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PROLOGUE


SIX MONTHS AGO


Leonard Michaels had secretly hoped it would never come to this.


He stood, perfectly still, in the kitchen of the Florida house where he had lived for the last twenty or so years. Though his kind did not sleep, per se, he had been roused from a meditative state by the most disturbing of sensations.


His leader was dead.


Verchiel was no more.


He understood what this meant. After all this waiting, it was time for him to act.


Opening the refrigerator, Leonard removed a pitcher of water and poured himself a glass. His hand trembled as he brought the drink to his desert-dry mouth, and gulped the contents down.


Verchiel’s death forced him to remember what he truly was, what he hadn’t been for so very, very long. It had been so easy to lose himself in the masquerade of pretending to be what he wasn’t.


Pretending to be human.


He wasn’t really Leonard Michaels, retired housepainter, but something far more wondrous … far more dangerous.


He was Geburah, an angel of the heavenly host Powers, and Verchiel had been their master and commander. It was he who defined their purpose upon the earth. As angels of the Powers, they had one simple objective: keep the world of man clean of evil. If it would offend He who was the Creator of all—the Lord God Almighty—then they were to destroy it.


And the Powers performed this chore with the utmost efficiency, until an evil threatened not only earth but the Shining City of Heaven itself.


He poured himself another glass of water, recalling the monstrous threat.


Nephilim.


The evil had been spawned by those who had fallen during the Great War between the armies of Lucifer Morning-star and the legions of Heaven. Those who had fled the Great War escaped to the world of man, and had mingled with the females of the species, creating children—monsters—the likes of which the Almighty could never have possibly loved.


Nephilim.


They grew to be Verchiel’s obsession, and thusly the Powers’.


The Nephilim were a terrible plague upon the world, but the Powers met the challenge with venomous fervor, and the half-breed monsters were hunted down and exterminated one by one.


But their numbers were many.


The recollection of their screams and cries for mercy echoed through Geburah’s thoughts. He recalled the savagery of the Powers’ acts in the name of Heaven. There had been no other way. Their purpose had been to cleanse the world of evil, and the Nephilim had been the foulest of them all.


“Leonard?” asked a woman’s voice from the darkness.


For a moment Geburah had forgotten his humanity.


His wife stood in the doorway.


“Are you all right?” the old woman asked him, her eyes squinting in the harsh kitchen light.


“I’m fine,” he said, lying to the woman who had been his companion for a very long time.


He wasn’t all right.… Nothing would be right again.


Now that Verchiel was dead.


“Bad dreams?” his wife asked, coming to put her arms around him. Before the death of his leader, he would have met this sign of affection with great warmth, reveling in the love it exhibited, but now …


“Yes, Lillian,” he said with little emotion, placing his empty glass on the granite countertop. “Bad dreams.” He kissed her lightly, sending her back to bed and telling her he would join her soon.


That, too, was a lie. For with Verchiel gone, it was time for his mission to begin.


The Nephilim were a cunning foe, some able to survive the Powers’ attempts at extermination. There had even been rumors of an angelic prophecy that a Nephilim had been chosen by the Creator Himself as some sort of savior to bring forgiveness to those that had fallen during the war with the Morningstar, and allow them to return to Heaven.


The idea was blasphemous to them—some sort of Nephilim trick—and it made the Powers hate the accursed half-breeds all the more.


Verchiel had known that his, and his followers’, most holy mission would be fraught with peril and the potential for defeat, and he could not bear the thought of failure. If he and his Powers were to somehow meet with death, their purpose thwarted, there would be another way to achieve victory.


Geburah was a part of that alternative plan, along with five others who’d been carefully selected by Verchiel himself.


That meeting came flooding back to him, what he and the others had agreed upon if Verchiel and the remaining Powers were to meet their end.


And it filled him with fear.


Geburah considered running, going into his room, pulling his wife from their bed, and disappearing into the night, hiding from what he was to do now that Verchiel had failed.


But the thought was fleeting, dissipating like smoke in the wind as he whipped his head around, realizing that he was no longer alone in the kitchen.


The tall figure stood by the door, having silently come in from the night outside. It took him a moment, but Geburah recognized him as one of his own.


The angel had come for him.


“Hello, Suria,” Geburah greeted him. “Can I get you anything … a drink of water perhaps?”


Suria stared at him strangely, with a slight tilt of his head.


“I require nothing,” the angel said flatly.


Geburah nodded, turning his gaze toward the hallway, imagining his wife asleep in their bedroom upstairs.


He wanted so much to be back there, to feel her warmth as he held her in his arms, to feel her humanity.


“Verchiel is dead,” Suria stated.


Geburah looked away from the kitchen entrance, the pull of the bedroom already beginning to fade as the mask that he wore started to slip as duty called.


“Yes,” he said. “I felt it as well.”


Suria stared at him, eyes black and cold.


“We now have a mission to perform,” the angel spoke.


Geburah was well aware of what he needed to do but found himself fighting it, struggling with the identity he’d kept hidden away these years past.


“Can I be honest with you, Suria?” Geburah said with a nervous smile. “I’d hoped—prayed, actually—that I’d never be called to duty—that I could continue to live like this.”


He looked around the kitchen, the memories of the years with Lillian cascading through his thoughts.


“Like a human?” Suria asked, his response tinged with disgust.


Angels believed themselves so superior, so above humanity. Geburah had no idea where Suria … where the others of their kind had been, as they waited … how they passed the time. Was he the only one of them to live amongst humanity? To pretend to be human?


“Like a human,” Geburah repeated with a sigh, knowing there was little choice for him. He had a duty to perform.


He owed it to Verchiel … to this world … and to Heaven itself.


“Foolish, isn’t it?” Geburah asked.


Suria continued to stare at Geburah, but his gaze had become harder … cautious. Geburah knew that if Suria believed their mission was about to be somehow compromised—that he wasn’t about to take control of their mission—Suria wouldn’t hesitate to strike him down, and assume command.


Again there was the foolish thought of escape, but then he saw, with more acuity than mere human eyes, movement outside the open kitchen window. Through the curtains fluttering in the warm, nighttime breeze, he saw that the others of his band had arrived and were waiting outside.


Waiting for the one who would now lead them.


“Are you … well, Geburah?” Suria prodded.


“I’m fine,” Geburah answered with a sigh, then released his angelic nature.


The truth of what he was … what he had always been … charged forward like a wild beast, and Geburah gasped as the divine power of Heaven flooded through him after so very long.


Leonard Michaels no longer stood in the kitchen of the Florida home. Leonard Michaels no longer existed. In fact, he had never truly existed at all.


In his place stood an angel—a soldier—the new leader of the heavenly host Powers.


Geburah spread his wings, reveling in the sensation. Sparks of divine fire leaped from the tips of his feathers, igniting the structure around him, but he did not care, for that part of him existed no longer. Burned away to reveal the true nature that had lain dormant within.


“Leonard?” a scared voice cried out over the shriek of fire alarms from someplace nearby. “Leonard, what’s going on?”


Geburah looked toward the doorway, the entrance to the kitchen now engulfed with orange fire, a pang of something vaguely familiar pulling at him, gnawing at him from inside, but it soon passed.


He turned his attention back to Suria.


“It’s nothing,” Geburah said as the fire hungrily spread. He calmly walked through the burning kitchen to the back door, and to the angelic soldiers that waited for him outside.


“Nothing at all.”


The last vestiges of the humanity that he had built burned at his back.


TWO MONTHS AGO


If only they could see what I’ve seen with these old, dead eyes, Tobias Foster mused in response to a child’s curious question to her mother as to what was wrong with the old man on the corner’s eyes as they passed him on the busy Baltimore street.


He was going to answer the little girl, tell her that there was nothing wrong with the two milky orbs resting inside his skull, that he just saw things a little bit differently than most folks. Where mostly everybody saw the here and now, he saw glimpses of the future, and he’d just seen something that both distracted and disturbed him.


The brass horn in his grasp grew warm, reading Tobias’s change in mood. The instrument started to pulse, as if it were alive.


“That’s all right,” he whispered softly as he held the horn closer, feeling its heat through his clothes.


“Hey, old man, play us something.”


Tobias turned his head to fix his blind eyes upon the person standing on the street before him.


“What would you like to hear?” he asked, knowing that a song was probably the best thing for the horn at the moment.


“I don’t know,” the man said, the smell of alcohol wafting off his breath. “Play something nice.”


The horn needed a soothing song now. Something to calm it down.


Tobias brought the horn up, nearly scorching his lips on the mouthpiece, and began to blow. The horn fought at first, resisting his attempt to coax music from it, but it soon relented and the sweet sounds of something bluesy that he’d thought up on the fly drifted from the horn.


That’s it, the old man thought as he played, feeling the metal grow colder in his grasp. Even after all these years with the instrument, he still forgot how reactive it was.


The horn’s previous holder had told him as much all those years ago when giving him the instrument; you’d think Tobias would’ve known not to let his emotions get the better of him, but what he had just seen … it was enough to ruin any man’s day.


He heard the sound of change clinking against the other donations that had been tossed onto the bandanna he’d set out in front of him.


“Thank you kindly,” he said as he took the horn from his lips, sensing the drunken man who wanted to hear something nice heading on his way satisfied.


The horn was copasetic again, forcing him to think about the vision he had seen moments ago without the emotional reaction.


Since he took the horn into his possession, Tobias’s ability to see had been taken away, but it was replaced with something he believed to be of greater value. Tobias had been given the gift of precognition, particularly as it pertained to him, and the safety of the horn.


The safety of the world, really.


And what he had just glimpsed from behind his cataract-covered eyes would soon endanger all those things.


The old man sighed as he bent down, feeling around to retrieve the change and the few bills that passersby had given to him as he played.


It isn’t bad enough that the Powers nearly released Hell on earth in their attempt to wipe out the Nephilim, he thought as he shoved the money and handkerchief deep inside his pants pocket. Now they’re at it again. And are hell-bent on dragging me into their latest folly.


That’s what he had seen in a disturbing flash: angels of the Powers host hunting for him. They were in the city, following the instrument’s scent. Tobias had always been a wanderer, even before assuming responsibility for the instrument. Since taking on the horn, he’d just had a lot more time to do it.


The instrument had prolonged his life.


He really didn’t remember how long he’d been on this planet. When anyone asked how old he was, he simply replied, “Very.” He had seen a lot during his wandering: kings had fallen, wars had been fought, and slaves had been given their freedom. He was sure he’d witnessed many other important events, but, at the moment, he couldn’t recall them.


Tobias had other, far more disturbing things on his mind.


The Powers were coming for him … for the horn, and he was afraid he wasn’t strong enough to fight them.


Why can’t they just leave it be? the old man thought as he shuffled past the busy National Aquarium, a chilling wind blowing off the harbor, foreshadowing cold times to come.


That was the problem with angels, they were so damn stubborn, always thinking they were right. Just because they were one of the first creatures created by God, they thought their opinions had greater value than everybody else’s.


As much as he hated to admit it, Tobias knew it was time his wandering ended, but first he had to find someone very special.


Someone who didn’t mind not dying for a very long time, and who was strong enough to take on the responsibility of the horn, and all that came with it.





CHAPTER ONE


The cold milk made Aaron’s teeth ache as he spooned cereal into his mouth, careful not to dribble anything onto the front of his shirt.


He glanced across the kitchen table at his little brother, Stevie. The boy, who was supposed to be eating frozen waffles, was rolling a Thomas the Tank Engine train back and forth in front of his untouched plate.


Aaron was about to tell the boy to eat when his mother entered the kitchen, a smile on her face that reminded Aaron how lucky he was to have her as his mom.


Lori Stanley was actually Aaron’s foster mother, but her smile, and the way he felt about her, made that fact inconsequential. As far as he was concerned, Lori Stanley was as close to a real mother as he would ever know.


“How’s it going here?” she asked cheerfully.


Stevie didn’t respond, engrossed in the repetitive movement of his train.


“We’re good,” Aaron said through a mouthful of sugary cereal.


He needed to finish up or he’d be late for school.


A few more quick bites and he was done. He grabbed his bowl and stood to take it to the sink.


“It was nice, wasn’t it?” Lori asked as he crossed the kitchen. She stood beside Stevie’s chair. The boy didn’t notice, but that was just how Stevie was, lost in his world of autism.


“What was?” Aaron asked, absently placing his bowl in the sink and turning back toward his mother. He wondered if he’d need his jacket. The calendar said it was spring, but it was still cold.


“This,” Lori said, her eyes becoming sad as she gestured around the kitchen.


“Yeah, I guess,” Aaron answered carefully. “Are you all right?”


His mother shook her head, slowly at first, but gradually with more passion. “No,” she said, her voice cracking. “No, I am not all right.”


And suddenly Aaron knew exactly what was wrong.


His mother was dead. So was Stevie.


This life was dead.


Lori looked at him, her eyes awash with tears. “Do you miss it?” she asked, stroking the little boy’s hair as he continued to play with his train.


Aaron found himself crying as well. “Yes,” he whispered, wanting to go to her, to have her take him into her arms and tell him that everything was going to be fine. But something stopped him … something denied him that comfort.


“It got bad so fast,” Lori said. Wisps of smoke began to waft from her body.


“Lori!” Aaron cried as the smoke became darker, thicker, and tongues of flame appeared atop her head like a fiery crown.


“Mom!”


He tried to move but couldn’t, some unknown force preventing him from going to her aid. Fire completely engulfed her now, and smoke obscured the kitchen, but Aaron couldn’t look away.


“So fast,” the blackened skeleton said once more. Sizzling fat ran from its empty eye sockets in a mockery of tears. Her burning fingers still patted Stevie’s hair.


“It’s going to get worse,” the little boy said unexpectedly, lifting his attention from the train to fix it upon Aaron, his gaze suddenly very much aware. “A lot worse.”


Then Stevie started to play with his train again.


As he, too, began to burn.


Aaron Corbet awoke with a start, and stifled a scream before it could fully escape his lips.


He blinked repeatedly, his eyes somehow watering from the smoke of the blaze that had consumed his mother and brother.


“Aaron?” asked a voice in the semidarkness of the bedroom.


He turned his head slightly on the pillow, expecting to see his girlfriend, Vilma, but instead he looked into the worried eyes of his dog, Gabriel, who lay on the mattress beside him.


“Bad dream again?” the yellow Labrador asked in the gravelly dog voice that Aaron had no difficulty understanding.


“Yeah,” Aaron said, reaching over to rub the dog’s golden-brown ears. “But I’m all right now,” he lied.


He was about to ask the dog where Vilma was, but as the murkiness of sleep began to recede, he remembered that she had gone back to Lynn, Massachusetts, to visit her aunt and uncle.


Aaron wished that she were here with him now; he could have used her arms around him, the warmth of her body pressed against his. Her very presence was enough to chase away any nightmare’s lingering effects.


While he loved Gabriel, a Labrador retriever was no replacement for a hot girlfriend.


“Getting up now?” Gabriel asked, sitting up, his thick muscular tail thumping against the bed. “Breakfast?”


“Not yet.” Aaron reached up and gave the dog’s blocky head a final pat, then turned over on his side, pulling the blanket around his ears. “It’s still early. Let’s see if we can grab a few more hours of shut-eye.”


Gabriel sighed with disappointment but didn’t argue, settling down almost immediately. Aaron listened to the dog’s breathing grow slow and heavy as Gabriel drifted off once more.


But sleep eluded him.


He tried to clear his mind, to focus on his dog’s steady snore, but all he could see when he closed his eyes was the vision of his mother and brother in flames, their ominous warning echoing in his ears.


“It got bad so fast.”


“It’s going to get worse.”


“A lot worse.”


Vilma Santiago opened her eyes to the early morning, thinking that things were the way they used to be, that nothing had changed at all.


That the past few months had been only a bad dream.


But, really, it was her old life that seemed like a dream.


She lay on an air mattress on the floor of her cousin’s bedroom and gazed up at the ceiling, at the cracks in the plaster that had always been the first things she saw when she awakened, when this used to be her room. She remembered all the times she’d lain there, early in the morning, before the rest of the house began to stir, wondering what the day would have in store for her.


School, homework, chores, making sure her younger cousins weren’t getting into any trouble. She’d never really thought about that life as she’d lived it, believing it all so predictable, so boring and inconsequential.


If only it could be that way again.


Vilma quietly rose from her bed, careful not to wake the little raven-haired girl who slept soundly in the bed next to her, wrapped in the Disney Princess bedding she’d received the day before for her seventh birthday. She picked up her clothes and shoes, and tiptoed to the bedroom door. Vilma hated to leave yet again without saying good-bye to the little girl, but the last thing she wanted, or needed, was a scene.


Her abrupt departure from the household six months ago had created enough problems, although Vilma didn’t see what choice she’d had. Her life had changed so dramatically since she’d become involved with Aaron. Since she’d learned what she really was.


Vilma stepped out into the hallway, quietly pulling the door closed behind her. She stood for a moment, breathing in the comforting aroma of freshly brewed coffee, then bent down to place her sneakers on the floor and pull on her jeans.


“Would you like a cup of coffee?” asked a voice from behind her.


Vilma zipped her pants and turned to find her aunt Edna standing at the end of the hallway, in the doorway to the kitchen, her bathrobe wrapped tightly around her.


“Yes, please,” Vilma said, keeping her voice low. She grabbed her sneakers and followed her aunt into the kitchen, into the full smell of the morning brew.


“How did you sleep?” Edna asked as she poured coffee from the full carafe into a mug.


“Fine,” Vilma answered. Between the birthday party and the stress of being back home, she had been so tired that she probably could have slept soundly almost anywhere.


Vilma pulled out a chair and sat at the kitchen table as Edna set the steaming mug down in front of her.


“Thank you,” Vilma said, pulling the coffee closer, feeling its soothing warmth in the palms of her hands.


Edna retrieved a carton of cream from the refrigerator and grabbed a square metal canister filled with sugar packets from the counter. She placed both on the table, pushing them toward Vilma, then turned back to the stove to fill another mug with coffee. Silently, she sat down across from her niece, blowing on the scalding liquid before taking a short, careful sip.


Vilma added two sugar packets and a generous amount of cream to her cup, then took her first drink as well, closing her eyes and reveling at the strong brew. Coffee always tasted better in this house. It was as if the environment added a special ingredient that couldn’t be found anywhere else.


Maybe it was love. There had never been a day that Vilma had not felt wanted or cared for here. After her mother’s death, her aunt and uncle had brought her home with them from Brazil and had treated her as one of their own.


“Can I make you something? Some eggs or toast?” Edna asked, interrupting Vilma’s thoughts.


“No, this is good.” Vilma smiled, cupping the hot mug.


“It’s not a bother,” her aunt reassured her.


“I know, but I’m fine with just the coffee. Thanks.” She smiled again as she lifted the mug to her lips for another sip.


They continued to sit in silence, each wrapped in her own thoughts. Vilma knew the questions were coming, and she dreaded them. They’d been kept at bay yesterday with the excitement of Nicole’s party, but there was nothing to hold them back now—the questions about where she had gone and what she was doing with her life. If only there were easy answers. If only Vilma could tell her aunt the truth. But Edna would never understand—couldn’t understand.


Vilma’s life had changed dramatically. Her understanding of the world and how it worked had been totally flipped upside down and sideways.


Normal didn’t exist anymore, at least not for Vilma.


“Are you leaving today?” Edna asked in a seemingly casual tone.


Here it comes.


“Yeah. I have to get back.”


“To him?” The disapproval was obvious in her aunt’s voice. “To that Aaron boy?”


Vilma set her mug on the table. “Please,” she begged, “why can’t we just enjoy each other’s company without—”


“You leave us in the middle of the night, I don’t hear from you for weeks. How should I act, Vilma?”


Vilma could understand how it must seem to the woman, but the truth was so much worse. How was she to tell the woman who had been like a mother to her that she wasn’t even human, that she was the offspring of an angel and a mortal woman? And how could Vilma tell her aunt that there were forces out there … angels … Powers … that wished to see Vilma and other Nephilim like her dead?


The answer was simple: she didn’t. It was better, safer, to keep her family in the dark.


“I know how this must seem, but you have to trust me,” Vilma told her, looking away into her coffee mug, not wanting to see the disappointment in her aunt’s eyes.


“Your uncle thinks that I should force you to tell me what you are doing,” Edna said, gripping her coffee mug so tightly that her knuckles had gone white. “Tell us where you are living, and with whom.” She released the mug, bringing it halfway to her lips before stopping. “He believes you owe us that at least. We’re your family, Vilma. We should know these things.”


Vilma knew this conversation was going nowhere good.


“I’m sorry,” she said, bending down to pull on her sneakers. “I’m sorry that I’m disappointing you, but you really need to trust me on this.”


“How can you expect us to trust you when we know nothing about your life now?” Edna retorted. “You’re practically a child. And that boy didn’t even finish high school! What do you know about the world—really know about the world?”


If only you really knew about the world, Vilma thought. Really knew about the world. She stood and leaned in to give her aunt a quick kiss on the cheek.


“It’s better that you don’t know,” she said quietly.


“If you’re in trouble—,” her aunt began, eager to help in any way she could.


“I’m not in trouble, but I really need to be going,” Vilma interrupted. She retrieved her fleece jacket from the back of the cellar door, where she’d hung it the day before, and slipped it on.


“When will you be back? Will you at least call to let us know if—”


“I’ll be in touch,” Vilma said quickly, anxious to leave before things truly got out of hand. She loved her aunt but knew that tears would be coming soon.


She opened the back door, wondering if there would ever come a day when she could share the reality of her new life with her aunt and uncle. She desperately wanted to tell them everything, but it was too dangerous.


Aaron had lost his own foster family to the forces surrounding the revelation of what he was; Vilma was not going to risk the lives of her family.


“Vilma,” her aunt called out.


She turned to look at the woman standing there in her bathrobe, eyes damp with tears.


“We love you very much; if there’s anything we can do to …”


There was nothing Vilma wanted more at that moment than to bare her soul to her aunt. “I love you too, Aunt Edna. Tell Uncle Frank that I love him, Nicole and Michael, too,” she said instead, then stepped out the door, closing it firmly behind her before she, too, started to cry.


It was early, and Belvidere Place was eerily quiet, most of the inhabitants of the short dead-end street still fast asleep.


Vilma walked to the far corner of the backyard, where prying eyes, if there were any, would not be able to see what she was about to do.


She glanced back toward the house to be sure her aunt wasn’t watching from a kitchen window, then closed her eyes and took a deep breath, allowing the power that resided inside her—a power that she had suppressed while with her family—to flow up, and out of her body.


A pair of large feathered wings grew from the flesh of her back, passing like smoke through her clothing without causing so much as a tear. Flexing the powerful muscles in her shoulder blades, she fanned the air, stirring a small cloud of dust and dirt. It felt good to stretch after her wings had been furled for so long—a thought that would have been totally alien to her six months ago.


It was time to return to the place that had become her home since she’d accepted what she was and the purpose she served on the planet.


Vilma thought of the abandoned school in the western part of the state, seeing all its details in her mind’s eye as if she were looking at it through a window.


That was where Aaron would be waiting for her.


That was where she wanted to be.


And with that thought, she folded her wings about herself, their feathered embrace holding her tightly.


And from where she once stood, she was gone.


As if she’d never been there at all.





CHAPTER TWO


TWO MONTHS AGO


With a rush of air and a fluttering of wings, the last of the Powers appeared on the quiet street, the only witness to their arrival a stray cat on the hunt for something to eat.


The cat stopped suddenly, eyeing the six figures standing in a group in the center of Main Street. They were dressed in dark suits and wore long coats that fluttered in the early morning breeze. She flattened herself against the ground with a low, whining growl, the need to hunt suddenly replaced by the need for caution. There was danger before her, emanating from these strangers in waves. They, too, were on the hunt, she sensed, and she did not care to be their prey.


In a flash the cat darted down the alley between the post office and a greasy-spoon diner, and was gone.


Geburah followed the sudden movement, his preternatural senses on alert. The cat was not what he sought, so its presence was forgotten nearly as quickly as it had registered.


The Powers’ leader signaled to one of the other five with a barely perceptible nod. Anfial, the tracker of their angelic pack, stepped forward to sniff the air, his dark eyes closing as he processed the billions of particulates that filled the filthy air. God’s favored world was sick, dying from a cancer that only Geburah and his surviving brethren had the courage to face. Soon it would be released from its misery.


But first, the hunt.


“There,” Anfial said, nostrils flaring as he turned toward the diner.


Their prey, and the means for accomplishing their holy objective was inside.


Tobias sat on a stool inside Ronny’s Diner and Grub, his blind eyes turned toward the door. Waiting.


Seeing the impending future.


“How’s that coffee, old-timer?” Ronny asked from behind the counter.


Tobias barely heard the question. He’d come to the small rural town in West Virginia in an effort to evade his pursuers. It was just the latest in a series of stops he’d made since leaving Baltimore, and the traveling was beginning to get to him. He was slowing down when he should have kept moving. Stopping at this all-night diner in the predawn hours had been a big mistake, but he had been tired and hungry.


He should have been smarter.


“The coffee’s fine, Ron, thanks,” Tobias said without moving. “But I’m afraid I’ve caused you a bit of trouble.”


Ronny laughed. “What are you talking about? It’s no trouble at all. Listen, I’ve got some leftover apple pie if—”


“Forget the pie,” Tobias interrupted rather sharply. “You need to get out of here, through the back door, as fast as you can before—”


The bell over the door jangled merrily, announcing new customers.


“Morning,” Ronny said cheerfully to the six men who strolled in. “Sit anywhere you like. I’ll get you menus and some coffee in a sec.”


Tobias reached across the counter and grabbed Ronny’s arm in a steely grip. “Get out,” he rasped. “They’re gonna kill you and think nothin’ of it.”


Startled, Ronny pulled his arm away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, old man, but maybe it’s time you hit the road.”


The six men approached the counter and formed a semicircle around the old black man.


“We’ve been looking for you, human,” Geburah said, ignoring the man behind the counter.


Tobias could sense Ronny’s confusion. He wished the owner of the diner had listened to his warning.


“You fellas know each other?” Ronny asked.


“Let’s just say that we’re aware of each other’s activities,” Tobias said. The angels’ presence was making his skin tingle as though a mild electrical current was passing through his body.


“It has always fascinated us that the Archangel Gabriel would bestow such a sacred task upon lowly humans.”


Tobias felt for his cup, brought it up to his mouth, and drained the last of his coffee noisily.


“Probably ’cause he realized the likes of you couldn’t be trusted,” he replied. “Probably ’cause he knew that at the first sign of trouble, you’d be blowing the horn to bring the curtain down. Let’s be honest, your kind never really did care much for humanity.”


The leader of the remaining six Powers stepped closer, bending down to speak directly into the blind man’s ear.


“You’re right,” he whispered. His breath smelled of spice and decay. “We’ve always believed that the Lord of Lords could have done better … actually did do better.”


Tobias laughed. “What?” he asked incredulously. “You think the angelic hosts are the best He could do?” He laughed some more, shaking his head. “Most of humanity ain’t no prize, but I can honestly say we got the likes of you winged sons of bitches beat, hands down.”


Tobias swiveled his stool from the counter to face the angels.


“You have some nerve coming after me,” he said with a snarl. “Has who gave me the horn to look out for slipped your divine minds? Let me refresh your memories—Gabriel himself.”


Ronny had been silent until then but finally interjected. “All right, I can see where this is going.”


Tobias caught the sound of something being pulled from beneath the counter—probably a baseball bat. “You guys take it outside or I’m gonna start swingin’, and then I’m gonna call the sheriff.”


The owner of Ronny’s Diner and Grub moved around the counter, menacing with the bat. Tobias knew there was nothing he could do to help the man now. Ronny had had his chance.


But still Tobias tried.


“He’s right. Let’s take this outside.” The blind man slid from his stool, and suddenly a powerful hand dropped hard upon his shoulder.


“You will give it to me,” Geburah snarled.


Tobias heard a scuffling of feet, and Ronny’s angry voice.


“Take your hands off him. I warned you.”


A rush of air passed across Tobias’s face and Ronny’s words trailed off in a gurgle. The metallic odor of fresh blood filled the air, and Tobias imagined the damage an angel’s wing would do as it slashed across an exposed human throat. The bat clattered to the linoleum floor, followed by the thump of a heavy body.


“You didn’t have to do that,” Tobias said.


“Think of it as an act of mercy,” the leader said. “We have saved him from the pain that will follow the summoning of the Abomination of Desolation, when this sad world is finally brought to its end.”


Geburah’s hand was still upon Tobias’s shoulder, its grip so tight that the bones beneath had started to ache from the pressure.


“The Abomination of …?” Tobias couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You’d think you peacocks would have learned,” Tobias said to them with a disgusted shake of his head. “Verchiel already tried something like this.”


The angels gasped at the mention of their former leader’s name.


“And he failed miserably.”


The blow was fast and hard. It lifted the blind man from the stool, tossing him across the restaurant, where he struck a jukebox with such force that he shattered its glass front.


Tobias dropped to the floor, stunned. He’d always wondered what it would feel like to be struck by an angel’s wing, and now he knew.


It hurt like hell.


The taste of blood was in his mouth as he pushed himself up on all fours, jagged pieces of glass digging into his hands and knees.


“The Archangel Gabriel gave me and all before me this task,” Tobias grunted, the entirety of his ancient body screaming from the punishment it had just received. “He said we would know when it was time to hand it over … that an emissary from Heaven would come to claim it.”


He could hear the Powers moving closer.


“We are the emissaries of which you speak,” the leader said. “Give me the instrument and fulfill your purpose.”


Tobias felt dizzy, and instead of attempting to stand, he pushed himself back and simply sat upon the glass-covered floor, leaning against the jukebox.


“Nah, I don’t think you’re the guys he was talking about,” he said with a shake of his head. He turned and spat a wad of bloody phlegm onto the floor. “In fact, I’ve been warned about the likes of you … angels that would want to use the instrument as a tool for their own purposes … angels that felt what the Lord God had accomplished on the earth didn’t quite live up to their own standards.”


Tobias wiped more blood from his lips with the back of his hand.


“The last fella to hold the horn told me I should have a plan in case I ever ran into angels like you.”


“I tire of these games, ape,” Geburah snapped, his voice booming like the thunder of a summer storm.


“It always comes down to name-callin’, don’t it?” Tobias said. “Well, you should know that I listened very carefully to what my predecessor had to say, and I took it to heart.”


Tobias reached inside his jacket and carefully removed a horn.


“Is this what you’re looking for?” the old man asked, holding the bugle-shaped instrument out to the angels that he knew were close by.


“I promise to be merciful,” the leader said, glass crunching beneath his feet as he stepped toward Tobias.


“Here’s a little something I call ‘End of the Line,’” Tobias said as he placed the horn to his lips.


And began to blow.


Geburah and the others leaped back with horror, mighty wings spread wide to carry them away from destruction as he raised the instrument to his lips.


The horn could be used as a powerful weapon; one blast was enough to shake the restaurant to dust and pulverize even the most divine of flesh. If the full fury of the instrument was to be unleashed upon them, there was little chance that the Powers would survive.


The Powers’ leader was about to enwrap himself in his white-and-brown-flecked wings, and flee this place and the devastation that would follow the blowing of the horn, when he heard the most surprising thing.


Instead of notes of sheer destructive force, there came a pathetic and flatulent honk.


Followed by the old man’s laughter.


Geburah opened his wings and looked about. The other five were still behind him, as confused as he but mesmerized by the sight of the old man sitting upon the ground before them, laughing, the instrument clutched to his chest.


Geburah moved closer, eyes locked on the horn in Tobias’s hand.


“You’ve deceived us,” the angel said, trying to keep his rising ire in check.


“I most certainly have,” the old man said, tears of laughter running down his face.


“That is not the instrument.”


“No, it is not the instrument,” Tobias agreed. He held up the horn, which had been fabricated by mere human hands. “But it is a beauty. Cost me twenty-five bucks at a pawnshop in Michigan.”


“If that is not the true instrument, then where …”


Tobias turned his milky white eyes from the horn to the angel; all traces of humor were now gone from his ancient expression.


“Now, do you seriously think I’m gonna tell you that?”


Geburah squatted down before the old man. “We will make you tell us.”


Tobias smiled, his teeth yellowed from the passage of many, many years.


“You’ll try,” he said with a shake of his head.


The Powers’ leader rose and looked toward the angel Shebniel, he who had always nurtured a more sadistic streak during his interactions with God’s chosen.


No words were needed.


The lanky angel sprang upon the old man like some great predatory beast, using his powerful wings to beat the human, bruising flesh and breaking bone. Again and again the wings came down, until Shebniel’s creamy white feathers were flecked with blood.


But the old, blind black man—one of the chosen of the Archangel Gabriel—remained true to his word. He did not tell them what they wanted to know. He did not tell them where he had left the instrument. And he died because of that.


It never ceased to amaze Geburah that anyone could harbor so much affection for this horrid place that he would be willing to die in order to save it. He gazed down upon the mangled body of the old man, the toy horn, crumpled and bent, lying by his hand.


His death was meaningless in the greater scheme of things. Tobias had only delayed the inevitable, not prevented it. It was only a matter of time until the horn made its presence known; an object of such power was not meant to be hidden.


And they would feel it.


And once it was in their possession, the countdown to the End of Days would commence.





CHAPTER THREE


Aaron could not get back to sleep. He was exhausted, but no matter how hard he tried, those last hours of rest eluded him.


Images of his foster mother and brother horribly burning replayed in his mind as their words echoed through his thoughts.


“It’s going to get worse.”


Beside him, Gabriel snored loudly, deep in the embrace of sleep. And finally Aaron had had enough. Carefully, he peeled back the covers. As quietly as he could, he slid from the mattress and padded to the window, opening it wider.


He chanced a look over his shoulder and was rewarded with the sight of the Labrador still fast asleep. He needed this time alone.


Aaron climbed up on the windowsill and willed his wings to emerge. The black-feathered appendages emerged from under the skin of his back. It used to hurt, but now he felt nothing but the pleasure and excitement of the experience to follow.


He leaped out into the early dawn stillness, his wings fanning out to their full, glorious span before thrusting him skyward.


The school that the Nephilim had adopted as their new home grew smaller beneath him. For the Saint Athanasius School and Orphanage was their home—their Aerie—where they could live lives as normal as was possible for their kind. The previous Aerie had existed in a housing development, abandoned because of illegal toxic-waste disposal. Nephilim and fallen angels who had managed to escape the Powers hid in Aerie, but after Verchiel’s death and the return of the fallen to Heaven, the remaining Nephilim had come here to the school.


Aaron pushed himself higher, and higher still, mighty flaps of his wings taking him up into the clouds. This was where he needed to be, to collect his thoughts, to reaffirm his purpose. If there was one thing he could never show the others, it was doubt.


He was their leader: the Chosen One.


Aaron was the offspring of Lucifer, at one time the Creator’s most beloved of angels, and being the son of the angel who fell so far from grace made Aaron special. An angelic prophecy said that a child of humanity and the angelic would bring forgiveness to all the angels who had fallen from the grace of God, reuniting them with Heaven.


The Redeemer.


Aaron was that being, and in his hands was the power of redemption.


It had been his purpose to forgive the angels fallen to earth after the Great War in Heaven—which he had done—but now an even heavier task weighed upon his shoulders.


Aaron strained his wings, pushing himself higher into the atmosphere, as if to escape these obligations—these burdens. The clouds were pregnant with moisture, and his flesh tingled with the cool touch of pending rain.


Opening his wings, he slowed his ascent, riding the air currents, looking down upon the world below him. From here, it looks so small … so manageable, he thought, gliding above it all.


Up here, alone with himself, he was just Aaron Corbet, not the Chosen One, not the Redeemer. Up here, he was not the leader of the Nephilim in their war against the forces of evil that skulked daily from the shadows to plague the world. He was just Aaron Corbet—if only for a little while.


The currents of air whipped at his body, pushing him toward the land below, as if to say, “You’ve had your peaceful moment. Now it’s time to get back to work.”


Aaron pulled his wings tight against his body and angled earthward. The wind whipped at his hair, drying his cloud-dampened skin in his descent.


He tried not to think too hard about what might be waiting for him below, what new threat was ready to reveal itself. Maybe there’s nothing today, he thought. Maybe today will be the day the forces of darkness take a break.


Aaron smiled at the thought as the winds of his descent beat at his face. That would be nice, but he knew it was a fantasy.


That sort of day didn’t exist for him anymore. It had become a thing of the past the day he turned eighteen, and his birthright emerged.


Extending his wings as wide as they would go, Aaron slowed his fall, gliding down toward the open window of the dormitory room he shared with his girlfriend and his dog.


What was that old saying his foster father had often used when he had to work on the weekend? No rest for the wicked?


Images of his foster family and their burning fate appeared before his mind’s eye once more, images he could never forget.


The man had been right, the wicked didn’t rest, which meant neither could he.


No slacking off for the Chosen One.


Lucifer Morningstar could not help but feel that he was at least partially responsible for breaking the world.
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