he had screamed the question, the wood was still so unusually silent.


The darkness in the shape of a man just stood there and Eric became convinced of its unreality. Yet another symptom of the breakdown, he thought with a disgusted shake of his head. It couldn’t stop with hearing voices, he chided himself, oh no, now I have to see things.


“Guess that answers that question,” Eric said aloud as he glared at the figment of his dementia. “What’s the matter?” he asked. “Miss your cue or something? When I realize you’re nothing but crazy bullshit my mind made up, you’re supposed to disappear.” He waved the shape away. “Go. I know I’m nuts, you don’t need to prove it. Beat it.”


The figure did not move, but the covering of shadows that hugged it did. The darkness seemed to open. Like the petals of some night-blooming flower, the ebony black peeled away to reveal a man within.


Eric studied the man, searching his memory for some glimmer of recognition, but came away with nothing. He was tall, at least six feet, and thin, dressed in a black turtleneck, slacks. And despite the rather muggy temperature, he noticed the man was wearing a gray trench coat.


The man seemed to be studying him as well, tilting his head from one side to the other. His skin was incredibly pale, almost white. His hair, which was worn very long and severely combed back, was practically the same color. Eric had gone to elementary school with a girl who looked like that; her name was Cheryl Baggley and she, too, had been albino.


“I know this is going to sound crazy,” Eric said to the man, “but …,” he stammered as he tried to formulate the most sane way to ask the question. “You are real … right?”


The man did not respond at once. As the mysterious stranger pondered the question, Eric noticed his eyes. The oily shadow that had cocooned him previously seemed to have pooled in his eye sockets. He had never seen eyes as deep and dark as these.


“Yes,” the pale-skinned man said curtly, his voice sounding more like the caw of a crow.


Startled, Eric didn’t grasp the meaning of the man’s sudden reply and stared at him, confused. “Yes? I don’t …” He shook his head nervously.


“Yes,” the man again responded. “I am real.” He emphasized each of the words as he spoke them.


His voice was strange, Eric thought, as if he were not comfortable speaking the language.


“Oh … good, that’s good to know. Who are you? Were you sent to find me?” he questioned. “Did my grandparents call the police? I’m really sorry you had to come all the way out here. As you can see, I’m fine. I’m just dealing with some stuff and … well, I just need to get back to the house and have a long talk with …”


The man stiffly held up a pale hand. “The sound of you, it offends me,” he said, a snarl upon his lips. “Abomination, I command you to be silent.”


Eric started as if slapped. “Did … did you just call me an abomination?” he asked, confusion and fear raising the pitch of his voice again.


“There are few words in this tongue that define the likes of you better,” growled the stranger. “You are a blight upon His favored world, an abhorrence in the eyes of God—but you are not the one that incites me so.” The hand held out to silence the boy was turned palm up. Something had begun to glow in its ghostly pale center. “However, that does not change the reality that you must be smited.”


Eric felt the hair at the back of his neck stand on end, the flesh on his arms erupt in tingling gooseflesh. He didn’t need the voices of the wood to warn him that something was wrong; he could feel it in the forest air.


He turned to run, to hurl himself through the thick underbrush. He had to get away. Every fiber of his being screamed danger, and he allowed the primitive survival mechanism of flight to overtake him.


Four figures suddenly blocked his way, each attired as the stranger, each with a complexion as pale as the face of the full moon above. How is this possible? His mind raced. How could four people sneak up on him without making a sound?


Something whined at the newcomers’ feet, and he saw a young boy crouched there. He was filthy, naked, his hair long and unkempt, a thick string of snot dripping down from one nostril to cling to his dirty lip. The boy’s expression told Eric that there was something wrong with him—that he was touched in some way. And then he noticed the leather collar that encircled the child’s neck, and the leash that led to the hand of one of the strangers, and Eric knew something was very wrong indeed.


The boy began to strain upon the leash, pointing a dirt-encrusted finger at him, whining and grunting like an animal.


The strangers fixed their gazes upon Eric with eyes of solid shadow and began to spread out, eliminating any chance of escape. The wild boy continued to jabber.


Eric whipped around to see that the other figure had come closer. His hand was still outstretched before him—but now it was aflame.


His mind tried to process this event. There was a fire burning in the palm of the man’s hand, and the most disturbing thing was, it didn’t seem to bother him in the least.


Eric felt his legs begin to tremble as the orange-and-yellow flame grew, leaping hungrily into the air. The stranger moved steadily closer. Eric wanted to run screaming, to lash out and escape those who corralled him, but something told him it would be for naught.


Fear overcame him and he fell to his knees, feeling the cold dampness begin to soak through his pants. There was no reason for him to turn around; the feral child growled at his back and he knew the four strangers now moved to flank him. He kept his gaze on the man standing above him holding fire in the palm of his hand.


“Who are you?” the boy asked dully, mesmerized by the miraculous flame, which appeared to be taking on the shape of something else entirely.


The stranger looked upon him with eyes black and glistening, his expression void of any emotion. Eric could see himself reflected in their inky surface.


“Why are you doing this?” he asked pathetically.


The stranger cocked his head oddly. Eric could feel the heat of the flame upon his upturned face.


“What was it the monkey apostle Matthew scribbled about us in one of his silly little books?” the man asked no one in particular. “‘The Son of Man shall send them forth, and they shall gather out of His kingdom all things that offend, and those who do evil, and shall cast them into a furnace of fire.’ Or something to that effect,” he added with a horrible grin.


Eric had never seen anything more unnatural. It was as if the stranger’s face lacked the proper musculature to complete the most common of human expressions.


“I don’t understand,” he said in a voice nearly a whisper.


The man moved the flaming object from one hand to the other, and Eric followed it with his eyes. The fire had become a sword.


A flaming sword.


“It is better that you do not,” the man said, raising the burning blade above his head.


The boy watched the weapon of fire descend, his face upturned as if to seek the rays of the rising sun. And then all that he was, and all that he might have become, was consumed in fire.








CHAPTER ONE


Aaron Corbet was having the dream again.


Yet it was so much more than that.


Since they began, over three months before, the visions of sleep had grown more and more intense—more vivid. Almost real.


He is making his way through the primitive city, an ancient place constructed of brown brick, mud, and hay. The people here are in a panic, for something attacks their homes. They run about frenzied, their frightened cries echoing throughout the cool night. Sounds of violence fill the air, blades clanging together in battle, the moans of the wounded—and something else he can’t quite place, a strange sound in the distance, but moving closer.


Other nights he has tried to stop the frightened citizens, to catch their attention, to ask them what is happening, but they do not see or hear him. He is a ghost to their turmoil.


Husbands and wives, shielding small children between them, scramble across sand-covered streets desperately searching for shelter. Again he listens to their fear-filled voices. He does not understand their language, but the meaning is quite clear. Their lives and the lives of their children are in danger.


For nights too numerous to count he has come to this place, to this sad village and witnessed the panic of its people. But not once has he seen the source of their terror.


He moves through the winding streets of the dream place, feeling the roughness of desert sand beneath his bare feet. Every night this city under siege becomes more real to him, and tonight he feels its fear as if it were his own. And again he asks himself, fear of what? Who are they who can bring such terror to these simple people?


In the marketplace a boy dressed in rags, no older than he, darts out from beneath a tarp covering a large pile of yellow, gourdlike fruit. He watches the boy stealthily travel across the deserted market, sticking close to the shadows. The boy nervously watches the sky as he runs.


Odd that the boy would be so concerned with the sky overhead.


The boy stops at the edge of the market and crouches within a thick pool of night. He stares longingly across the expanse of open ground at another area of darkness on the other side.


There is unrelenting fear on the dark-skinned youth’s face; his eyes are wide and white. What is he so afraid of? Aaron looks up himself and sees only the night, like velvet adorned with twinkling jewels. There is nothing to fear there, only beauty to admire.


The boy darts from his hiding place and scrambles across the open area. He is halfway there when the winds begin. Sudden, powerful gusts that come out of nowhere, hurling sand, dirt, and dust.


The boy stops short and shields his face from the scouring particles. He is blinded, unsure of his direction. Aaron wants to call to him, to help the boy escape the mysterious sandstorm, but knows that his attempts would be futile, that he is only an observer.


And there is the sound. He can’t place it exactly, but knows it is familiar. There is something in the sky above—something that beats at the air, stirring the winds, creating the sudden storm.


The boy is screaming. His sweat-dampened body is powdered almost white in a sheen of fine dust and desert sand.


The sounds are louder now, closer.


What is that? The answer is right at the edge of his knowing. He again looks up into the sky. The sand still flies about, tossed by the winds. It stings his face and eyes, but he has to see—he has to know what makes these strange pounding sounds, what creates gusts of wind powerful enough to propel sand and rock. He has to know the source of such unbridled horror in these people of the dream-city—in this boy.


And through the clouds of fine debris, he sees them. For the first time he sees them.


They are wearing armor. Golden armor that glistens in the dancing light thrown from the flames of their weapons.


The boy runs toward him. It seems that Aaron is suddenly visible. The boy reaches out, pleading to be saved in the language of his people.


This time, he understands every word. He tries to answer, but earsplitting shrieks fill the night, the excited cries of predators that have discovered their prey.


The boy tries to run, but there are too many.


Aaron can do nothing but watch as the birdlike creatures descend from the sky, falling upon the boy, his plaintive screams of terror drowned out by the beating of powerful wings.


Angels’ wings.


LYNN, MASSACHUSETTS


It was Gabriel’s powerful, bed-shaking sneeze that pulled Aaron from the dream and back to the waking world.


Aaron’s eyes snapped open as another explosion of moisture dappled his face. For the moment, the dream was forgotten and all that occupied his mind was the attentions of an eighty-pound Labrador retriever named Gabriel.


“Unnngh,” he moaned as he pulled his arm up from the warmth beneath the covers to wipe away the newest spattering of dog spittle.


“Thanks, Gabe,” he said, his voice husky from sleep.


“What time is it anyway? Time to get up?” he asked the dog lying beside him.


The yellow retriever leaned its blocky head forward to lick the back of his exposed hand, his muscular bulk blocking Aaron’s view of the alarm clock.


“Okay, okay,” Aaron said as he pulled his other hand out to ruffle the dog’s velvety soft, golden-brown ears, and wiggled himself into an upright position to check the time.


Craving more attention, Gabriel flipped over onto his back and swatted at Aaron with his front paws. He chuckled and rubbed the dog’s exposed belly before training his eyes on the clock on the nightstand beside his bed.


Aaron watched the red digital readout change from 7:28 to 7:29.


“Shit,” he hissed.


Sensing alarm in his master, Gabriel rolled from his back to his stomach with a rumbling bark.


Aaron struggled from the bed, whipped into a frenzy by the lateness of the hour.


“Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit,” he repeated as he pulled off his Dave Matthews concert T-shirt and threw it onto a pile of dirty clothes in the corner of the room. He pulled down his sweatpants and kicked them into the same general vicinity. He was late. Very late.


He’d been studying for Mr. Arslanian’s history exam last night, and his head was so crammed with minutiae about the Civil War that he must have forgotten to set the alarm. He had less than a half hour to get to Kenneth Curtis High School before first bell.


Aaron lunged for his dresser and yanked clean underwear and socks from the second drawer. In the mirror above, he could see Gabriel curiously staring at him from the bed.


“Man’s best friend, my butt,” he said to the dog on his way into the bathroom. “How could you let me oversleep?”


Gabriel just fell to his side among the tousled bedclothes and sighed heavily.


Aaron managed to shower, brush his teeth, and get dressed in a little more than seventeen minutes.


I might be able to pull this off yet, he thought as he bounded down the stairs, loaded bookbag slung over his shoulder. If he got out the door right at this moment and managed to make all the lights heading down North Common, he could probably pull into the parking lot just as the last bell rang.


It would be close, but it was the only option he had.


In the hallway he grabbed his jacket from the coatrack and was about to open the door when he felt Gabriel’s eyes upon him.


The dog stood behind him, watching him intensely, head cocked at a quizzical angle that said, “Haven’t you forgotten something?”


Aaron sighed. The dog needed to be fed and taken out to do his morning business. Normally he would have had more than enough time to see to his best friend’s needs, but today was another story.


“I can’t, Gabe,” he said as he turned the doorknob. “Lori will give you breakfast and take you out.”


And then it hit him. He’d been in such a hurry to get out of the house that he hadn’t noticed his foster mother’s absence.


“Lori?” he called as he stepped away from the door and quickly made his way down the hall to the kitchen. Gabriel followed close at his heels.


This is odd, he thought. Lori was usually the first to rise in the Stanley household. She would get up around five A.M., get the coffee brewing, and make her husband, Tom, a bag lunch so he could be out of the house and to the General Electric plant where he was a foreman, by seven sharp.


The kitchen was empty, and with a hungry Gabriel by his side, Aaron made his way through the dining room to the living room.


The room was dark, the shades on the four windows still drawn. The television was on, but had gone to static. His seven-year-old foster brother, Stevie, sat before the twenty-two-inch screen, staring as if watching the most amazing television program ever produced.


Across the room, below a wall of family photos that had jokingly become known as the wall of shame, his foster mom was asleep in a leather recliner. Aaron was disturbed at how old she looked, slumped in the chair, wrapped in a worn, navy blue terry cloth robe. It was the first time he ever really thought about her growing older, and that there would be a day when she wouldn’t be around anymore. Where the hell did that come from? he wondered. He pushed the strange and really depressing train of thought away and attempted to think of something more pleasant.


When the Stanleys had taken him into their home as a foster child, it had been his seventh placement since birth. What was it that the caseworkers used to say about him? “He’s not a bad kid, just a bit of an introvert with a bad temper.” Aaron smiled. He never expected the placements to last, and had imagined that there would be an eighth, ninth, and probably even a hundredth placement before he was cut loose from the foster care system and let out into the world on his own.


A warm pang of emotion flowed through him as he remembered the care this woman and her husband had given him over the years. No matter how he misbehaved, or acted out, they stuck with him, investing their time, their energy, and most importantly, their love. The Stanleys weren’t just collecting a check from the state; they really cared about him, and eventually he came to think of them as the parents he never knew.


Gabriel had wandered over to the boy in front of the television and was licking his face—Aaron knew it was only to catch the residue of the child’s breakfast. But the boy did not respond, continuing to stare at the static on the screen, eyes wide, mouth agape.


Steven was the Stanleys’ only biological child and he had autism, the often misunderstood mental condition that left those afflicted so absorbed with their own reality, that they were rarely able to interact with the world around them. The boy could be quite a handful and Lori stayed home to care for his special needs.


Lori twitched and came awake with a start. “Stevie?” she asked groggily, looking for her young son.


“He’s watching his favorite show,” Aaron said, indicating Gabriel and the little boy. He looked back to his foster mom. “You all right?”


Lori stretched and, pulling her robe tight around her throat, smiled at him. Her smile had always made him feel special and this morning wasn’t any different. “I’m fine, hon, just a little tired is all.” She motioned with her chin to the boy in front of the television. “He had a bad night and the static was the only thing that calmed him down.”


She glanced over at the mini–grandfather clock hanging on the wall and squinted. “Is that the time?” she asked. “What are you still doing here? You’re going to be late for school.”


He started to explain as she sprang from the seat and began to push him from the room. “I was up late studying and forgot to set the alarm and …”


“Tell me later,” she said as she placed the palm of her hand in the small of his back, helping him along.


“Would you mind feeding—”


“No, I wouldn’t, and I’ll take him for a walk,” Lori said, cutting him off. “Get to school and ace that history test.”


He was halfway out the door when he heard her call his name from the kitchen. There was a hint of panic in her voice.


Aaron poked his head back in.


“I almost forgot,” she said, the dog’s bowl in one hand and a cup of dry food in the other. Gabriel stood attentively at her side, drool streaming from his mouth to form a shiny puddle at his paws.


“What is it?” he asked, a touch of impatience beginning to find its way into his tone.


She smiled. “Happy birthday,” she said, and pursed her lips in a long distance kiss. “Have a great day.”


My birthday, he thought closing the door behind him and running to his car.


With all the rushing about this morning, he’d forgotten.


Aaron squeaked into homeroom just as the day’s announcements were being read over the school’s ancient PA system.


Mrs. Mihos, the elderly head of the math department mere months away from retirement, looked up from her copy of Family Circle and gave him an icy stare.


He mouthed the words “I’m sorry” and quickly found his seat. He had learned that the less said to Mrs. Mihos the better. Her edicts were simple: Be on time to homeroom, turn in notes to explain absences in a timely fashion, and whatever you do, don’t be a wiseass. Aaron chillingly recalled how Tommy Philips, now seated at the back of the classroom intently keeping his mouth shut, had attempted to be the funny guy. He’d written a joke letter to explain an absence, and found himself with a week’s worth of detentions. There was nothing the math teacher hated more than a wiseass.


Aaron chanced a look at the old woman and saw that she was flipping through the attendance sheets to change his status from absent to present. He breathed a sigh of relief as the first period bell began to ring. Maybe today wouldn’t be a total disaster after all.


First period American Literature went fine, but halfway through second period, while taking Mr. Arslanian’s test, Aaron decided that he couldn’t have been more wrong about the day. Not only was he blanking on some of the information he had studied, but he also had one of the worst headaches he could ever remember. His head felt as if it were vibrating, buzzing like someone had left an electric shaver running inside his skull. He rubbed at his brow furiously and tried to focus on an essay question about the social and political ramifications of the Richmond Bread Riot. Arslanian’s fascination with obscure events of the Civil War was going to give him an aneurysm.


The remainder of the class passed in the blink of an eye, and Aaron wondered if he had passed out or maybe even been taken by space aliens. He had barely finished the last of the essay questions when the end-of-period bell clanged, a real plus for the pain in his head. He quickly glanced over the pages of his test. It wasn’t the best he’d ever done, but considering how he felt, he didn’t think it was too bad.


“I’d like to give you another couple of hours to wrap the test up in a pretty pink bow, Mr. Corbet …”


Aaron had zoned out again. He looked up to see the heavyset form of Mr. Arslanian standing beside his desk, hand beckoning.


“But my wife made a killer turkey for dinner last night and I have leftovers waiting for me in the teachers’ lounge.”


Aaron just stared, the annoying buzz in his head growing louder and more painful.


“Your exam, Mr. Corbet,” demanded Mr. Arslanian.


Aaron pulled himself together and handed the test to his teacher. Then he gathered up his books and prepared to leave. As he stood the room began to spin and he held on to the desk for a moment, just in case.


“Are you all right, Mr. Corbet?” Arslanian asked as he ambled back to his desk. “You look a little pale.”


Aaron was amazed that he only looked pale. He imagined there should have been blood shooting out his ears and squirting from his nostrils. He was feeling that bad. “Headache,” he managed on his way to the door.


“Take some Tylenol,” the teacher called after him, “and a cold rag on your head. That’s what works for me.”


Always a big help, that Mr. Arslanian, Aaron thought as he stepped lightly in an effort to keep his skull from breaking apart and decorating the walls with gore.


The hallway was jammed with bodies coming, going, or just hanging out in small packs in front of brightly colored lockers, catching up on the freshest gossip. It’s amazing, Aaron thought sarcastically, how much dirt can happen during one fifty-minute period.


Aaron moved through the flow of students. He would drop off his books, and then go to the nurse’s office to get something for his headache. It was getting worse, like listening to the static of an untuned radio playing inside his brain.


As he maneuvered around the pockets of people, he exchanged an occasional smile or a nod of recognition, but the few who acknowledged him were only being polite. He knew people looked at him as the quiet, loner guy with the troubled past, and he did very little to dispel their notions of him. Aaron didn’t have any real friends at Ken Curtis, merely acquaintances, and it didn’t bother him in the least.


He finally reached his locker and began to dial the combination.


Maybe if he got something into his stomach he’d feel better, he thought, remembering that he hadn’t eaten anything since the night before. He swung the locker door open and began to unload his books.


A girl laughed nearby. He looked behind him to see Vilma Santiago at her locker with three of her friends. They were staring in his direction, but quickly looked away and giggled conspiratorially. What’s so funny? he wondered.


They were speaking loudly enough for him to hear them. The only problem was they were speaking Portuguese, and he had no idea what they were saying. Two years of French did him little good while eavesdropping on Brazilian girls’ conversations.


Vilma was one of the most beautiful girls he had ever seen. She had transferred to Ken Curtis last year from Brazil, and within months had become one of the school’s top students. Smart as well as gorgeous, a dangerous combination, and one that had left him smitten. They saw each other at their lockers every day, but had never really spoken. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to speak to her, just that he could never think of anything to say.


He turned to arrange the books in his locker, and again felt their eyes upon him. They were whispering now, and he could feel his paranoia swell.


“Ele nâo é nada feio. Que bunda!”


The pain in his head was suddenly blinding, as if somebody had taken an ice pick and plunged it into the top of his skull. The feeling was excruciating and he almost cried out— certain to have provided his audience with a few good laughs. He pressed his forehead against the cool metal of the locker and prayed for respite. It can’t hurt this bad for very long, he hoped. As the hissing grew more and more intense, shards of broken glass rubbed into his brain. He thought he would pass out as strange colorful patterns blossomed before his eyes and the pain continued to build.


The torturous buzzing came to an explosive climax, circuits within his mind suddenly overloaded, and before he fell unconscious—it was gone. Aaron stood perfectly still, waiting, afraid that if he moved the agony would return. What was that all about? he wondered, his hand coming up to his nose to check for bleeding.


There was nothing. No pain, no blaring white noise. In fact, he felt better than he had all morning. Maybe this is just part of a bizarre biological process one goes through when turning eighteen, he thought, bemused, reminding himself again that it was his birthday.


As he slammed the locker door, he realized that Vilma and her friends were still talking. “Estou cansada de pizza. Semana passada, nós comemos pizza, quase todo dia.” They were discussing lunch options—cafeteria versus going off campus for pizza. Vilma wanted to go to the cafeteria, but the others were pressing for the pizza.


Aaron turned away from his locker considering whether or not he should still see the nurse, and caught Vilma’s eye. She smiled shyly and quickly averted her gaze.


But not before the others noticed and began to tease her mercilessly. “Porqué? Vocé está pensando que una certo persoa vai estar no refeitó rio hoje?” Did she want to eat in the cafeteria because of a certain boy standing nearby? they asked her.


Aaron felt himself break out in a cold sweat. His suspicion was justified, for in fact the girls were talking about him.


“É, e daí? Eu acho que ele é un tesâo.” Vilma responded to her friends’ taunts and glanced again in his direction.


They were all looking at him when it dawned. He knew what they were saying. Vilma and her friends were still speaking to one another in Portuguese—but somehow he could understand each and every word.


But the most startling thing was what Vilma had said.


“Eu acho que ele é un tesâo.”


She said he was cute.


Vilma Santiago thought he was cute!





CHAPTER TWO


At the back of the West Lynn Veterinary Hospital, where Aaron worked after school, a greyhound named Hunter sniffed a patch of yellowed grass with great interest.


“Someone you know?” Aaron asked the brindle-colored dog as he reached out to affectionately scratch him just above his long, whiplike tail.


The dog slowly turned his long neck and wagged his tail in response, before another scent hidden elsewhere in the grass diverted his attention.


Aaron glanced at his watch. It was a little after eight thirty, and he was exhausted. He was hoping that Hunter, who had been constipated since undergoing a procedure to remove a tennis ball from his large intestine, would finally get around to doing his thing so Aaron could go home, have something to eat, and do some schoolwork before passing out.


The dog pulled him into a patch of shadow, nose practically pressed to the ground, turned in a circle and finally did his business.


“Happy birthday to me,” Aaron muttered, looking up into the twilight sky. “Somebody up there must like me.”


He dragged the greyhound back to the animal hospital, his mind reviewing the strangeness of the day. The business at his locker with Vilma and her friends crept back into his consciousness, and he felt a queasy sensation blossom in the pit of his stomach.


Had he been mistaken? he wondered as he pulled open the door. Had they suddenly switched to English from Portuguese? No, he thought, no, I was definitely hearing Portuguese—and understanding it. But how is that possible?


Hunter pranced into the cheerfully decorated lobby, his toenails happily clicking on the slick tile floor like tap shoes, excited to see Michelle, the veterinary assistant, standing there.


“So,” she asked the big dog, hands on her hips, “did we have success?”


She stroked the dog’s pointy snout and rubbed at his ears. The dog was in heaven as it pressed itself against her and gazed up lovingly.


“Well?” she asked again.


Aaron realized she was no longer speaking to the dog, and emerged from his thoughts.


“Sorry,” he said. “Yes, the mission was a complete and total success. We’ll probably need some heavy construction equipment to clean up after him, but he did what he had to do.”


Michelle wrinkled her nose as she went around the corner of the reception desk. “Yuck. Remind me not to go out back for a while.” She pulled a folder from a wall rack behind her and opened it. “I’ll make a note for Dr. Kris, and our long-legged friend should be sprung tomorrow.”


Aaron barely heard the girl, who was as close to a friend as he’d ever had. He was again lost in his thoughts about the impossibility of what had happened at school. There had to be a rational explanation. Maybe it had something to do with his headache.


“Earth to Corbet,” he heard the girl say. Her hands covered her mouth to make it sound as though her voice were coming over a loudspeaker. “This is mission control, over. It appears that one of our astronauts is missing.”


Aaron smiled and shook his head. “Sorry. It’s been a long day and I’m wiped.”


She smiled back and returned the folder to the rack on the wall. “It’s cool. Just bustin’ yuh,” she said, pulling her colorfully dyed, shoulder-length hair away from her face. “Bad day at school or what?”


The two had started working at the clinic around the same time and got along quite well. Michelle had said that he reminded her of a boyfriend she’d once had: tall, dark, and brooding, the first of many to break her heart. She was older than he by five years, and explained often that her high school days were some of her most painful, so she fancied herself an expert on teen angst.


“You remember how it was, old lady,” he said with a laugh that she reciprocated. “Let me get Hunter back into his cage so we can get out of here.”


He hauled the greyhound out from around the counter, where he had been sniffing around a wastepaper basket, and toward the doors to the kennels in the back.


“Hey, Aaron,” Michelle called after him.


He turned. “What do you want now?”


For a moment she seemed to be studying him. “You sure you’re okay? Anything you want to talk about?”


The idea of sharing the bizarreness of his day was tempting, but he decided against it. The last thing he needed was Michelle thinking that not only was he “dark and brooding,” but the equally appealing “psychotic” as well.


“I’m fine, really,” he assured her. “Just tired is all.”


He pushed through the door and led the greyhound to the kennel. It was a large room filled with cages of all sizes, big cages for the larger breeds and tiny cages for what Dr. Bufman lovingly referred to as the rat dogs. Aaron returned Hunter to his current accommodations, said hello to the other dogs, then went to the staff area where he kept his things. He removed the blue work shirt he wore over his T-shirt, and hung it on a hanger.


He was so tired he felt as though he were moving in slow motion. Is this what it’s like to get old? Just imagine what it’ll feel like to be thirty, he thought. He slung his bookbag over his shoulder and forced himself back through the kennel toward the lobby door, looking at his watch again. It was a quarter to nine. If he made it home by nine, had a quick bite and did the bare minimum on his assignments, maybe he could be in bed by ten thirty. Sleep: It sounded like a plan.


The image of a dark-skinned boy being viciously torn apart by angels appeared before his eyes, and he jumped, startled by the sudden flash of recollection.


Maybe I’ll just skip the homework and get right to bed, he thought, a bit unnerved by the dream flashback. Give the brain a chance to rest.


He reached the lobby and as he rounded the reception desk, noticed a woman standing there with a German shepherd puppy at her heels. Michelle had a file in her hand and looked at him. From the expression on her face he had no doubt she was annoyed.


“This is Mrs. Dexter,” she said, hitting the edge of the folder on the open palm of her hand. “Sheba is being spayed first thing in the morning. Mrs. Dexter was supposed to bring Sheba earlier but forgot.”


Aaron closed his eyes for a moment and sighed. He could see his hopes of getting to bed at a reasonable time slipping away.


“I’m so sorry,” Mrs. Dexter began. “I completely lost track of time and …” The dog had begun to sniff around the floor, straining against her leash, practically pulling the woman off balance.


Aaron stopped listening to the woman’s excuses and set his bag down on the floor. He reached across the desk and took the folder from Michelle.


“You get out of here. I’ll take care of this,” he said.


“Are you sure?” Michelle asked, already taking her purse from the back of a chair. “I could stay a little longer but I’ve got this thing tonight and …”


Aaron shook his head. “I got it. Get out of here. You can owe me.”


Michelle smiled briefly and moved around the counter. “Thanks, Aaron. Everything you need should be right there. Have a good night.”


He waved as she went out the door, then returned his attention to the open folder. “Okay,” he said, removing some papers from inside. “Fill these out for me, please.”


Mrs. Dexter took the forms. She let go of the leash and let her dog explore the open lobby. “I’m really sorry about this,” she said as she removed a pair of glasses from her purse and put them on. “I was hoping there’d still be someone here.” She began to fill out the first form. “Lucky you, huh?”


Sheba approached him cautiously, tail wagging, ears back.


“Lucky me,” he agreed as he held out his hand for the young dog to sniff. She licked it and he began to pat her.


It took twenty minutes for Mrs. Dexter to complete the appropriate paperwork and be on her way.


“Sheba will be fine,” he reassured the teary-eyed owner as he opened the door to let her out. “The doctor will do her surgery first thing in the morning. You can call around noontime to find out how she did and when she can go home.”


The woman squatted in the doorway and gave her dog a last hug and a kiss on the head.


“Thanks for everything,” she said as she stood. “I’m sorry for keeping you so late.”


Aaron felt a twinge of guilt. It was hard to be annoyed with anyone who showed so much love for a pet.


Sheba began to whine as she watched her master getting into the minivan without her.


“It’s all right, girl,” Aaron said as he gently tugged on the leash. “Let’s get you set up for the night. We’ve got some lovely accommodations, and you certainly won’t be lonely.”


He led her through to the kennel. The smells of the other dogs must have been overwhelming, for she tucked her tail between her trembling legs and backed up against him.


“It’s okay,” he assured her—just as all hell broke loose.
 

Every dog in the kennel began to go wild, barking crazily, lunging at the doors to their cages, digging furiously with their paws.


Sheba backed up even farther. She looked up at him nervously and then back to the misbehaving canines, as if to say, “What the hell’s wrong with them?” He had no idea. He’d never seen them act like this. Maybe Sheba had gone into heat early, or perhaps shared a home with a more aggressive dog and the others were picking up its scent on her. She began to whimper pathetically and he reached down to stroke her head.


The barking didn’t stop, in fact it intensified, and he felt his anger begin to rise. This was all he needed. He was already later than he expected, and now the whole place was going nuts. What am I going to do? he asked himself. I certainly can’t cage up this poor dog with the others acting like … like a bunch of animals.


“Quiet,” he yelled.


They continued their frenzy. Some of the upper cages had actually begun to rock back and forth from the insane activity within.


Sheba was cowering by the door, desperate to leave. He didn’t blame her in the least.


“Quiet,” Aaron tried again, voice louder and full of authority.


The shepherd pup started to scratch at the door, digging deep gouges in the wood. He grabbed her by the collar to pull her away from it. The frightened dog began to urinate on the floor—the floor he had already mopped as one of his final duties of the evening.


Aaron’s head began to throb with the insane baying; the odor of urine wafting through the air made his stomach roil. He couldn’t stand it anymore.


“Quiet, or I’ll have you all put to sleep!” he shrieked, his enraged voice reverberating off the walls of the white-tiled room.


The room went completely silent. Each and every dog suddenly calm, as if frightened by his words.


As if they had understood what he had said.


It was close to eleven by the time he finally stepped through the door of his home. Aaron removed his key from the lock and gently closed the front door behind him.


He stopped in the hallway, closed his eyes, and breathed in deeply, wallowing in the quiet. He could actually feel his body beginning to shut down.


The dogs had given him no further trouble after his emotional outburst. There wasn’t so much as a whimper as he got Sheba settled in and mopped up her accident. They must have sensed that he meant business. Still, it was kind of strange, how they reacted. Then again, what did he expect after the kind of day he’d had.


Aaron trudged toward the kitchen. He was disappointed that Gabriel wasn’t around to greet him, but figured the dog had probably gone up to bed when his foster parents put Stevie down for the night. The dog kept a very cautious eye on the autistic child, as if knowing he was special and needed to be looked after.


The light was on over the stove and a small piece of note-paper was held to the metal hood by a magnet in the shape of a cat’s head. The note from his foster mother told him that everyone had gone to bed, and that his supper was in the oven. The note also mentioned a little surprise for him in the dining room. That made him smile.


Using a potholder, he removed the foil-wrapped plate from the oven and proceeded into the dining room. As he sat down he noticed a blue envelope leaning against a chocolate cupcake with a candle stuck in it. He picked up the card, wondering if he was supposed to light the candle and sing “Happy Birthday” to himself. He doubted he had the energy.


The card depicted a young man’s dresser covered in trophies for various sporting events, and said, “For a winning son.” He opened the card and read something schmaltzy about the perfect boy growing into a man and rolled his eyes. Every year Lori bought the most sappy card she could find. He did the same for her birthday and Mother’s Day. There was also a crisp new fifty-dollar bill stuck inside. Aaron sighed. He knew his foster parents couldn’t afford this, but also knew it would be pointless to try to give it back. He’d tried before and they always insisted he keep it to buy himself something special.


He finished his dinner of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and peas and was rinsing the dishes while mentally wrestling with the idea of what he was going to do next. Most of him just wanted to go to sleep, but the more studious part of him thought it best to at least attempt some homework.


Slowly he climbed the stairs to bed, leaning heavily on the rail, and popping the last of the cupcake into his mouth, his tired self busily shoving that academic part of his persona into a burlap sack. The door to Stevie’s room at the top of the stairwell was ajar, and the light from a Barney nightlight streamed into the hall. He quietly stuck his head into the room to check on the child. Gabriel lay at the foot of the bed and began to wag his tail wildly when he saw Aaron. He crept carefully into the room and gave the dog’s head a good rubbing.


Stevie moaned softly, deep in sleep, and Aaron pulled the covers up beneath his chin. He watched him for a moment, then gently touched the child’s cheek before turning to leave.


At the door, he motioned with his head for Gabriel to follow. It was pretty much the same routine every evening. The dog would go to bed with Stevie, but once the child was asleep, he’d join Aaron for the night.


The big dog jumped down from the bed with a minimum of noise and headed down the hall. Watching Gabriel, Aaron fondly recalled when he had first seen the dog, tied up in a yard on Mal Street, his light yellow—almost white—coat of puppy fur covered with grease and mud. He was so tiny then, nothing like the moose he was today.


As he approached his own room, Aaron could hear the soft sounds of a television news broadcast coming from his parents’ room across the hall. A timer would turn the television off at midnight. Talk about routine, Tom and Lori had been going to bed early and falling asleep in front of the news for as long as he could remember.


The door to his room was closed and he pushed it open, letting Gabriel in first. The dog hopped up onto the bed and stared at him with dark, vibrant eyes. His bright pink tongue lolled as he panted and his tail swung happily.


Aaron smiled as he closed the door. When he first brought the dog home, he was so small that he couldn’t even get onto the bed without help. Now he couldn’t keep the beast off it. He often wondered what fate would have befallen the puppy if he hadn’t stolen him from the Mal Street yard under the cover of darkness. Rumors were that the rundown tenement housed members of one of Lynn’s street gangs, that they stole dogs and used them to train their pit bulls for fighting. With his first gaze into Gabriel’s soulful eyes, Aaron knew there was no way he could ever let anything bad happen to the dog. The two had been inseparable since.


Aaron kicked off his sneakers and practically fell on the bed. Never had he felt anything more glorious. His lids, heavy with fatigue, gradually began to close, and he could already feel his body prepare for sleep.


The dog still stood over him, his heavy panting gently rocking the bed like one of those coin-operated, sleazy motel, magic-finger beds seen in movies.


“What’s up, Gabe?” he asked, refusing to open his eyes.


The dog bounded from the bed in response and began to root around the room. Aaron moaned. He knew what that meant. The dog was looking for a toy.


He prayed to the god of dog toys that Gabriel’s search would come up empty but the ancient deity of cheap rubber and squeakers seldom heard his pleas. The eighty-pound dog leaped back up on the bed. Even though his eyes were shut, Aaron knew that Gabriel loomed above him with something in his mouth.


“What do you want, Gabriel?” he asked groggily, knowing full well what the dog’s response would be.


It was no surprise when he felt a tennis ball thump onto his chest.


What was a surprise was when the dog answered his question.


“Want to play ball now,” Gabriel declared in a very clear and precise voice.


Aaron opened his eyes and gazed up into the grinning face of the animal. There was no doubt now. The day’s descent into madness was complete. He was, in fact, losing his mind.





CHAPTER THREE


Dr. Jonas seemed genuinely pleased to see him. “You’re not someone I’d expect to see waiting out front at eight thirty on a Friday morning, Aaron,” the burly man said as he walked behind his desk, removed his tweed sports jacket, and hung it on a wooden coatrack stuck in the corner.


“How long has it been?” the psychiatrist asked, smiling warmly as he began to open the paper bag he’d carried in.


Aaron stood before the chair stationed in front of the doctor’s desk. He glanced casually about the office. Little had changed since his last visit. Cream-colored walls, a framed Monet print bought in the gift shop of the Museum of Fine Arts—in a strange kind of way it felt comforting.


Dr. Michael Jonas had been his counselor after his placement with the Stanleys, and had done him a world of good. It was with his help that Aaron had learned to accept and cope with many of the curves life had seen fit to throw at him. The man had become a good friend and at the moment, Aaron was feeling a little guilty for not making more of an effort to keep in touch.


“I don’t know, five years maybe?” he responded.


Jonas shook his shaggy head, smiling through his thick salt-and-pepper beard. “That long?” he mused as he removed a banana and a small bottle of orange juice from the bag. “Doesn’t seem it, does it? But again, once you hit forty, the dinosaurs don’t seem all that long ago.” Jonas laughed at his own joke and sat down in the high-backed leather chair behind the sprawling oak desk. He grabbed the banana and juice and held them up to Aaron. “Do you want to share my breakfast? I’m sure I could find a fairly clean mug around here somewhere.”


Aaron politely declined as he sat facing the doctor.


“Suit yourself,” Jonas said. He twisted the metal cap off the juice and took a large gulp. “If you don’t want breakfast, you must’ve skipped school for some other reason. What’s going on, Aaron? What can I do for you?”


Aaron took in a deep breath and let it escape slowly, gathering his wits so as not to spew out the events of the past twenty-four hours in an incoherent babble. How exactly do you explain that you can suddenly understand foreign languages—and, oh yes, your dog has started to speak to you?


“You okay?” Jonas asked, starting to peel his banana. The man was smiling, but there was definitely a touch of concern in his tone.


Aaron shifted nervously in his seat. “I don’t know,” he answered with uncertainty.


“Why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you.” Jonas broke off the top of the banana and popped the fruit into his waiting maw.


Aaron gripped the armrests tightly, sat back, and began to explain. “I’m not exactly sure what’s happening … but I think I might be having some kind of breakdown.”


The doctor took another swig of juice. “I doubt that very much,” he said, “but if you want to explain, I’m all ears.”


Aaron was very careful as he talked about what had happened at school the previous day, at the lockers with Vilma and her friends. He was sure to include that he had been experiencing a very bad headache just before he was suddenly able to understand their Portuguese. He decided to stop there, not yet wanting to broach the incident involving Gabriel.


Aaron had been staring at his sneakers through most of his explanation, and gradually looked up to meet Jonas’s gaze as the psychiatrist finished the last of his banana.


“It’s all right,” Aaron said, again looking down at his feet. “If you want to call and get me a room up at Danvers State, I’ll understand.”


Jonas continued to chew as he picked up the fruit peel and threw it inside the empty paper bag. “This is interesting, Aaron,” he said after swallowing. He wheeled his chair over to the side of his desk and tossed the bag into the trash barrel. “Very interesting.”


“And I think … no, I know I could speak it if I had to,” Aaron added, “and … and it’s not just Portuguese.” He thought of the conversations he’d had with his dog since last night. “Definitely not just Portuguese.”


The doctor drank some more juice. “Let me get this straight,” he said as he wiped the excess from his beard. “You had a headache and now you can understand and possibly speak foreign languages. A skill you’ve never had before. Is that what you’re telling me?”


Aaron felt a flush of embarrassment bloom across his cheeks and leaned forward in his chair, studying his shoes. “I know it sounds really stupid but …”


“It doesn’t sound stupid,” Dr. Jonas said, “but it does sound a little weird. Do you have any other symptoms?”


Aaron looked up. “No. Do you think it has anything to do with my headache?”


The doctor had been smiling, but his smile gradually began to fade as Aaron spoke.


“Is … is there something wrong?” he asked.


Jonas reached over to a pile of papers at the corner of his desk and removed a yellow legal pad. “You understood what I just said to you?” he asked, picking up a pen and writing something on the pad.


Aaron nodded. “Sure, why?”


“What exactly did I say?”


Aaron thought for a minute. “You said that what I was saying wasn’t stupid, although it was weird and did I have any other symptoms.”


Jonas stroked his beard. “I was speaking to you in Spanish, Aaron.”


Aaron squirmed nervously in his chair. “But … but I don’t know Spanish.”


“You’ve never taken it in school?” Jonas asked. “Or had friends who spoke it?”


Aaron shook his head. “The only language I ever took in school was French, and I never got a grade higher than a C.”


Jonas nodded and began to write again. Finished, he set his pen down on the pad and looked up. “Describe your headache to me, Aaron—but do it in Spanish.”


Aaron rubbed at his temple. “In Spanish?” He smiled uneasily. “All right, here goes.” Aaron opened his mouth and began to speak. “It was like somebody was sticking a knife into my head.” He touched the top of his head. “Right here. Like somebody put it through my skull into my brain. I’ve never had a headache like it, I can tell you that.”


He stopped, and a lopsided grin crept across his features. “How was that?” he asked, returning to English.


The doctor was shaking his head in disbelief. “Impressive,” he said, failing to keep his growing interest in check.


Aaron leaned forward, eager to know why this was happening to him. “So you don’t think I’m crazy or anything? You believe me, Doc?”


The desk chair creaked in protest as the doctor leaned back. He held the pen in one hand and was tapping it against the palm of the other. “I believe you. I just don’t know what to make of it,” he said thoughtfully. “Let’s see…”


Aaron watched as the big man wheeled his chair over to a bookcase against the wall on the other side of his desk. He disappeared as he bent down to take something from the bottom shelf. When he came up, he laid a large text on top of the desk. Aaron could not see what its subject was, and waited nervously as the doctor thumbed through the pages.


“If you … can tell me … what I’m saying to you … right now,” he said, struggling with the complexity of the words he pulled from the book, “I’ll have no choice … but … to believe … the incredible.” Jonas looked up from the text and stared with eager eyes.


“I understood you perfectly,” Aaron said. “It was Latin, right?”


The doctor slowly nodded, looking stunned.


“It looks as though we’re both going to have to start to believe in the incredible,” Aaron said.


Jonas’s expression was that of a man who had just been witness to a miracle. His eyes bulged as he slowly closed the Latin text. “Aaron, I … I don’t know what to say.”


Aaron was growing a bit nervous. The doctor was staring at him, and he felt like a bug beneath a microscope. “Why do you think it happened?” he asked, to break the sudden silence. “How? …”


Jonas was shaking his head again as he combed his large fingers through his graying beard. “I have no idea, but the fact that you had such a powerful headache before this talent manifested suggests that the how is likely neurological.”


“Neurological?” Aaron questioned, suddenly concerned. “Like there’s something wrong with my brain—like a tumor or something?”


The psychiatrist leaned forward in his chair again. “Not necessarily,” he said, stressing the words with his large hands. “I’ve heard stories of neurological disorders that caused individuals to gain unique abilities.”


“Like understanding and speaking foreign languages?” Aaron suggested.


Jonas nodded. “Exactly. The case I’m thinking of involved a man from Michigan, I believe. After suffering severe head trauma in a skating accident, he found himself able to calculate the most complex math problems in his head. He hadn’t even finished high school, never mind classes in mathematical theory.”


“So you think that something like that might have happened to me?” Aaron asked the psychiatrist.


The doctor pondered the possibility. “Maybe something happened inside your brain that’s caused this unique capability to develop.”


Jonas grabbed his pen again and furiously began to take notes. “I have a friend over at Mass General, a neurologist. We could talk to him—after we’ve done some testing of our own of course and—”


The sudden rapping at the office door made Aaron jump.


The doctor pulled up his sleeve and glanced at his watch. “Damn it,” he said with a hiss. “My nine thirty must be here.”


Aaron’s heart still pounded in his chest from the sudden scare. He watched Dr. Jonas step out from behind his desk and move toward the door.


“Excuse me for a moment, Aaron,” he said as he opened the door and stepped into the lobby.


Alone, Aaron’s mind began to race. What if there is something wrong with me—something wrong with my brain? He began to bite at his thumbnail. Maybe it would be wise to make an appointment with the family physician just in case.


He thought about missing another day of school and felt himself begin to panic. This business couldn’t be coming at a worse time. He’d be hearing from colleges shortly and needed his grades to reflect how serious he was about getting into the schools of his choice. He wondered if colleges looked at the number of absences before making their acceptance decisions.


The door opened. “Sorry about that, kid,” he said, moving behind his desk. “Listen, I’m booked solid for the entire day, but why don’t you come by tomorrow and see me. How would that be?”


Aaron stood. “It’s Saturday. Is that all right?”


Jonas nodded. “Sure, I was going to be in tomorrow anyway. Why don’t you stop by—say early afternoon? We can do a few more tests before I give my buddy at Mass General a ring.”


Aaron agreed with a slight nod and walked to the door. “Thanks for seeing me this morning, Doc,” he said, a hand on the doorknob. “I’m sorry it’s been so long.”


Dr. Jonas was removing a file from inside a cabinet beside his desk. “No problem, Aaron,” he said as he opened the file. “It was good to see you.”


Aaron had opened the door and was about to leave when Jonas spoke again to him, bringing him back into the office. The man was standing, looking calm and confident.


“Relax,” the psychiatrist said. “We’ll work this out, I promise. See you tomorrow.”


As he stepped out into the morning sunshine, Aaron could not shake the gnawing feeling that something was suddenly not right with his world.


Something over which he had no control.


* * *


Aaron crossed the street and stepped over the low, dark green, pipe fence that encircled Lynn Common.


He’d arrived early to his former psychiatrist’s office, so he had parked on the other side of the common and waited there. He’d always enjoyed this place, with its oak trees and unkept grass. Even though it was a bit rundown, it still had its charms. Besides the beach, it was one of his favorite places to walk Gabriel when the fickle New England weather cooperated.


He walked across the expanse of green trying to clear his head. As he reached the middle of the open area, he remembered an odd bit of Lynn trivia: the common had been built in the shape of a shoe. The voice of his junior high history teacher, Mr. Frost, droned on in his brain about the history of the city.


Settled in 1629, Lynn ultimately became a major producer of shoes. Though the construction of the common was first begun in 1630, the present-day sections were shaped into the approximate proportions of a shoe during the nineteenth century, the larger area being the sole, and the smaller, the heel. At that moment, Aaron was inside the sole.


He’d always wanted to take a helicopter ride over the city to verify that the common was indeed in the shape of a shoe. Mr. Frost had talked about a book at the library that contained an aerial shot of the common. Since he had planned to finish out the day at the library anyway, perhaps he’d take the time to look it up, he thought as he continued on a path to his car.


Aaron suddenly shuddered, as if someone had just slipped an ice cube along his spine. The strange feeling that he was being watched rolled over him in waves, and he stopped to look around.


He glanced at the ancient bandstand squatting in the center of the sole. The shabby structure was once used for summer band concerts, but was now more of a hangout for kids skipping school or people passing time between unemployment checks. Today it was empty.


He continued to look about, and there, just where the heel began, he could make out a figure standing over one of the “Keep Lynn Beautiful” trash barrels. There was a shopping cart parked near the man. Probably collecting cans for the deposit money, Aaron thought as he continued on his way, studying the lone figure in the distance. Yes, he was sure of it. The man was staring at him. Aaron could actually feel his gaze upon him.


“Probably deciding whether he should run over and hit me up for change,” he muttered beneath his breath as he reached the other side of the common.


Aaron stepped over the low fence. His metallic blue, ’02 Toyota Corolla was parked directly across the street, and he waited for an opportunity to cross. As he fished his keys from his pocket he thought about what he would do for the rest of the day. He had skipped school, but it didn’t mean that he was going to shirk all his academic responsibilities. He’d spend the afternoon in the library beginning his research for Ms. Mulholland’s senior English paper, a paper required for graduation. He hoped a look around the library would help him decide on a topic. Ideas danced around in his head: the duality of good and evil in the works of Edgar Allan Poe, Herman Melville and religious symbolism, Shakespeare’s use of—


The hair at the back of his neck suddenly stood on end. His senses screamed. Someone was behind him.


Aaron whirled around and came face to face with the man he’d seen at the barrel far across the common. The old man was dressed in a filthy overcoat, pants worn at the knees, and sneakers. The faint smell of body odor and alcohol wafted off him, and Aaron almost gagged on the unpleasant stench.


He was taken aback, not sure of what to do as the man began to lean toward him. What the hell is he doing?


The man appeared to be smelling him. He moved in close to Aaron and sniffed at his face, his hair, his chest, and then he stepped back. He nodded, as if in response to a question to which only he was privy.


“Can … can I help you with something?” Aaron stammered.


The man responded, speaking in a language Aaron had never heard before, a language he somehow sensed had not been uttered by anyone in a very long time.


“Can you understand the tongue of the messenger, boy?” asked the old man in the arcane dialect.


Aaron answered in kind. “Yes,” he said, the strange words feeling incredibly odd as they rolled off his tongue. “I can understand you … but I don’t understand the question.”


The old man continued to stare, his gaze even more intense. Aaron could have sworn that he saw what appeared to be a single flame dancing in the center of each ancient eye, but knew that it was probably just a trick of the light.


“You answer my question as you speak,” the man responded, still using the bizarre-sounding language, “and what you are becomes obvious to me.”


“What … what I am?” Aaron asked. “I don’t understand what …”


The strange old man shuffled closer. “Nephi lim,” he whispered as he raised a dirty hand to point. “You are Nephilim.”


The word reverberated through Aaron’s skull and a sudden panic gripped him. He had to get away. He had to get away from this strange old man, from that word. He had to get away as fast as he could.


“I really have to be going,” he muttered as he slipped his key into the lock and hauled open the car door.


Aaron got inside his car and locked it. He couldn’t remember a time when the need to run was so strong. He put the key into the ignition and turned the engine over. As he put the car in drive, he chanced a look at the old man. He was still standing there, staring in at him with those intense eyes.


Aaron turned away and pulled out into traffic. He glanced in the rearview mirror at the old man receding in the distance. He continued to stand there, watching him drive away, mouth moving, repeating a single word. Aaron knew what he was saying.


The old man was saying “Nephilim,” over and over again.


Nephilim.


Aaron splashed cold water on his face and stared at his dripping features in the water-speckled mirror of the Lynn Public Library’s restroom.


What the hell is going on? he thought, studying his reflection. What’s happening to me?


There was fear in the face that looked back from the mirror. What was that with the old man? he wondered for the thousandth time. What did he mean by the language of messengers—and what’s a Nephilim? His thoughts raced feverishly.


He pulled some paper towels from the dispenser on the wall and wiped the water from his face. As he reached to the side of the sink for the restroom key, attached to an unusually large piece of wood, he noticed that his hand was shaking. Aaron snatched up the key and clenched the wood tightly in his grasp.


“Gotta calm down,” he told himself in a whisper. “The old guy was just crazy, probably done the exact same routine to ten other people today. What are you getting so worked up over? You know this city is loaded with kooks.”


There was a gentle knock at the bathroom door. He took a deep breath, composed himself, and opened the door. An old man was standing there with a coat slung over his arm.


“You done in there?” he asked with a nervous smile.


Aaron did the best that he could to return the pleasantries as he stepped out of the restroom. “Yeah, sorry I took so long,” he said as he handed the old-timer the block of wood with the key attached.


“No problem,” the old man said as he took the key and moved into the bathroom. “Just wanted to make sure you didn’t fall in.”


Aaron turned as the door closed and saw that the man was chuckling. He didn’t much feel like it, but found himself laughing at the man’s good-natured dig anyway. “Wouldn’t that have been the icing on the cake if I had,” he said to himself as he climbed the white marble steps from the basement to the first floor.


He found an empty table far in the corner of one of the reading rooms and slung his jacket over the back of a chair. He wasn’t sure how much he’d be able to accomplish now, but at least he had to make an attempt. Besides, he needed something to distract him from the bizarreness that seemed to be following him of late. He had brought a notebook in with him and removed a pen from its front pocket.


He settled in and spent hours perusing books on a number of different authors and literary subjects, searching for something that piqued his interest enough for a research paper. He’d pretty much made up his mind to go with the topic of good and evil’s duality in the works of Poe, when he realized that he had zoned out, and had been doodling in the border of his notepad, writing something over and over with a variety of spellings.


Nefellum. Nefilem. Nifillim. Nephilem. Nephilim.


Aaron tore out the page and stared at it. What does it mean? Why can’t I just forget about it? he wondered, reviewing each of the spellings.


He got up from his chair and headed toward the computer room, which was crowded, so he continued into the reference area of the library. The first book that he pulled from the shelves was a Webster’s New World College Dictionary. He placed the large book down onto a table and began to look for the word, trying all the incarnations he had written. He found nothing.


Maybe it doesn’t mean a thing, he thought as he returned the dictionary to where he had found it. Maybe it’s just a nonsense word made up by a crazy person, and I’m equally nuts for giving it this much attention.


Aaron decided that he had already wasted enough time and energy on the old man’s rants, and headed back to his table to begin an outline for his paper. If anything could be salvaged from this train wreck of a day, at least he could get a head start on that.


He crumpled up the piece of paper in his hand and headed back to the reading room.


But the word continued to jump around in his head, as if it had a life of its own and was taunting him. Nephilim.


Aaron casually glanced into the library’s computer room again as he passed. This time a computer was free.


Seizing the opportunity to satisfy his curiosity, he walked in and sat down at one of the computers. This would be it, the mystery word’s last chance to mean something. If he didn’t find it here, he would purge it from his mind forever and never think of it again. He signed in with the library’s password and called up a search engine. The screen appeared and, choosing one of the varied spellings, he typed in the mystery word. He hit the Enter key and held his breath. The page cleared and then some information appeared.


“Do you mean Nephilim?” asked the message that appeared on top of the new page.


He maneuvered the mouse and brought the arrow over to the revised spelling, clicked once and waited as the new pages loaded.


Aaron was startled to see how many sites appeared with some kind of connection to the word. So much for it being nonsense, he thought as he scrolled down the page, reading a bit about each of the sites. There were multiple sites about a rock group, some about a role-playing game, all using the name Nephilim, but none gave a meaning.


A site that specialized in religious mythologies finally caught his attention. Is that it? he wondered, as the page began to upload. Does it have something to do with religion? In that case, it was no wonder he had no familiarity with it. He’d never been much of a religious person, and neither had the Stanleys.


The site appeared to be a who’s who of people, places, and things from the Bible, and the first thing he saw was a definition that he eagerly read.


The biblical term NEPHILIM, which in Hebrew means “the fallen ones” or “those who fell,” refers to the offspring of angels and mortal women mentioned in Genesis 6: 1–4. A fuller account is preserved in the apocryphal Book of Enoch, which recounts how a group of angels left heaven to mate with women, and taught humanity such heinous skills as the art of war.


Aaron sat back in his chair, stunned. Off spring of angels and mortal women, he read again. “What the hell does that have to do with me?” he muttered, moving closer to the computer screen.


Somebody coughed behind him, and he turned to see four people waiting in the doorway of the computer room. A heavyset kid with a bad case of acne, wearing an X-Men T-shirt, tapped the face of his Timex watch and glared at him.


Aaron looked back to the screen and quickly read a bit more before closing the site and signing out. He removed his pen from his pocket and on the wrinkled piece of paper where he had written his various attempts at the mystery word, he crossed out the incorrect spellings leaving only the correct one.


Nephilim.


Sighing heavily, he returned to his seat and his books in the other room. He sat down with every intention of working on his paper, but found that he could not concentrate, his thoughts stalled on the story of human women having babies with angels. A shiver of unease ran up and down his spine as he chillingly recalled the subject of his recurring dream. Again he saw the boy attacked by the winged creatures dressed in golden armor. It was too much of a coincidence to ignore.


He got to his feet and snatched up the notepad from the table. He had to find out more. It was as if something was compelling him to dig deeper. Maybe there’s some way I can maneuver this into a research subject, he mused.


Aaron used another computer in the lobby of the building to search the library’s inventory, and found that most of what he was looking for was kept in a separate room off the reference area.


He wrote the titles down on his notepad and began his search. In a book called The Lost Books of Eden, Aaron learned more about the Book of Enoch. It was an apochryphal book of the Old Testament, written in Hebrew about a century before the birth of Christ. The original version was lost near the end of the fourth century, and only fragments remained until Bruce the Traveler brought back a copy from Abyssinia in 1773, probably made from a version known to the early Greek fathers.


What followed were some passages from the ancient text of Enoch, and what Aaron read summed up all that he had learned so far:


… that there were angels who consented to fall from heaven that they might have intercourse with the daughters of the earth. For in those days the sons of men having multiplied, there were born to them daughters of great beauty. And when the angels, or sons of heaven, beheld them, they were filled with desire; wherefore they said to one another: “Come let us choose wives from among the race of man, and let us beget children.”


Aaron was amazed. He’d never heard of such a thing. His knowledge of angels was limited to what was often found on holiday cards or at the tops of Christmas trees—beautiful women in flowing, white gowns, or children with tiny wings, and halos perched on their heads.


Fascinated, he was reaching for the list of books he’d yet to examine when again he was overcome with the feeling of being observed. He quickly turned in his chair, half expecting to see the crazy old man pointing his gnarly finger and calling him Nephilim over and over again—but was shocked to see Vilma Santiago.


The girl gave him the sweetest of smiles and meekly came into the room. “I thought that was you,” she said with only the slightest hint of an accent.


“Yep, it’s me,” he said nervously as he stood up from his chair. “I’m just doing some, y’know, research and stuff for Ms. Mulholland’s research paper and…”


Vilma looked at him strangely and he stopped talking, afraid that his nose had started to run, or something equally gross and embarrassing had happened.


“Is … is something wrong?” he asked, tempted to reach up and quickly rub his nose.


The girl shook her head and grinned from ear to ear. “No, nothing is wrong,” she said happily. “I just didn’t know that you could speak Portuguese.”


He was confused at first, wondering how she could have known about his sudden power, when he realized what he had done.


“Was I … was I just speaking to you in Portuguese?”


She giggled and covered her mouth with a delicate hand. “Yes, yes, you were, and quite well, I might add. Where did you learn it?”


He had no idea how to answer. Aaron shrugged his shoulders. “Just picked it up, I guess. I’m pretty good with languages.”


Vilma nodded. “Yes, you are.”


There was a moment of uncomfortable silence, and then she looked down at the table and the books he was reading.


“That’s just some stuff I’m looking through to get ideas. I haven’t decided yet, but I might …”


She picked up a book called Angels: From A to Z and began to thumb through it. “I love this one,” she said as she flipped the pages. “Everything you could want to know about angels and even a section at the back of the book that lists movies about angels.” She looked up from the open book in her hands and squinted her eyes in deep thought. “I really think this one might be my favorite.”


Vilma placed the book back onto the table and began to rummage through the other volumes. “I love anything to do with angels.” She reached into her shirt and removed something delicate on the end of a gold chain. “Look at this.”


Aaron looked closer to see that it was an angel. “That’s really pretty,” he said, looking from the golden angel to her. At the moment, the necklace wasn’t the only thing he found pretty.


“Thanks,” she said, putting the jewelry back inside her shirt. “I just love them, they make me feel safe—y’know?”


Aaron could have been knocked over with a feather— angel or otherwise. He just stood there and smiled as he watched the girl go through the books he had pulled from the shelves. It must have been some weird form of synchronicity, he imagined. What are the odds? It boggled his already addled brain.


“Is this what you are planning to do your paper on?” Vilma asked excitedly, interrupting his thoughts.


“I don’t know … yeah, maybe,” he stammered, unsure of his answer. “Yeah, maybe I will. Seems like it might be really interesting.”


She beamed as she began to talk about the topic. “It’s fascinating. When I was little and lived in Brazil, my auntie would tell me stories of how the angels would visit the villages in the jungles disguised as travelers and …”


Vilma suddenly stopped her story and looked away from him. “I’m sorry for babbling, it’s just that I find it so very interesting, and to get a chance to talk about it with somebody else, well, I really enjoy it is all.”


She seemed embarrassed, going suddenly quiet as she pulled at the sleeves of her denim jacket.


“It’s all right, really,” Aaron said with a smile that he hoped wasn’t too goofy. He snatched his notepad off the table. “Maybe, if you’re not too busy, you could help me with my research.”


Her eyes grew wide in excitement.


“The stories from Brazil, the ones your aunt told you?


They would probably be really cool to talk about in the paper, if you didn’t mind helping me.”


He couldn’t believe what he was doing. Vilma Santiago, the hottest girl in the Lynn public schools, and he was asking her to help him with his research paper. What an absolute idiot, he berated himself.


“That would be really fun,” she said, nodding her head in agreement. “I even have some other books you could use.”


Aaron was in complete and utter shock. The girl of his dreams had agreed to help him with his paper, and actually seemed to be excited about doing it. He had no idea what to say next, afraid that if he opened his mouth to speak, something completely stupid would spill out and he’d ruin everything.


Vilma was silent also, nervously looking at the books on the table then back to him. She glanced at her watch.


“Well, I have to catch the bus,” the girl said, walking toward the doorway. “Maybe we can talk some more about your paper in school Monday—you will be in school Monday, won’t you?” She smirked.


He couldn’t believe it. She actually noticed that he was absent today. Maybe there was something to what she had said to her friends yesterday. Maybe she actually did think he was cute.


“I’ll be there,” he said. “All day in fact.”


She laughed and gave him a small wave as she stepped out of the room. “I’ll see you Monday, Aaron. Have a good weekend.”


He could do nothing but stand there, numbed with disbelief. It was almost enough to make him forget all about the disturbing dreams, his strange new linguistic skills, and the cryptic ramblings of a crazy old man.


Almost.





CHAPTER FOUR


Samuel Chia lay upon his bed, twisted in sheets of the finest silk, and dreamed of flying. Of all that was lost to him, he missed that the most.


It was not true sleep by human standards, but it was a way for him to remember a time precious to him, the time before his fall.


Sam rolled onto his back and opened his eyes to the new day. He did not need to check a clock to tell him the hour; he knew it to be precisely eight A.M., for that was when he wished to rise.


He lay quietly and listened to the sounds of Hong Kong outside and far below his penthouse apartment. If he so wished, he could listen in on the conversations of the city’s inhabitants as they lived out their drastically short existences. But today he had little interest.


Sam rose from his bed and padded naked across the mahogany floor to stand in front of the enormous floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the city. A Chinese junk, its sails unfurled, caught his attention as it cruised gracefully across the emerald green water of Victoria Bay. He had lived in many places in his long life on this planet, but none brought him as much solace as this place. China spoke to him. It told him that everything would be all right, and on most days, he believed that to be true.


He pressed his forehead against the thick glass and allowed himself to feel the cold of its surface. His naked skin responded with prickled gooseflesh, and although he reveled in the human experience, everyday he longed for what he once had, for what was lost when he refused to take a side in the Great War.


His head still pressed against the window, Sam opened his eyes and gazed at the panorama before him.


Yes, he longed for the glory that was once his, but each day this place—this wondrous sight sought to seduce him with its vitality. A distraction that sometimes made it easier to accept his fate.


Sometimes.


Sam was slipping into his black silk robe, enjoying the sensation upon his pale, sculpted flesh, when the phone began to chirp.


He knew who was calling. Not from any innate psychic ability, but because she called each morning at this very time.


Joyce Woo was the human woman he allowed to manage his various business affairs, including his nightclubs, casinos, and restaurants.


Sam strolled from the bedroom to the chrome-and-tile kitchen and let the machine pick up. He decided to play a little game—to see if he could guess the problems she was calling to report. What trivial piece of nonsense would she choose to annoy him with this time? he wondered: an unexpected shortage of truffles at his French restaurant perhaps, or the local constabulary requiring increased compensation for their lack of interest in certain illicit activities performed at his clubs, or maybe she was finally calling to confess that she’d been skimming off the top of his earnings for the last nine months.


Sam popped a cork on a bottle of Dom Perignon and drank from it as he listened to the message.


“Good morning, Mr. Chia. This is Joyce,” said a woman’s voice in Cantonese.


He toasted the incoming call with the bottle.


“There was an incident at the Pearl Club last night that may require you to speak with the chief of police. I can give you more details when you come into the office this morning, but I wanted you to be aware.”


He could hear her turn the page of a pad of paper where she had written her notes.


“And be reminded that you have a two o’clock conference with the zoning committee about the Pier Road project.”


Believing that she had finished, he walked through the kitchen, bottle in hand, toward the bathroom. But she began to speak again. He paused in the hall to listen.


“Oh yes,” she said, “an old friend of yours—a Mr. Verchiel, stopped by the office this morning. He said he will only be in town for a short time and hoped the two of you could get together.”


“Verchiel,” he whispered. The bottle dropped from his hand to the floor, shattering and spilling the expensive contents onto the black and white tiles.


“He said that he will be in touch,” Joyce said from the machine. “There are a few other items, but we can discuss them when you get here. Good morning, sir.”


The line disconnected and still he didn’t move.


Verchiel.


Sam Chia bounded to his bedroom and threw open the doors of the heavy wooden armoire. He shed his robe and pulled out clothes. There would be no time for a shower today and he would not be going into the office.


He had to leave Hong Kong. It was as simple as that. If Verchiel had found him, then there was no doubt that the Powers had come to China. And if that were the case, then none of his ilk was safe.


Sam finished buttoning his white cotton shirt and began to tuck its tails inside his pants. He cinched the brown leather belt around his waist.


He thought briefly about contacting the others, to warn them of the Powers’ presence, but decided against it for it was likely already too late.


He slipped his bare, delicate feet into a pair of Italian loafers and donned a navy blue sports jacket.


He would go to Europe; France would suffice. He would stay in Paris until Verchiel and his dogs left China. Joyce could manage his affairs until he returned.


Sam placed his billfold inside his coat pocket and picked up the phone to summon his driver. He would go to the airport, charter a plane, and contact Joyce once in flight.


“Are you going out, Samchia?” asked a voice from somewhere in the room.


Startled, Sam dropped the phone and spun around to face the voice.


“How disappointing,” said the man in the gray trench coat standing in the living room in front of the sixty-inch flat-screen television. “After we’ve spent all this time searching for you.”


There was a small, dirty child with him who pressed its unwashed face against the smoothness of the television screen and licked eagerly at his reflection.


“I’m sorry, do you prefer being called by your monkey name—Samuel Chia?” Verchiel asked as he slid his hands inside his coat pockets and began to slowly advance toward him. The child followed, heeling obediently at his side.


“What do you want?” Sam asked as the man approached.


Verchiel’s dark eyes roamed about the luxurious living quarters taking in every extravagant detail.


“Did you think that these would hide you from me?” he asked, pointing to a series of arcane symbols painted on the penthouse walls. To the human eye they appeared as decoration, but in actuality, they were much more than that.


The feral child had hopped up onto Sam’s leather coach, jumping from foot to foot, as he muttered happily to himself in a singsong voice.


“The spell of concealment must have gone stale with all the recent changes here,” Verchiel said, making reference to the recent shift in Chinese government. “My hound caught scent of you as soon as we arrived.” He patted the child’s head affectionately as he passed the sofa. “You live like a king amongst the animals,” the pale-skinned man said as he fixed his bottomless black gaze upon Sam. “For this you abandoned Paradise?”


Verchiel’s words stung like the barbed end of a whip’s lash.


“You know that’s untrue, Verchiel. I left because I did not want to choose sides. I loved the Morningstar, as I loved all my brethren, but to question the Almighty—I could think of no other solution but to flee.” Sam lowered his head, disgraced by his admission. Even after all this time, his actions shamed him.


“A coward by your own admission,” Verchiel said with a snarl as he moved closer. “If only the others could be so honest.”


The phone began to ring again, and Sam watched Verchiel’s attention turn to the device as the recorded message played out and Joyce began to speak.


“Joyce again, sir. Mr. Dalton from the licensing board just called and asked if you could reschedule Monday’s meeting to—”


A blast of searing white light erupted from Verchiel’s hand and melted the phone into nothing more than sputtering, black plastic slag. Startled, the child leaped from the sofa and ran to hide, as if sensing the violence that was sure to follow.


“The sound of their voices,” Verchiel said, his right hand gesturing toward his ear, “like the chattering of animals. It annoys me to no end.” Verchiel glided closer. “How do you stand it?”


Sam clenched his fists. Anger unlike any he had ever experienced coursed through his body. Perhaps he had spent too much time among the humans, he thought. Their rabid emotions had obviously begun to rub off on him.


“I’ll ask you again, why have you come here?”


Verchiel cocked his head to one side. “Is it not obvious, brother?” he asked. “Have you not been awaiting me since your fall?”


“Yes,” he hissed, “but it’s been years—thousands of years.”


Verchiel shook his head as he replied. “A second, an hour, a millennium; increments of time that mean nothing to the Powers,” he said with a cold indifference. “You have sinned against the Allfather, and time does not change that fact.”


Sam began to back away. “Haven’t I suffered enough?” he asked. “My self-imposed exile on this world has taught me that—”


Verchiel’s hand shot up into the air in a gesture to silence him. “Cease your mewling; I do not wish to hear it.” The leader of the Powers pointed toward the windows behind him. “You sound like one of them.” There was revulsion in his voice.


Sam knew it was probably for naught, but if there was anything he learned from living among humans, it was that it didn’t hurt to try. “But isn’t it enough that I have been denied the voice of my Father, that my true aspect is but a shadow of my former glory? Does this not count for anything?” He touched his chest as he continued his plea. “You may not believe it, but I have suffered.”


Verchiel again looked about the opulent living space. A cruel grin began to form on his pale white features as he fixed Sam with his icy stare.


“Suffered, have you?” he asked as he began to spread his arms. “Your suffering hasn’t even begun.”


Sam experienced a strange sense of elation mixed with sheer terror as he watched the enormous wings erupt from Verchiel’s back.


I once had wings as mighty, he remembered with overwhelming sadness. Wings that could have taken him away from this place, allowed him to flee the judgment of Verchiel. But that was long, long ago, and what were once mighty, were now nothing more than an atrophied shadow of their former glory.


Verchiel began to rhythmically move his wings and the penthouse was suddenly filled with winds as strong as tropical storms.


“Verchiel, please,” Sam pleaded, just before a crystal ashtray hit him in the face. It opened a bleeding gash above his right eye.


Sam’s body went limp and he ceased to struggle against the currents for a brief moment. He was picked up by the powerful gale and hurled backward, pinned against the picture windows. As he slammed against the glass, the sound of something cracking filled his ears, and he wondered if it was the window behind him or his bones.


Verchiel’s wings beat the air with ferocious abandon, their furious movement a ghostly blur.


“There is no mercy for what you have done, Samchia!” Verchiel shrieked over the pounding of the air. “Your time has come, as it will come for all the others who have fallen from His grace!”


Sam tried to pull himself away from the window, but the strength of the wind was too great. He wanted to speak, to scream out that he was truly sorry for his sins, but the blood from his head wound streamed down his face into his mouth, silencing him. He had never even seen his own blood, but now it was filling his mouth with its foul taste.


The inch-thick pane of window glass behind him began to crack and spiderweb across its surface. Windows that had been built to withstand powerful storms from the Pacific Ocean were no match for the power of Verchiel.


Again Sam struggled to speak. “Verchiel …,” he managed to bellow above the sounds of his brother’s merciless wings.


Verchiel continued his advance, wings flapping faster and faster still. “I can’t hear you!” he screamed in response.


Sam yelled all the louder. “Tell Him—tell Him that I’m sorry.” He could see the look of revulsion on Verchiel’s face, and knew his words of repentance were heard.


A heavy chrome kitchen chair tumbled away from the table, and as if made of tin, was propelled through the air toward him.


Sam closed his eyes on the horrible visage of Verchiel, his wings unmercifully assaulting the air. His time was at an end, of this he was certain. What he had feared most since falling to Earth was finally to claim him.


Samuel Chia, formerly Samchia of the Heavenly Host, willed his mind elsewhere, to a time before the war, before impossible choices, before the fall.


The chrome projectile did not strike him directly, but smashed into the window to the left of him, shattering the glass, allowing it to give way beneath the turbulent force of Verchiel’s wings.


Within a twinkling shower of razor-sharp glass and debris, Sam fell yet again.


And as he descended to his end, he dreamed.


He dreamed of flying.


Gabriel trotted happily into the living room where the Stanleys had assembled for Chinese takeout and the weekly Friday night movie rental. He was proudly holding a purple stuffed toy in his mouth.


Aaron sat on the floor with Stevie building a multicolored tower with Duplo blocks. Occasionally he looked up at the television to see what Mr. Schwarzenegger was blowing up. The fact that this was at least the third time his foster dad had rented the movie in the last six months didn’t bother him. The night was all about distraction, anything to keep from thinking about the strange incidents of the last two days. Except for the conversation with Vilma Santiago, he wished he could forget them completely.


The dog dropped the purple toy before Aaron and it rolled to topple the Duplo tower.


“Gabriel,” Aaron said, annoyed, as he batted the toy aside and attempted to right the structure.


“Play with Goofy Grape now,” Gabriel demanded with a wag of his thick, muscular tail.


Aaron ignored him and helped the child select some more blocks to fortify the tower.


Gabriel lunged forward and snatched up the toy with his mouth. He gave it a ferocious shake and let it fly. The stuffed toy bounced off young Stevie’s head and landed among the piles of unused blocks.


“Goofy Grape now,” the dog said even louder.


Aaron glared at the animal. “No Goofy Grape,” he said sternly, referring to the toy that he had nicknamed because it resembled an enormous grape with a face. “I’m playing with Stevie now. Go lie down.”


He could feel the dog’s intense stare upon him, as if he were attempting to use mind powers to sway his decision. Aaron didn’t bother to look up, hoping the dog would eventually grow tired and go away.


Gabriel abruptly turned and quickly strolled from the room.


Good, Aaron thought, connecting a blue block to a yellow. He didn’t want to hear the dog talking tonight. To anyone else it was typical dog noise, a series of whines, growls, and barks, but to Aaron it was a language—a language he could easily understand. Tonight he wanted it to be like it used to be. A bark, an excited wag of the tail—that was all the conversation he really needed from his four-legged friend.


From the couch Tommy Stanley let out a happy guffaw in response to one of the movie hero’s patented catch phrases.


“No one says ’em like Arnold,” his foster father said aloud, a critical observation about the art of action films. “Your Van Dammes, Seagals—they’re all well and good with the fightin’ and blowin’ up crap, but nobody delivers the goods like Ahnold.” He said the name with a mock Austrian accent and then went back to watching the film, sucked into the cinematic world of a one-man army out to rescue his little girl from the bad guys.


Aaron heard the sound of toenails clicking across the kitchen linoleum toward the living room, and then a strange grunting sound. He didn’t even have to see what the dog was bringing from his toy box; he knew just from the sound. Squeaky Pig was on its way.


Gabriel came around the corner, a pink stuffed pig clutched in his maw. With his muscular jaws he squeezed the body of the pig repeatedly, and it emitted a sound very much like that of a pig grunting.


As before, the dog approached and let the toy fall to the floor.


“Squeaky Pig better,” he said with a hint of excitement in his gruff-sounding language. “Play with Squeaky Pig.”


Aaron felt his temper rising. He was angry with the day and all the stuff that had happened, angry with the dog for reminding him that things are not how they used to be, angry with himself for being angry.


“He’s pretty vocal tonight,” Lori said from the recliner, looking up from her book. When she had seen what movie her husband brought back from the video store, she had gone upstairs to get out her latest romance novel. “Does he need to go out or something?”


The dog is being “vocal,” he thought. If you only knew the half of it.


“No,” he said, giving Gabriel the evil eye. “He doesn’t need to go out, he’s just being a pain in the butt.”


Gabriel flinched as if he’d been struck. He blinked his soulful, brown eyes repeatedly and lowered his ears flat against his skull.


“Not pain in the butt,” the dog grumbled as he began to back from the room, his tail lowered and partially stuck between his legs. “Just wanted to play with Aaron. Bad dog. Go lie down. Bad dog.”


He turned and sadly slunk from the room.


Gabriel’s words stung. How could I be so cruel? Aaron thought disgustedly. Here he was with the unique ability to understand exactly what the dog wanted—to be played with, to be shown some attention—and he was so caught up in his own problems that he couldn’t be bothered to give in to the dog’s simple request. I ought’a be ashamed.


“Gabriel,” he called out. Aaron had to call for him two more times before the dog finally responded, peeking around the doorframe.


“C’mere,” he said, patting the floor with his hand and smiling. “Come over here.”


Gabriel bounded into the room tail wagging, and began to lick Aaron’s face excitedly.


“Gabriel not pain in butt, yes?” he asked between licks.


“No,” Aaron answered, taking the dog’s blockhead in his two hands and looking directly into his brown eyes. “You’re not a pain in the butt; you’re a good boy.”


“I’m a good boy,” the dog happily repeated, and began to lick his face again.


Gabriel plopped his large body down beside Aaron and was having his tummy rubbed when Stevie looked up from his blocks. Aaron noticed the child’s stare and smiled.


“Hey there, little man, what’s up?” he asked the autistic child.


The child’s change of expression could be described like the sun burning through a thick haze of storm clouds. His usually blank face became animated as his eyes twinkled with the light of awareness. A smile so bright and wide spread across Stevie’s face that Aaron was genuinely warmed by its intensity.


“Bootiful,” Stevie said, holding out his hand.


“Stevie?” Lori questioned, her paperback falling to the floor. “Tommy, look at Stevie.”


But the sound of his son’s voice had already pulled Tom away from the movie. They both slid from their seats to the floor and watched as their child gently touched Aaron’s cheek with a tiny hand, a smile still radiating from his usually expressionless face.


“Bootiful,” the child repeated. “Bootiful.”


Then, as quickly as awareness had appeared, it was gone, the clouds again covering up the sun.


Stevie showed no sign that he even remembered what he had just done. He simply returned his attention to his blocks.


“He spoke to you,” his mother said, grabbing Aaron by the shoulders and squeezing excitedly. “He actually spoke to you.”


Tommy kneeled by his son, grinning from ear to ear. “What do you think it means?” the big man asked, his voice filled with emotion. “He hasn’t said a word in two years.” He touched the boy’s head lovingly. “That would be something, wouldn’t it?” he wondered aloud, his eyes never leaving Stevie. “If he started to talk again.”


Both parents began to play with the child and his blocks, hoping to elicit another verbal response. Something, anything to prove that the boy’s sudden reaction wasn’t just a fluke.


Stevie remained in his world of silence.


Aaron got up. “Do you want an apple?” he asked Gabriel.


The dog sprang to his feet and wagged his tail. “Apple, oh yes,” he said. “Hungry, yes. Apple.”


As they left the room Aaron couldn’t shake the uncomfortable feeling that Stevie’s behavior was somehow connected to the bizarreness that had been affecting his life since his birthday. So much for distraction, he thought as he took an apple from the small wicker basket atop the microwave and brought it to the cutting board on the counter.


“Did you see the way he looked at me?” Aaron asked the dog as he took a knife from the dish strainer by the sink and split the fruit in half. “It was like he was seeing something— something other than me.”


“Bootiful,” Gabriel responded, gazing up by his side. “He said bootiful.”


Aaron cut the core out, then cut half of the apple into strips.


“The way he looked at me, it was like the old man at the common.”


He fed the dog a slice of apple, which Gabriel eagerly devoured.


Aaron saw the old man in his mind pointing at him. “You are Nephilim,” he had said.


“First I’m Nephilim and now I’m bootiful,” he said to himself as he leaned against the counter.


“More apple?” Gabriel asked, a tendril of thick drool streaming from his jowls to the floor.


Aaron gave him a slice and took one for himself. Something weird was happening to him. And he realized that he had no other choice than to find out exactly what that was.


He took another bite of the apple, then gave the rest to Gabriel.


It was a crazy idea, but he was desperate to know what was happening to him. He would have to take a chance. Before his appointment with Dr. Jonas the next day, he would try to find the old man from the common.


“Hey, Gabriel,” he asked the dog, who was still chewing, “do you want to go to the common with me tomorrow?”


The dog swallowed and gazed up at him. “More apple?” he asked.


Aaron shook his head. “No. Apple’s gone.”


The dog seemed to think for a moment and then gave his answer.


“No apple. Then go to common.”


What was I thinking? Aaron scowled to himself. He pulled back and let the tennis ball fly.


Gabriel bounded across the common in hot pursuit of the bouncing ball. “Get ball,” he heard the dog say in an excited, breathless voice as he grew closer to capturing the fluorescent yellow prize.


It was a beautiful spring morning, with just the hint of winter’s cold that had only begrudgingly begun to recede a few short weeks ago. The wind still had a sharpness to it and he zipped his brown leather jacket a little higher.


Gabriel cavorted with the ball clenched tightly in his mouth.


Since his strange ability to communicate with the dog manifested, Aaron was amazed at how little it took to make Gabriel truly happy: a scratch above his tail, a piece of cheese, calling him a good boy. Simplicity. It must be pretty awesome to get so much from so little, he mused as he watched the dog gallop toward him.


“Give me that ball,” Aaron demanded, playfully lowering himself into a menacing crouch.


Gabriel growled; the muscles in his back legs twitched with anticipation.


Aaron lunged and the dog bolted to avoid capture.


“C’mere, you crazy dog,” he said with a laugh, and began to chase the animal.


There was a part of him that really wasn’t too disappointed they hadn’t seen the old-timer. It meant a reprieve from serious thoughts of recent events, the weird questions with probably equally weird answers that he wasn’t quite sure he was ready to hear.


He snagged Gabriel by the choke chain around his neck and pulled the growling beast toward him. “Gotcha,” he said as he leaned close to the dog’s face. “Now I’m gonna take that ball!”


Gabriel’s growl grew louder, higher, more excited as he struggled to free himself. Aaron grabbed the spit-covered ball and pried it free from the dog’s mouth.


“The prize is mine!” Aaron proclaimed as he held the dripping ball aloft.


“Not prize,” Gabriel said, able to talk again now that the ball had been removed. “Just ball.”


Aaron wrinkled his nose in revulsion as he studied the slime-covered ball in his hand. “And what a ball it is,” he said.


He watched the dog’s head move from side to side as he tossed the tennis ball from one hand to the other. “Bet you want this bad,” he teased.


“Want ball bad,” Gabriel responded, mesmerized by its movement.


Aaron made a move to throw it, hiding the ball beneath his arm, and the dog shot off in hot pursuit of nothing.


He laughed as he watched Gabriel searching the ground, even looking up into the air just in case it hadn’t fallen to earth yet.


“Yoohoo!” he called to the dog. And as Gabriel looked in his direction, he held the ball up. “Looking for this?”


Surprised, the dog charged back toward him. “How you get ball back?” he asked with amazement.


Aaron smiled. “Magic,” he said and chuckled.


“Magic,” Gabriel repeated in a soft, canine whisper of wonderment, his eyes still stuck to the ball.


The dog suddenly became distracted by something beyond Aaron. “Who that?” he asked.


“Who’s who?” Aaron turned around.


At first he didn’t recognize the man sitting on the bench across the common, soaking up the sunshine. But then the man waved, and he suddenly knew. Aaron felt his heart beat faster, questions turning through his mind, questions he wasn’t entirely certain he wanted answered.


“What wrong?” Gabriel asked, concern in his voice.


“Nothing,” Aaron said, not taking his eyes from the man on the bench.


“Then why afraid?”


Aaron looked down at the dog, startled by the question. “I’m not afraid,” he said, insulted by the dog’s insinuation.


The dog looked at him and then across the common. “Afraid of stranger?”


“I told you I am not afraid,” Aaron said anxiously, and began to head toward the man.


“Smell afraid,” the dog stressed as he followed by his side.


They were about six feet away when Gabriel moved ahead of him, his head tilted back as he sniffed the air. “Man smell old,” he said. “Old and different,” he added between drafts of air.


Aaron could see that the man was smiling, his long wispy, white hair moving around his head in the cool, spring breeze.


“Beautiful day,” the old man said in English, rather than the ancient language he’d been speaking when they first met.


Gabriel ran at the man, tail wagging.


“Gabriel, no!” Aaron ordered, speeding up to catch the dog. “Get over here.”


The dog leaped up, putting his two front paws on the bench, and began to lick the stranger’s face as if they were old friends.


“Hello, I Gabriel,” he said as he licked and sniffed at the man’s face, neck, and ears. “Who you?”


“My name is Ezekiel, but you can call me Zeke,” the man answered as he patted the dog’s soft yellow head.


“Are you telling me or the dog?” Aaron asked as he took Gabriel by the collar and gently pulled him away. “Get down, Gabriel,” he said sharply. “Behave.”


The dog went silent, bowing his head, embarrassed that he had been scolded.


“He asked me what my name was and I told him,” Zeke said as he sat back on the bench and smiled at the dog. “He’s a beautiful animal. You’re very lucky to have him.”


Aaron stroked Gabriel’s head in an attempt to keep the excitable animal calm. He laughed at the old man and smiled slyly. “So the dog spoke to you?”


Zeke smiled back. “You spoke the language of the messenger to me yesterday,” he said, folding his arms across his chest. “Don’t tell me you can’t understand the dog.”


Aaron felt as if he had been slapped; a hot, tingling sweat erupted at the base of his neck and shoulder blades. “Who … who are you?” he asked—not the best of questions, but the only one he could dredge up at the moment.


“Zeke,” Gabriel answered helpfully, pulling away from Aaron to lick at the man’s hands. “Zeke, Aaron. He Zeke.”


Zeke smiled and reached out to rub beneath the dog’s chin. “He’s right, aren’t you?” he asked the panting animal. “I’m Zeke and you are—what did he call you? Aaron?”


The old man wiped the dog’s slobber on his pant leg and extended his hand toward Aaron. He hesitated at first, but then took Zeke’s hand in his and they shook.


“I’m very pleased to meet you, Aaron. Sorry about yesterday. Did I scare you?”


Their hands came apart and Aaron shrugged. “Wasn’t so much scaring as confusing the hell out of me.”


Zeke nodded in understanding and continued to pet Gabriel. “I bet it’s been pretty strange for you the last couple a’ days.”


Questions screamed to be asked, but Aaron kept them at bay, choosing to let the old man reveal what he knew at a natural pace. He didn’t want to appear too eager.


“And how do you know that?”


The old man tilted his head back, closed his eyes, and sniffed the air.


“How do I know that summer’s right around the corner?” he asked, letting the morning sunshine bathe his grizzled, unshaven features.


The man didn’t appear as old as Aaron originally had thought, probably in his early sixties, but there was something about him—in his eyes, in the way he carried himself—that made Aaron think he was much older.


“It’s in the air, boy,” Zeke said. “I can smell it.”


“Okay,” Aaron said. “You could smell that I was having a bad time. That makes sense.”


Zeke nodded. “Kinda, sorta. I could smell that you were changing, and just assumed that you were probably having some problems with it.”


Aaron had put the tennis ball inside his jacket pocket and now slowly removed it. Gabriel’s eyes bugged like something out of a Warner Brothers cartoon. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation,” he said as he showed the ball to Gabriel and threw it across the common. “Go play.”


Gabriel ran off in pursuit. They watched the dog in silence. Aaron wanted to leave—but something kept him there. Perhaps it was the chance of an explanation.


“What happened first?” Zeke asked, breaking the silence. “Was it the language thing? Did the dog start talking and you thought you’d lost all your marbles?”


Aaron didn’t want to answer but found it was impossible to hold back. “Kids at school were speaking Portuguese. I don’t know how to speak Portuguese, but suddenly I could understand them perfectly fine, like they were speaking English.”


Zeke nodded with understanding. “Doesn’t matter anymore what language somebody is talking,” he said. “You’ll be able to understand and speak it as if it were your native tongue. It’s one of the perks.”


Gabriel was running in a circle. “I got the ball!” he yelled, diving at the tennis ball lying in the grass and sending it rolling. He pounced on it with tireless vigor.


“The language doesn’t even have to be human, as you’ve probably guessed by now.” The old man looked at him. “Wait until you hear what a tree sloth has to say.”


“It’s insane,” Aaron muttered.


“Not really,” Zeke responded. “They just have a unique way of looking at things.”


Aaron was confused. “What? Who has a unique way of looking at things?” he asked.


“Tree sloths,” Zeke answered.


“I wasn’t talking about sloths,” Aaron said, growing agitated.


“Oh, you were talking about all this with the languages and stuff?” Zeke asked. “Well, you’d better get used to it ’cause it’s what you are,” the old man said matter of factly.


Aaron turned from watching his dog play and faced the man. “Get used to being insane? I don’t think—”


Zeke shook his head and held up his hands. “Not insane,” he said. “Nephilim. It’s what you are; you don’t have a choice.”


There was that word again. The word that had disobediently bounced around inside Aaron’s skull since he first heard it, impossible to forget—like it didn’t want to be lost.


“Why do you keep calling me that?” he asked, tension coiling in his voice as he readied himself for the answer.


The old man ran both hands through his wild, white hair.


Then he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “The Nephilim are the children of angels and—”


“Angels and human women,” Aaron interrupted. He didn’t want to waste any time hearing things he already knew. “I know that; I looked it up in the library. Now tell me what the hell it has to do with me.”


“It’s kind of complicated,” Zeke said. “If you give me half a second and let me speak, I might be able to clear some things up.”


He stared at Aaron, a stare both intense and calming, a stare that suggested this was not a typical, crazy old man, but someone who was once a figure of authority.


Gabriel had wandered over to a newly planted tree and was sniffing the spring mulch spread at its base.


“I’m sorry,” Aaron said. “Go on.”


Zeke stroked his unshaven chin, mentally found his place, and began again. “Okay, the Nephilim are the children of angels and mortal women. Not too common really, the mothers have a real difficult time bringing the babies to term—never mind surviving the delivery. But every once in a while, a Nephilim child survives.”


Gabriel had returned and dropped the ball, now covered in the fragrant mulch, at Zeke’s feet. “Look, Zeke, ball.”


Zeke reached down and picked it up, turning it over in his hands as Gabriel stared attentively.


“They’re something all right, part heavenly host, part human, a blending of the Almighty’s most impressive creations.”


The old man bounced the ball once, and then again. The dog’s head bobbed up and down as he watched it.


“Nephilim usually have a normal childhood, but once they reach a certain level of maturity, the angelic nature starts to assert itself. That’s when the problems begin, almost as if the two halves no longer get along.” Zeke threw the ball and Gabriel was off. “Seems to happen around eighteen or nineteen.”


Aaron felt the color drain from his face, and he turned to the old man on the bench. “You’re trying to tell me that … that my mother … my mother slept with an angel? For Christ’s sake!”


Gabriel returned with the ball and stopped at Aaron, sensing his master’s growing unease. The dog sniffed at his leg, determined that things were fine and went to Zeke.


“Did you know your father?” Zeke asked, idly picking up the ball.


“It doesn’t matter,” Aaron barked, and turned his back on the old man and his dog.


He could see his car parked across the street and wanted to run for it. He could feel himself begin to slip—teetering on the brink of an emotional roller coaster. Zeke’s question had hit him with the force of a sledgehammer. His mother had died giving birth to him, and the identity of his father went with her.


“That’s where you’re wrong, Aaron,” Zeke said from behind him. “It does matter.”


Aaron faced him. He suddenly felt weak, drained of energy.


“There is a choir of angels called the Powers. They are the oldest of the angels, the first created by God.”


Gabriel had caught sight of some seagulls. “Big birds,” he grumbled, and began to creep stealthily toward them like some fearsome predator.


Zeke stood up and moved toward Aaron. “I want you to listen to me very carefully,” he said, holding him in that powerful stare. “The Powers are kinda like—” He stopped to think a moment. “The Powers are like secret police, like God’s storm troopers. It’s their job to destroy what they believe is offensive to the Creator.”


Aaron was confused. “I don’t understand,” he said, shaking his head.


“The Powers decided long ago that Nephilim are offensive. A blight before the eyes of God.”


“The Powers kill them?” Aaron asked, already knowing the answer.


Zeke nodded slowly, his expression dire. “In the beginning it was a slaughter; most of the ones killed were still just children. They didn’t even know why they had to die.” The old man reached out and grabbed Aaron’s arm in a powerful grip. “I want you to listen very carefully because your life might depend on it.”


Zeke’s grip was firm and it had begun to hurt. Aaron tried to pull away, but the man’s strength held him tight.


“It’s still going on today, Aaron. Do you understand what I’m saying to you? Nephilim are still being born, and when they begin to show signs of their true nature, the Powers find them.”


Aaron finally yanked his arm free. “Let go of me,” he snarled.


“The Powers find them and kill them. They have no mercy. In their eyes, you’re a freak of nature, something that should never have been allowed to happen.”


Aaron was suddenly very afraid. “I have to go,” he told the man, scanning the common for his dog. He whistled and saw Gabriel in the distance lifting his leg against a trash barrel. The dog began to trot in their direction.


“You have to listen to me, Aaron,” Zeke warned. “Your abilities are blossoming. If you’re not careful—”


Aaron whirled and stepped toward the old man, fists clenched in suppressed fury. He couldn’t hold it back anymore. He was scared—scared and very angry for he was starting to believe Zeke’s wild story. He wanted answers, but not these—these were a ticket to a locked ward.


“What?” he screamed. “If I’m not careful these storm trooper angels are going to fly down out of the sky and kill me?” Aaron suddenly thought of his dream, the recurring nightmare, and wanted to vomit. It made him all the angrier.


“I know it sounds insane,” Zeke said, “but you’ve got to understand. This has been going on for thousands of years and—”


“Shut up!” Aaron exploded in the old man’s face. “Just shut your stupid mouth!” He began to walk away, then stopped and turned back. “And how do you know all this, Zeke?” he asked, sticking his finger in the man’s face. “How do you know about Nephilim and Powers and the killing?”


The old man looked perfectly calm as he spoke. “I think you already know the answer to that, and if you don’t—think a bit harder.”


Aaron laughed out loud, a cruel sound and it surprised him. “Let me guess. You’re a Nephilim too?”


Zeke smiled sadly and shook his head. “Not a Nephilim,” he said, and began to unbutton his threadbare raincoat. He was wearing a loose-fitting green sweater beneath and some faded jeans. “I’m a fallen angel, a Grigori, if you want to be specific,” he said as he moved closer.


He yanked on the collar of his sweater, pulling it down over his right shoulder to expose unusually pale flesh—and something more. A strange, fleshy protrusion, about six inches long, jutted from the old man’s shoulder blade. It was covered in what appeared to be a fine coat of white hairs—no, on closer examination it wasn’t hair at all—it was covered in downy, white feathers. Aaron jumped back as the protrusion began to move up and down in a flapping motion. Something similar on the other shoulder moved in unison beneath the sweater.


“What the hell is it?” Aaron asked, both fascinated and disgusted by the wagging, vestigial appendage.


“It’s all I’ve got left of them,” Zeke said softly, an almost palpable sadness emanating from him in waves. “It’s all that’s left of my wings.”





CHAPTER FIVE


Know what, I’ve had enough,” Aaron said as he threw up his hands and backed away from Zeke. “I’m done.”


He felt as though he were falling farther and farther into the depths of insanity, only with Zeke’s addition, he had a buddy for the trip. Even the voice of reason inside his head was beginning to come undone. Maybe it is all true, he thought. What else could those things be on his back but the stumps of wings … He wanted to slap himself for thinking it. No way. It would be better if it were a brain tumor making me understand these languages—making me think that my dog is talking to me. That would make it easier, he reasoned. Then he could brush off the old man as just another lunatic.


Aaron called again for his dog. “C’mon, Gabriel,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Let’s go for a ride.”


He continued to walk away from the crazy old man, and his equally crazy delusions.


“Aaron, please,” Zeke pleaded. “I have more to tell you— to show you. Aaron?”


He didn’t turn around. He couldn’t allow himself to be ensnared in this madness. Yes, Zeke was pretty convincing and knew all the right buttons to push, but angels? It was just too much for Aaron to swallow. Space aliens, maybe— angels, not a chance. He would see Dr. Jonas later today and then set up an appointment with the doctor’s friend at Mass General. Between the two of them, a rational explanation for his condition— could it actually be called a condition? he wondered—a rational explanation for his current situation would be found. At this stage of the game a tumor might not even be so bad. At least it was some kind of concrete explanation that he could accept, understand, and deal with.


Angels. Absolutely friggin’ ridiculous.


Aaron looked down to see if Gabriel still had his ball. It was the Lab’s favorite toy, and Aaron could see himself here at ten o’clock tonight with a flashlight searching for it.


The dog wasn’t with him.


He looked around the common. Had the dog become distracted, as he so often did, by a squirrel or a bird or an interesting smell in the grass?


Aaron caught sight of him on the other side of the common where a section of the pipe fence was missing. The dog was standing with Zeke. He took a few steps toward them and wondered how they could have gotten way over there so fast.


“Hey, Gabriel,” he called, cupping his hands around his mouth to amplify his voice. “C’mon, pup, let’s go for a ride.”


The dog didn’t pay him the least bit of attention. He was standing attentively alongside Zeke, staring up at the man with his tail wagging. An uncomfortable feeling began somewhere in the pit of Aaron’s stomach. He’d felt like this in the past, usually right before something bad happened. He remembered a time not too long ago when he had experienced a similar feeling and discovered that Stevie had turned on the hot water in the bathtub when nobody was looking. If he hadn’t searched out the source of his uneasiness, the child would surely have scalded himself badly. Aaron felt kind of like he did then—only worse.


Aaron began walking toward them. “Gabriel, come here,” he said in his sternest voice. “Come.”


The dog glanced his way briefly but was distracted as the old man held up the ball for Gabriel to see. Zeke looked in Aaron’s direction, ball held aloft.


The awful feeling squirming in his gut got worse and Aaron began to jog toward them—and then to run.


Zeke looked toward the street outside the common, checking it out as if getting ready to cross. It was getting later in the morning and the traffic had begun to pick up. Zeke again showed the ball to Gabriel and Aaron could see the dog’s posture tense in anticipation.


“Hey!” Aaron yelled, his voice cracking. He was almost there, no farther than twenty feet away.


The old man looked into the traffic and then to Aaron. “I’m sorry,” Zeke said, raising his voice.


Panic gripped him and Aaron began to run faster. “Gabriel!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. “Gabriel, look at me!”


The dog paid him no mind, his dark eyes mesmerized by the power of the ball. Aaron was almost there.


“There’s no other way,” he heard the old man say as he again studied the flow of oncoming traffic—and threw the ball into the street.


Aaron saw it as though watching a slow-motion scene in a movie. The tennis ball left the old man’s hand and sailed through the air. He heard a voice that must have been his screaming “Gabriel, no !” as the dog followed the arc of the ball and jumped. The ball bounced once and Gabriel was there, ready to snatch it up in his mouth, when the white Ford Escort struck him broadside and sent him sailing through the air as though weightless.


They were the most sickening sounds Aaron had ever heard, brakes screeching as tires fought for purchase on Tarmac, followed by the dull thud of a thick rubber bumper connecting with fur, flesh, and bone. His slow-motion perception abruptly ended as Gabriel’s limp body hit the street in a twisted heap.


“Oh my God—no!” Aaron screamed as he ran to his pet.


He fell to his knees beside the animal. There’s so much blood, he thought. It stained the Lab’s beautiful yellow coat and oozed from the corners of his mouth. It had even begun to seep out along the ground from somewhere beneath his body.


Aaron carefully wrapped his arms around his best friend. “Oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God,” he cried as he pressed his face to the dog’s side.


He placed an ear against the still-warm fur and listened for a heartbeat. But the sounds of horns from backed-up traffic and the murmur from curious bystanders was all he could discern.


“Will you shut up!” he screamed at the top of his lungs, lifting his head from the dog’s side.


Gabriel shuddered violently. He’s still alive. Tears of joy streamed from Aaron’s eyes as he bent down to whisper in his friend’s ear. “Don’t you worry, boy, I’m here. Everything is going to be fine.”


“Aaron?” Gabriel asked, his voice a weak whimper.


“Shhhhh, you be quiet now,” he told the dog in a calming tone. “I’ve got you. You’re going to be all right.”


He stroked the dog’s blood-stained fur, not sure if he believed what he was saying. He wanted to fall apart, to scream, rant, and rave, but knew that he had to keep control. He had to save Gabriel.


“Aaron … Aaron, hurt bad,” Gabriel croaked, and began to spasm as frothy pink blood bubbled from his mouth.


“Hang on, pal, hang on, boy. I’m going to help you.”


Aaron tried to pick him up, and Gabriel let out a heartrending shriek so filled with pain that it affected him like a physical blow.


“What do I do?” he asked aloud, panic beginning to override a cool head. “He’s dying. What do I do?”


The thought of praying strayed into his head, and he was considering doing just that when he realized that he wasn’t even sure how.


“If you want Gabriel to live, you must listen to me,” said a voice from behind.


Aaron turned to see Zeke standing over him.


“Get away from me, you son of a bitch!” he spat. “You did this! You did this to him!”


“Listen to me,” Zeke hissed close to his ear. “If you don’t want him to die, you’ll do as I say.”


For the first time Aaron felt as if he couldn’t go on. Even after all he had been through, caught up in the merciless current of the foster care system, he never gave up hope that eventually it would turn out for the best. But now, as he gazed at his best friend dying in the street, he wasn’t sure.


“Aaron,” Zeke shouted for his attention. “Do you want him to bleed to death on this dirty street? Do you?”


He turned to look at the man, tears running down his face. “No,” he managed. “I want him to live. Please … please, help him…”


“Not me,” Zeke said with a shake of his head. “You. You’re going to help Gabriel.”


The old man knelt beside him. “We don’t have a moment to spare,” he said, looking upon the dying animal. “Lay your hands on him—quickly now.”


Aaron did as he was told, and placed the palms of both hands on the dog’s side.


“Now close your eyes,” the old man in structed.


“But we can’t—” Aaron started to protest.


“Close your eyes, damn it!” Zeke commanded him.


Aaron did as he was told, his hands still upon Gabriel’s body. The dog’s flesh seemed to have grown colder, and he grew desperate. The noise around them receded.


“Please, Zeke,” he begged as Gabriel’s life slipped agonizingly away.


“It’s not up to me now,” the old man said. “It’s up to you.”


“I don’t understand. If we can get him to a vet maybe …”


“A vet can’t help him. He’ll be dead in a couple a’ minutes if you don’t do something,” Zeke said. “You gotta let it out, Aaron.”


“Let what out? … I don’t understand.”


“What’s to understand? It’s there, inside you, waiting. It’s been there since you were born—just waiting for its time.”


Aaron sobbed, letting his chin drop to his chest. “I … I don’t know what you’re saying.”


“No time for crying, boy. Look for it in the darkness. It’s there, I can smell it on you. Look closely. Can you see it?”


Gabriel is going to die, Aaron realized as he knelt by the animal, hands laid upon him, feeling him slip away. There was no way around it. The old man was delusional and dangerous. He debated whether he should hold the man for the police—imagine if Gabriel had been a child. It might be best for the old man to be behind bars or at least in a hospital where he could receive the proper care.


Aaron was about to open his eyes when he felt it stir inside his mind, and he saw something. In the darkness it was there, something he’d never seen before.


And it was moving toward him. Is this what the old man is talking about? he asked himself near panic. How did he know it would be there? What was it? What was coming at him through the blackness behind his eyes?


“I … I see something,” he said with disbelief. “What should I do?”


“Call to it, Aaron,” Zeke cautioned, “not with your voice, but with your mind. Welcome it, let it know that it’s needed.”


Aaron did as he was told, and reached out with his mind. He couldn’t make out exactly what it was, its shape kept changing—but it seemed to be some kind of animal—and it was moving inexorably closer.


“Hello?” he thought, feeling foolish, yet desperate to try anything. “Can … can you hear me?” Was it all some bizarre figment of his imagination brought on by the stress of the situation? he wondered.


It was a mouse scrambling through the darkness toward him, a mouse with fur so white that it seemed to glow.


“I have no idea what I’m supposed to do—or what you are— but I’m willing to try anything to help my friend.”


The mouse stopped, its beady black eyes seeming to touch him. It reared back on its haunches, as if considering his words, and then began to groom itself.


“Do … do you understand me?” he asked the tiny creature with the power of his thoughts.


It was no longer a mouse, and Aaron gasped. The mouse had become an owl, its feathers the color of snow, and before he could wrap his brain around what had just happened, it changed again. From an owl it turned into an albino toad— and from the toad, a white rabbit. The thing inside his head was now morphing its shape at a blinding rate; from mammal to insect, from bird to fish. But though its form continued to alter, its eyes remained the same. There was an awesome intelligence in those deep, black eyes, and something more— recognition. It knew him, and somehow, he knew it.


It had become a snake—a cobra—and it reared back on its bone-colored muscular shaft of a body, swaying from side to side, its mouth open in a fearsome hiss as it readied to strike.


“I don’t like this, Zeke,” Aaron said aloud, eyes still tightly closed. “You have to tell me what to do.”


“Don’t be afraid, Aaron. It’s a part of you. It’s been a part of you since you were conceived,” Zeke counseled. “But you have to hurry. Gabriel doesn’t have much time left.”


“I don’t know what to do!” he cried as a humming-bird fluttered before him.


“Talk to it,” Zeke barked. “And do as you’re told.”


“My dog is dying.” Aaron directed his thoughts toward the shape-changing creature floating before him in a sea of pitch. “In fact he might already be dead, but I can’t give up. Please, can you help me? Is there anything you can do to help me save him?”


It had become a fetus that looked vaguely human. It simply hovered there in its membranous sack, unresponsive, its dark eyes fixed upon him.


Aaron was angry. Time was running out, and here he was talking to some fetal figment of his troubled state of mind.


“I’ve had enough,” his thoughts screamed. “If you’re going to help me, do it. If not, get the hell out of my mind and let me get him to a vet.”


Like a ship changing course, the child-thing slowly turned, shifted its shape to some kind of fish, and began to swim away.


“It’s … it’s leaving, Zeke.”


Aaron felt the man’s hand roughly upon his shoulder. “You can’t allow it to go. Talk to it, Aaron. Beg it to come back. Whether you’re ready or not, it’s the only way that Gabriel will survive.”


“Please,” Aaron projected into the sea of black. “Please don’t let him die, I … I don’t know what I’d do without him.”


The fish, now an iguana, continued on its way. A luminous bat, and then a centipede, the force within his mind receded, growing smaller with distance. Aaron wasn’t sure why he did what he did next.


In the ancient language first spoken to him by Zeke, what the old man had called the language of messengers, he called out once more to the thing in his mind.


“Please, help me,” he thought in that arcane tongue. “If it is in your power, please don’t let my friend die.”


At first he didn’t think his pleas had any effect—but then he saw that a chimpanzee had turned and was slowly returning with a comical gait.


“It’s coming back,” Aaron said to Zeke, not in English, but in the old tongue.


“Open yourself to it,” he responded in kind. “Take it into yourself. Accept it as part of you.”


Aaron shook his head violently, eyes still clamped shut. “What does that mean?” he asked.


The old man dug his nails painfully into his shoulders. “Accept it, or you both die.”


A jungle cat was almost upon him, and Aaron gazed into the fearsome beast’s eyes.


“I accept you,” he thought in the ancient speak, unsure of what he should be saying, and the panther lifted its head to become a serpent, but this was unlike any snake he had ever seen before. It had tufts of silky fine hair flowing from parts of its tubular body, and small muscular limbs that clawed at the air as if in anticipation. And the strangest and most disturbing thing of all, it had a face—something not usually associated with the look of a reptile. This serpent wore an expression on its unusual facial features, one of contentment, and spread its malformed arms, beckoning in a gesture that suggested Aaron, too, had been accepted.


The ophidian beast began to glow eerily, and Aaron could discern a fine webwork of veins and capillaries running throughout the creature’s body. The light of the snake became blinding and the solid black behind his eyes was burned away like night with the approach of dawn.


A painful surge of energy that felt like thousands of volts of electricity suddenly coursed through Aaron’s body. He opened his eyes and looked down on his dog. He knew that Gabriel’s life was almost at an end.


“It’s time, Aaron,” he heard Zeke say.


Aaron looked at him. For some reason the old man was crying. Aaron’s hands tingled painfully and he gazed down at them. A white crackling energy, like eruptions of arc lightning, danced from one fingertip to the next.


“What’s happening to me?” he asked breathlessly.


“You’re whole now, Aaron. You’re complete.”


Instinctively Aaron knew what had to be done. Gazing at his hands, he turned them palms down and again placed them upon Gabriel. He felt the energy leave his body, leaping from his fingers to the dog, burrowing beneath fur and flesh. And the air around them was filled with the charged scent of ozone.


Gabriel’s body twitched and thrashed, but Aaron did not take his hands away. The blood that spattered the dog’s fur started to dry, to smolder, evaporating into oily wisps that snaked into the air.


“I think you’ve done all you can,” Zeke said quietly nearby.


Aaron pulled his hands away from the animal. For a brief moment his handprints glowed white upon the dog’s fur— and then were gone. The powerful sensation throughout his body was fading, but he still felt different, both mentally and physically.


“What did I do?” he asked, looking from Zeke to the dog.


Gabriel was breathing slow regular breaths, as if he were merely taking a little snooze.


“What needed to be done if Gabriel—and you—are to survive,” Zeke answered ominously.


Aaron reached out and touched the dog’s head. “Gabriel?” he said softly, not sure if he believed what he was seeing.


Gabriel languidly lifted his head from the street, yawned, and fixed Aaron in his gaze. “Hello, Aaron,” he said as he rolled onto his belly.


Aaron could feel his eyes well up with emotion. He leaned forward and hugged the dog. “Are you all right?” he asked, squeezing the animal’s neck and planting a kiss on the side of his muzzle.


“I’m fine, Aaron,” Gabriel answered. The dog seemed distracted, pulling away from his embrace.


“What’s the matter?” Aaron asked the dog as he looked around.


“Have you seen my ball?” Gabriel asked in a voice filled with surprising intelligence.


And Aaron came to the frightening realization that he may not have been the only one to change.


Too late, the angel Camael thought, perched like a gargoyle at the edge of the building. He sadly gazed down at a restaurant consumed in flames. Too late to save another.


Thick gray smoke billowed from the broken front windows of Eddy’s Breakfast and Lunch; tongues of orange flame, like things alive, reached out from the heart of the conflagration, hoping to ensnare something, anything to fuel its ravenous hunger.


From his roost across the street, Camael watched as firefighters aimed their hoses and tried to suffocate the inferno with water before it had a chance to spread to neighboring structures. They would need to be persistent, the angel thought, for it was a most unnatural fire they battled this morn.


He had planned to make contact with the girl this very morning, to guide her through the change her body was undergoing, and warn her of the dangers it presented—dangers that came far sooner than even he had imagined.


Camael had been watching the girl—What was her name? Susan.


He had been observing Susan since he first caught scent of her imminent transformation. It was so much harder to track them these days; the world was a much larger and more complex place than it had been in the beginning. The enemy used trackers, human hounds, but he could not bear to use the oft-pathetic creatures in that way. Camael found it far too cruel.


Susan was a loner, as was often the nature of the breed, living alone without close friends or family. But she did have a job as a waitress, a job that seemed to be the center of her reality. That was where she came alive: surrounded by the chattering masses of the popular eating establishment. She would serve them, converse with them, and send them on their way back into the world with a kind word and a wave. At Eddy’s she was accepted, loved even; but outside its doors was a cold, harsh, unfriendly place.


Camael had watched and waited for the signs of change in her. He had even started to frequent the restaurant just so that he might observe her more closely. He didn’t have long to wait. Her appearance became disheveled, dark circles forming beneath her eyes, an obvious sign that she was not sleeping. The dreams were usually first, the collective memories of an entire race from thousands of years attempting to assert themselves. That alone was enough to drive some of them mad, never mind the changes that were still to come.


The firefighters below seemed to have the blaze under control and were entering the building, most likely to retrieve the bodies of those who had been trapped within.


Camael sighed heavily. At this early hour Eddy’s would have been crowded with customers—those coming off the late shift and those just beginning their workday. Verchiel certainly outdid himself this time, the angel thought as the first of the victims was carried from the smoldering building.


The girl must have been much further along than Camael had realized if they were able to find her with such ease. If only he had acted earlier this might have been avoided. He might have been able to convince the young woman to run before the Powers had a chance to lock on to her scent.


He would need to move faster with the next.


The firefighters were laying the smoking bodies down behind a hastily constructed screen on the sidewalk in front of the burnt-out shell that had once been Eddy’s. Camael counted sixteen so far. The girl’s had yet to be recovered.


There was a ferocity to the Powers’ latest attacks, a complete lack of concern for innocent lives, a certain desperation to their actions. He thought of Samchia’s murder in Hong Kong. There had always been killing, it was what the Powers did—it was their reason for existence. But of late … Why this sudden escalation of violence? It disturbed him. What had stirred the hornet’s nest, so to speak?


A frightening thought invaded his consciousness. What if she had been the One? What if Susan was the One foretold of in a prophecy thousands of years old?


Camael recalled the moment that had altered his chosen path as if it had happened only moments before. They had descended from the heavens on the ancient city of Urkish, the overpowering desire to eradicate evil spurring them on. It was rumored that the city was a haven for the unclean, a place where those who offended God could thrive in secret. The Powers were on a holy mission, and all who stood against them fell before their righteousness.


In a hovel made of mud and straw they found him, an old man, a seer, one of his eyes covered by a milky caul. He was surrounded by clay tablets upon which something had been written—a prophecy. It was Camael’s former captain, Verchiel, who first read the seer’s scrawl. His words foretold of the melding of human and angel, and how that joining would sire an offspring—an offspring more than human, more than angel, who would be the key to reuniting those who had fallen from Heaven with their most holy Father.


“Blasphemy!” the captain of the Powers had screamed as he shattered the tablets beneath his heel.


And on that day, all trace of the city of Urkish was wiped from the planet and from history.


But not the words—try as he might, Camael could not forget the seer’s words. They spoke of a promise, of a more peaceful time when his existence would not be one filled with the passing of judgment and the meting out of death. The words were what made him abandon his brethren and their holy mission so very long ago. Words that still haunted him today.


But what if Susan had been the One? It was a question he struggled with every time he was too late to save one of them. What if she had been the key to reuniting the fallen with Heaven? What if Verchiel had taken it all away in a self-righteous burst of purifying fire?


Camael finally saw Susan’s body among the last to be carried from the fire-ravaged building. Her blackened limbs reached up to the heavens, as if pleading to be saved.


It pained him that he had not been there for her.


What if she … a tiny voice in the back of his mind began to ask and he promptly silenced it. He couldn’t think that way. He had to keep going or all his past sacrifices would be for naught.


Camael turned from the carnage and strode across the rooftop. The angel tipped his head back to the early morning sun and sniffed the air.


There were others, others who needed him.


With the Powers’ attacks on the rise, he would need to move quickly if any were to be saved.


Zeke motioned for Aaron to sit. There was one chair in the tiny room, a black leather office chair that had probably been rescued from the garbage. A large swath of gray electrical tape ran down the middle of the seat and Aaron touched it to see if it was sticky before he sat.


After the business at the common, the three had quickly left the scene to avoid unwanted questions. The driver of the white Escort seemed genuinely pleased that she hadn’t killed Gabriel, and had even petted the dog before driving off. As the crowd rapidly dispersed Zeke suggested they head for his place.


It was a fifteen-minute walk to the Osmond Hotel, a boardinghouse on Washington Street, not too far from downtown Lynn. Because Gabriel was with them, and pets were not allowed in the Osmond, they went around back and entered through the emergency exit held open with a cinder block for cross ventilation.


Zeke lived on the fourth floor, room 416, of the dilapidated building. It wasn’t the kind of place where one would expect to find an angel.


“A fallen angel,” Zeke corrected as he sat down on the single-size bed covered by a green, moth-eaten army blanket. “There’s a big difference.”


Aaron had bought sodas and a bottle of water for Gabriel in a bodega they had passed on the way to the rooming house. “Do you have something I can put this in?” he asked as he cracked the seal on the water.


Zeke got up and started rummaging through plastic trash bags that littered the floor. “Sorry, I don’t,” he said. “Can’t cook in the room so there’s no reason for me to have any dishes.”


Aaron poured some water into his cupped hand and offered it to the dog. “It’s okay. We’ll manage.”


“Thank you,” Gabriel said in a well-mannered voice. He dropped his ball between his paws and began to lap the liquid from his master’s hand.


Zeke lay back on the bed and popped the top on his soda can. “You all right?” he asked Aaron as he fished for something in the pockets of his tattered trench coat.


Gabriel finished his water. “Thank you again, Aaron,” he said, and licked his chops. “I was very thirsty.”


Aaron wiped the slobber on his pant leg. “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said to Zeke, popping the top on his own drink. His eyes never left the dog. “Does he seem—I don’t know—smarter to you?”


Zeke produced a nip of Seagram’s from his pocket and poured the contents into his can of soda. “Not supposed to have booze in here either,” he said with a grin as he took a large gulp of the spiked drink. “Been waiting for that first sip all morning,” said the fallen angel, smacking his lips.


Aaron sat at the edge of the office chair and began to stroke Gabriel’s head.


“Does he seem smarter?” Zeke repeated, and then stifled a belch with his hand. “Yeah, I guess so, but what did you expect? You fixed him, you made him better—probably better than he ever was.”


The angel took another drink.


Aaron sat back in his chair, soft-drink can between his legs, and shook his head in disbelief. “It’s all a blur; I have no idea what I did.”


Gabriel lay down on his side and closed his eyes. The room was silent except for the sound of the dog’s rhythmic breathing as he quickly drifted off to sleep.


“What’s happened to me, Zeke?” Aaron asked. There was fear in his voice and he struggled to maintain control. “What did that … animal thing inside my head do? Talk to me!”


Zeke’s can of soda stopped midway to his mouth. “God’s menagerie,” he said. “Not animal thing. Let’s try not to be disrespectful.”


Aaron nodded. “Sorry,” he said with a smirk.


“Most people see it as some kind of animal; a dove or a lion. All of His creations.”


Zeke tipped the can of soda back and drained its contents. He then tossed the empty can into a trash bag beside the bed. “It made you complete,” he said, answering Aaron’s original question. “For the first time since you were born, you’re how you’re supposed to be.”


“And how am I supposed to be?” Aaron asked, annoyed with the man’s cryptic response.


“You’re a Nephilim, Aaron, through and through.” Aaron slammed his fists down on the arms of the chair. “Stop calling me that!” he yelled angrily.


Gabriel jumped and lifted his head. “Is everything okay?” he asked.


“Sorry,” Aaron apologized, and reached down to scratch beneath the dog’s chin. “Everything’s fine. You go back to sleep.”


Gabriel lay back and almost immediately resumed his nap.


“Sorry to be the one to break it to you, but that’s what you are,” Zeke said. He had found another nip and was drinking the whiskey straight this time.


“So is this what your kind of angel does? What did you call yourself—a Gregory? Do Gregorys go around outing people who are Nephilim?”


Zeke chuckled and leaned his head back against the cracked plaster wall. “Grigori,” he corrected. “And no, that’s not what we do. Our assignment came directly from the Big Guy upstairs,” he said, pointing to the ceiling. “And I don’t mean Crazy Al in room five-twenty.” He had some more whiskey before he continued. “God Himself told us what to do. Our job was a simple one really; it’s amazing how badly we screwed it all up.”


The fallen angel spoke slowly, remembering. “It was our job to keep an eye on mankind. They were still very young when we came here, and in need of guidance. We were to be their shepherds, you know, keep ’em out of trouble and all.”


Zeke fell silent and a look of sadness darkened his features.


Aaron placed his empty soda can on the floor beside his chair. Someone in a room close by began to cough violently. “What happened?” he finally asked.


Zeke was staring at the small brown bottle in his hand and did not look up as he took a deep breath and continued. “We became a little too enamored with the locals, lost that professional distance.” He nervously turned the bottle in his hand. “We began to teach them things, things the Lord felt they didn’t need to know: how to make weapons, astrology, how to read the weather.”


Zeke laughed harshly. “One of us sick bastards even taught the women about makeup.” The angel brought the nip halfway to his mouth. “So if your girlfriend spends two hours putting her face on before you go out for the evening, you can blame us.”


“I actually don’t have a girlfriend,” Aaron said sheepishly, immediately thinking of Vilma.


Zeke finished the last of his liquor, ignoring Aaron’s comment. “And they taught us things as well: how to drink, smoke, have sex. We went native,” he said as he squinted into the empty bottle. Annoyed that there was nothing left, he tossed it to the floor. “We began to live like humans, act like humans. Some of us even took wives.”


“And is that how the first Nephilim were born?” Aaron asked.


The fallen angel nodded. “You catch on quick. Yep, the Grigori are to blame for that whole mess—but not entirely.” Zeke stood up and sloughed off his coat, draping it over the foot of the bed. “We weren’t the only angels to find the human ladies attractive. There were others, deserters from the Great War in Heaven. They came to Earth to hide.”


A Great War in Heaven; Aaron recalled the subject from John Milton’s Paradise Lost. He’d read it in Mr. O’Leary’s sophomore English class. “So that wasn’t fiction?” he asked the Grigori. “There really was a war between angels?”


Zeke plopped himself back down on the bed. Aaron noticed a cigarette in one of his hands.


“It was real all right,” Zeke answered.


He pinched the end of the cigarette between two fingers and tightly squeezed shut his eyes. Suddenly Aaron saw a flame and smoke. Zeke had lit the cigarette with his fingers. I’m dreaming, he thought.


“The Grigori weren’t there for it, but from what I hear, it was pretty awful.” The old angel took a drag and held it. He tilted his head back and blew the smoke into the air above him to form a billowing gray cloud.


“Not supposed to smoke in here either,” he said, “but I can’t help it. A real bitch to quit.”


He took another puff and let it flow from his nostrils. “The Morningstar really blew it,” Zeke said, returning to times past. “He didn’t know how good he had it.”


Aaron was confused. “The Morningstar?”


Zeke puffed greedily on the cigarette as if it were the last one he would ever have. “Lucifer. Lucifer Morningstar? Was once the right hand of God then got greedy? He and those who followed his lead screwed up even bigger than we did.”


The room stank of smoke and Aaron wished there were a window to open. He waved his hand in front of his face in an attempt to breathe untainted air.


“Compared to what happened to him, we got off easy.”


Gabriel started to dream as he lay on the floor; his legs twitched and paddled as if he were chasing something. Aaron grinned, distracted by his dog’s antics. He had always been curious about his dreams. He’d have to ask Gabriel about it when he awoke.


He turned his attention back to Zeke. “You were punished?”


Zeke nodded ever so slowly, his eyes gazing off into the past as he remembered. “We were banished to Earth, never to see Heaven again. We wanted to be human so badly, we could live among them forever, they said.” He sucked the cigarette down to the filter trying to get every last bit of carcinogen into his body.


“That wasn’t so bad—was it?” Aaron asked, caution in his voice.


Zeke rubbed the tip of the cigarette’s filter dead against the bedframe and flicked it to the floor. “Nah,” he said in a dismissive tone. “Not really. It was what we wanted anyway.”


Aaron could sense the angel’s growing unrest. Zeke reached behind himself and began to rub the back of his neck and shoulder blades.


“Except they took our wings,” he said. There was a tremble in his voice.


“Who … who took your wings?” Aaron asked.


“Who do you think?” Zeke answered sharply as he continued to rub his back and shoulders. “The Powers. They cut off our wings and … and they killed our children.”


Zeke quickly swabbed at his eyes, smearing away any trace of emotion. Aaron wondered how long it had been since the angel had spoken of his past.


“They’re ruthless, Aaron,” he said. “They can sense when a Nephilim is reaching maturity—sometimes before. They hunt it down and kill it before it can gain full use of its birthright. That’s why I did what I did—to give you a fighting chance.”


Gabriel came suddenly awake as if sensing the pervasive atmosphere of sadness that now seemed to fill the tiny room with the cigarette smoke.


“What is wrong?” the dog asked, looking from Aaron to Zeke.


“Is that how you get even?” Aaron asked. “When you find us, you do something to turn us completely into Nephilim? Is that how you get back at the Powers for what they took from you?”


Zeke sadly shook his head. “I learned long ago not to interfere.”


“And those others you’ve encountered—the Powers killed them?”


“Probably,” Zeke said in a whisper. “Eventually.”


“Why me then?” Aaron asked the fallen angel. “Why did you do it for me and not the others?”


Zeke shrugged. “I really don’t know,” he answered. “Something told me you’re special.”





CHAPTER SIX


Inside the V.I. Lenin nuclear power plant, twenty-five kilometers upstream from the Ukrainian city of Chernobyl, an angel screamed in rage.


Verchiel flung open two reinforced steel doors in the dilapidated structure that housed the number four reactor, the one that had exploded in 1986 rendering much of the surrounding Ukrainian countryside uninhabitable. In his time stationed upon this world, he had borne witness to the destructive potential of the human animal many times over, and wondered with disgust how long it would be before they destroyed themselves once and for all.


The master of the Powers strode into the reactor room, followed closely by six of his elite soldiers and the wild-eyed feral child held in check with collar and leash. The child coughed and sneezed as clouds of thick radioactive dust, undisturbed since the plant officially closed just a few years before, billowed into the air with their passing.


The explosion here had released forty times the amount of radioactivity unleashed by the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Even now radiation levels were still incredibly high and quite dangerous to all forms of life. But that was of little concern to the nuclear power plant’s current residents—or its visitors.


Verchiel stopped and stared with displeasure. The vast chamber had been turned into a place of worship, a makeshift church. An altar of sorts was laid out before him. Hundreds of candles of various sizes burned in front of a crude painting depicting an angelic being in the loving embrace of a mortal woman. And hovering in the sky above this coupling was an infant, a child glowing like the sun. Four figures, dressed in heavy woolen robes, knelt before the altar in silent prayer. Priests of the profane beliefs. They showed no sign that they were aware of his presence.


“Sacrilege!” Verchiel bellowed, his booming voice echoing off the concrete-and-metal walls of the high-ceilinged reactor chamber.


One of the figures stirred from his benediction, muttered something beneath his breath, and bowed his head to the shrine before he stood. The others continued their silent worship.


“Welcome to our holy place,” he said.


“You disappoint me, Byleth,” Verchiel responded as the figure at the crude altar gradually turned to face him. “A deserter and a disgrace to your host, but this …” He gestured to the shrine. “It offends the Almighty to the core of His Being.”


Byleth smiled piously and strolled closer, hands clasped before him. “Does it really, Verchiel? Does the belief in a prophecy that preaches the reuniting of God with His fallen children really offend Him?” The robed angel stopped before them. “Or does it simply offend you?” Again Byleth smiled.


“What happened to you, Byleth?” Verchiel asked. “You were one of my finest soldiers. What made you fall so far from His grace?”


The angel chuckled softly as his hands disappeared inside the sleeves of his robe. “Is this usually what you ask before you kill us?”


Verchiel’s lip curled back in a sneer. “It is merely an attempt to understand how you could turn your back upon a sacred duty to the Creator of all things.”


“You must know these things before you condemn us to death?” Byleth asked, his gaze unwavering.


“Yes, before you are executed for your crimes,” the Powers’ commander answered. “A chance to purge yourself of guilt before the inevitable.”


“I see,” the priest said thoughtfully. “Has Camael answered for his crimes?”


Verchiel was silent, an explosive rage building inside him.


The priest smiled, pleased with the lack of response. “That is good,” Byleth said. “As long as he lives, there’s a chance that—”


“It is only a matter of time before the traitor meets with his much deserved fate,” Verchiel interrupted, his words dripping with malice.


“Did you feel it, Verchiel?” the angel asked, one of his hands leaving the confines of his robe to gently touch his forehead. “Just a few glorious hours ago, did you feel it come into its own?”


“I felt nothing,” Verchiel lied. He had been en route to Ukraine when he felt the psychic disturbance. The angel had been tracking half-breeds for hundreds of thousands of years and never had he felt an emergence so strong. It concerned him. “And if I had, what more could it be but the manifestation of another blemish upon the Creator’s world? Something to hunt down and eradicate before it has the opportunity to offend any further.”


The boy began to cough and Byleth sadly gazed at the human child who struggled against the confines of his leash.


“That poor creature should never have been brought here, Verchiel,” the angel priest said. “The poisons in this air will do it irreparable harm.”


Verchiel gazed at the creature with complete disinterest and looked back to the priest. “How else was I to find you in a timely manner?” he asked. “If it should die then so be it; I’ll find another monkey to help with my hunt.”


The others at the altar were standing now and had turned to watch the encounter. They all wore the same idiotic grin and Verchiel could not wait to see it burned from their faces.


“There is desperation in your tone, Verchiel. You felt it as strongly as we,” Byleth said as he shared a moment with his fellow worshippers. “And you are afraid—afraid that the prophecy is coming to fruition.”


Verchiel snarled and spread his wings, knocking Byleth to the floor by the altar in a cloud of radioactive dust. “What black sorcery did the human seer use to corrupt so many of you? Tell me so I might have any who practice such poisonous villainy scoured from the planet.”


“Always so dramatic, Verchiel,” Byleth said, struggling to his feet. “There was no magic, no corrupting spell. Nothing but a vision of unification and an end to the violence.”


A sword of fire grew in Verchiel’s hand. The larger particles of irradiated dust and dirt in the air sparked as they drifted into contact with the divine flame. Following his lead, his soldiers each manifested blazing weapons as well.


“And what has this idyllic vision brought you thus far?” asked the Powers’ leader. “You hide yourself away in the poisoned wastelands created by the animals, denying your true place in the order of things. Is this some kind of punishment, Byleth? Do you think that this half-breed prophet you imagine is coming will look upon you fondly because of it?” Verchiel said with disgust. “Pathetic.”


“This place and the poisoned land around it reminds us of what we were and what we have become,” Byleth explained. “Once, we were filled with His holy virtue, on a mission to wipe away evil—but we were tainted by the violence and a self-righteousness that said we were acting in His name.”


“Everything I do, I do for Him,” Verchiel replied, his fiery blade burning brighter and radiating an intense heat.


“That is what you believe to be true,” Byleth said. “But there is another way—a way without death, a way that brings the end of our exile and the beginning of our redemption.” The angel held out his hand, directing Verchiel to look upon the altar. “This is the way, Verchiel. This is our future.”


Verchiel shook his head. “No, it is blasphemy.” He raised a hand to his soldiers behind him. “Remove them from the altar,” he commanded.


The Powers leaped into the air, their wings stirring choking clouds of fine, radioactive debris.


“We will fight you, Verchiel!” Byleth cried. A weapon of fire grew in his grip, and others blazed up in the hands of his fellow believers, yet they seemed pitiful by comparison to the swords of the Powers. Feeble wings grew from their backs.


“Look at you,” Verchiel said as he strode toward them and their sacred shrine. “Belief in this heresy has reduced you to mere shadows of your former glory. How sad.”


“Our past sins have made us thus,” Byleth bellowed in anger as he leaped at Verchiel, his sword held high.


But he was intercepted by the savagery of Verchiel’s elite guard and forced to the ground beneath their weight. Verchiel watched with great amusement as the priests were hauled away from their shrine.


“This is the future, you say?” he asked as he looked from them to the burning candles and crude artwork.


They struggled against their captors, but the Powers’ soldiers held them fast. “It won’t end with us,” Byleth hissed. “That which has been foretold now walks among us.”


Verchiel looked to the altar, fiery indignation burning in his breast. “I see no future here,” he said as he flapped his powerful wings. The mighty gusts of air extinguished the candles and toppled the offensive painting. “All I see is the end.”


Verchiel grinned maliciously as he turned back to the priests, but his triumph quickly turned to confusion when he noted the serene looks upon their faces.


“It’s far from over, Verchiel,” Byleth said. “Look for yourself,” he added with a tilt of his head toward the altar.


The Powers’ leader turned and watched with horror as the candles, one by one, began to reignite. In a burst of fury, he spread his wings and launched himself toward the grinning priest, once a soldier in his service. Savagely he thrust the end of his fiery blade into Byleth’s chest, reveling in the change of his expression from a grin of the enlightened to one of excruciating pain.


Byleth’s fellow priests gasped in unison. “Please,” one of his fellow believers plaintively whispered.


Verchiel leaned in close, watching the flesh of the renegade angel’s face bubble and blacken as he burned from within. “They beg for mercy, but alas, their words fall upon deaf ears.”


Byleth slid to the floor, Verchiel’s blade still within him, his heavy robes beginning to ignite. “And … and how are your words received, Verchiel?” He gasped as he lifted his head, puddles of liquid flesh sizzling upon the dust-covered ground. “What does the Lord of Lords have to say when you speak?”


Verchiel pulled his sword from the priest’s chest. “The Almighty and I … we do not need to converse.”


Byleth smiled hideously, his teeth nothing more than charred nubs protruding from oozing black gums. “As I imagined.”


Verchiel felt his ire rise. “That amuses you, Byleth? My lack of communication with the Heavenly Father makes you smile in the face of your imminent death?”


His body awash in flames, the priest slowly raised his charred, skeletal hands to the sides of his face—to where his ears used to be. “Deaf … ears,” Byleth whispered. “Deaf ears.” And then he began to laugh.


The sound enraged Verchiel. He pulled back his arm and brought the heavenly blade down upon the burning priest once, twice, three times, reducing his offender to ash. Then he turned from the smoking remains to face his prisoners. “This is what the profanity of your beliefs has brought you,” he said, directing their attention to the ruin of their master.


The sword of flame receded to nothing, and Verchiel strode away toward the doors that would take him from the poisonous chamber.


“Kill them,” he said, void of emotion, his back to them. “I want to forget they ever existed.”


And he left the room, the screams of the dying priests escorting him on his journey, the malignant words of an ancient prophecy feverishly swirling around in his mind.


Michael Jonas glanced at his watch. He set his pen down on top of the insurance forms he was in the process of completing and picked up the phone.


Where is he? the psychiatrist wondered.


The dial tone droned in his ear as he searched for Aaron’s phone number in his file. He punched in the numbers and listened as it began to ring.


Aaron Corbet had been nothing but punctual all the years that he’d treated him, and Jonas found it odd that he would simply blow off their appointment, especially after their discussion yesterday morning.


He would have been lying if he had said he wasn’t fascinated by the rather unique talent the young man had exhibited; in all his twenty-five years of practicing he’d never seen anything quite so bizarre and yet, exciting. Certainly Aaron could be delusional, and was already fluent in Portuguese, Spanish, and Latin, but his gut told him no. Jonas grew eager with the thought of the papers he might publish on this specific case, and the accolades he would receive from his peers.


“Hello?” answered a woman’s voice from the other end of the line.


“Yes, hi,” Jonas said in greeting. “Is Aaron there please?”


“No, he’s not,” the woman replied. “Can I ask who’s calling?”


He would need to be cautious; patient-doctor confidentiality was an issue. “This is Michael Jonas,” he responded professionally. “Is this Mrs. Stanley?”


“Yes, Dr. Jonas. How are you? Aaron went out with the dog early this morning and he hasn’t returned.” There was a pause and Jonas knew what was coming next. After being a psychiatrist for so many years he could read people and their reactions. “Is there a problem, Doctor? Is … is Aaron going to see you again?”


She was concerned and he wanted to put her mind at ease without sharing Aaron’s personal business.


“No need for panic, Mrs. Stanley. I’m just checking in, calling to see how he’s doing. Would you have him get in touch with me when he comes in? I should be at the office until well after six.”


“Certainly, Doctor,” she said, less tension in her tone. “I’ll give him the message.”


“Thanks so much, Mrs. Stanley. You have a good day.”


“Same to you,” she responded, and hung up.


Jonas returned the receiver to the cradle and again glanced at his watch. Interesting, he thought. Aaron went out early and no one’s seen him since. Jonas wondered if he had frightened him away. Maybe he shouldn’t have mentioned his friend at Mass General.


The cartoon image of a scholarly paper with flapping wings flying out a window danced across his mind and he smiled. Jonas reached for his pen to resume his weekly paperwork and saw that he wasn’t alone.


“Jesus Christ!” he gasped as he threw himself back against his chair, startled.


A man stood in front of his desk. He appeared older, but was tall, striking, and although he wore a suit, Jonas could see that he was in good physical condition.


“How did you get in here?” Jonas asked nervously.


The man simply stood staring at the desktop. He seemed to be studying Jonas’s paperwork.


“Can I help you with something, Mr…?”


The stranger said nothing, continuing to gaze at the top of the desk. And then he raised his head and looked at Jonas. He was handsome in a distinguished kind of way. He reminded the psychiatrist of the actor who used to play James Bond, and later starred in that movie about the Russian submarine. But it was his eyes that were strangely different. There was something wrong with them. Jonas thought of the eyes of a stuffed owl that his grandmother had kept on display at her summer cottage in Maine: dark black in the center and encircled with gold.


“Camael,” the stranger answered in a powerful timbre. “I am Camael—and I’ve come in search of the child.”


Camael tilted his head back and sniffed the air. “The child was here,” he said as he turned in a slow circle, “not long ago—a day perhaps.” He moved closer to the desk, the sour smell of the human’s fear mixing with the strong essence of the Nephilim. It was a masculine odor, a male scent. “I mean the child no harm, but it is imperative that I find him.”


Dr. Jonas stood and slammed his meaty hands down onto the desktop aggressively. “Listen,” he said, “I don’t have a clue as to what you’re talking about.”


The psychiatrist was a large man. He might have been powerful once, but the years had been unkind and his body had gone to seed. He pointed a square finger authoritatively to the door. “So I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


As if on cue, the office door swung slowly open and Camael snarled as two of Verchiel’s Powers came into the room.


The two took notice of him immediately and emitted a snakelike hiss from their mouths. “The betrayer,” spat one with a head of jet-black hair, his body lowering to a readied crouch. It had been millennia since Camael had last commanded them, but he believed this one was called Hadriel.


“What the hell is going on here?” the human blustered. “Leave my office at once or I’m going to …”


“Silence, ape!” the other angel warned. Camael knew the name of this one for certain. He was Cassiel, one of Verchiel’s crueler operatives.


“I strongly advise you to take cover, Doctor,” Camael warned. He did not take his eyes from the Powers, feeling that special calm before battle slowly wash over him.


“This ape is going to call the police,” the flustered psychiatrist said as he reached for the telephone on his desk.


Cassiel moved as a blur. His hand shot out and from his fingertips a searing white light emanated. “I asked you to be quiet.”


The doctor screamed out in agony as his body burst into flame. He fell back against the wall and crumpled to the floor, completely engulfed by fire. He twitched and thrashed in excruciating death and everywhere he touched began to burn as well.


Camael used the distraction to strike. In his mind he saw the weapon he wanted and it formed in his grasp, composed of heavenly fire. He attacked, swinging the burning blade at Hadriel, who seemed engrossed in the psychiatrist’s death throes. But the angel reacted quickly, summoning a weapon of his own, a spear—and blocking the swipe that would have certainly taken his head.


The weapons clashed, sounding like the grumble of thunder.


“The great Camael,” Hadriel taunted as he pushed him away and thrust forward with the burning spear. “One of our greatest, reduced to living amongst the human animals.”


Camael sidestepped to avoid the spear thrust and brought his blade down, cutting his attacker’s weapon explosively in two. “You talk too much, Hadriel,” he said as he stepped in close and lashed out, the pommel of the sword connecting with the side of the soldier’s head, bringing him to his knees. “A human trait, I believe,” Camael said to the stunned angel.


Camael heard the whisper of another weapon cutting through the air. He unfurled his wings and flew upward as Cassiel’s sword passed harmlessly beneath him.


“Are you lonely, Camael?” Cassiel asked as he too pushed off from the floor and spread his wings to join him in the air.


Camael parried Cassiel’s next thrust and maneuvered in closer. He brought a knee up sharply into the angel’s stomach. “My mission is all the company I need,” he said as he drove his forehead into the angel’s face. “I’ve grown to enjoy my solitude.”


Cassiel plummeted to the floor.
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