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PROLOGUE


Jeremy Fox thought he might be sick.


Not the kind of sick where his head hurt and his insides might shoot up his throat, but the kind of sick that he thought might be the end of him.


He thought he might be about to die.


He could still feel the effects of the wormy thing that had been inside his head, setting up house, taking control of his body and making him fight his friends.


Jeremy remembered fighting Aaron. Part of him had struggled not to hurt the leader of the Nephilim, but another part—not so much.


’Cause if Aaron were dead, Vilma would be mine.


He quickly stamped on the thought, ashamed that his fevered mind had even gone there. Instead he blamed that crazy idea on the foul creature that had tried to control him.


Yeah, that’s right. It was all the worm’s fault.


He’d hated to leave his Nephilim brothers and sisters, but he’d been compelled to do so. His mother’s psychic cry had been like a hook inside his brain, pulling him from the old Saint Athanasius School to where she wanted him to be.


Jeremy opened his wings as he appeared in his mother’s room at the Steward Psychiatric Facility. As they furled upon his back, he fell forward, as though the life had been taken from his body. Lying there on the cold linoleum floor, he became aware that it was not only his physical form that felt like it was dying, but his spiritual one as well.


Though his body had been seriously hurt in his battle with Aaron and because of his attempts at purging the wormlike monster that had possessed his actions, the Nephilim side of his nature sensed that the world around him had been savagely injured too.


Something horrible had happened to the world.


His body was suddenly racked with painful spasms, and he curled into a tight ball. “Mum,” he managed through tightly clenched teeth.


“There, son,” he heard her say. She knelt beside him, pulling his shaking form into her spindly arms. “Put these on now. It’ll help with the cold.”


Jeremy suddenly realized that he was still naked after his struggle to purge the evil creature that had taken up residence inside his skull. Gabriel’s touch had healed his body, but it hadn’t given him new clothes.


It took nearly everything he had left to uncurl from the fetal position and take the blue scrubs his mother offered him.


“That’s a boy,” she cooed as he pulled the short-sleeved top over his head and then awkwardly got to his feet to slip on the drawstring pants.


“Something awful has happened,” he said to his mother, who was no longer in the hospital gown he’d last seen her wearing but was now in her coat. She looked as if she were ready to leave. He helped her up from where she still knelt on the floor.


“It’s too late to do anything about that,” she said, walking away from him to retrieve her purse, which rested on her chest of drawers in the corner of the room.


Slinging the purse over her arm, she turned to him and smiled.


“Ah, look at you,” she said, head tilting wistfully to one side. “If only the fates had chosen the physician’s path for you.”


For a moment he hadn’t any idea what she was getting on about. Then he realized she was talking about the scrubs he wore.


“Sorry to be a disappointment,” he said. “Where’d you get these anyway?” he asked as he slipped a pair of black shoes onto his bare feet.


“I saw that you’d be needing something when I called out to you, so I helped myself to a poke about the nurses’ station while they were otherwise occupied,” she said. She hurried toward the door and peeked out through its window, careful to not be seen. “The hallway’s clear now. If we move quickly we can—”


His mother had started to open the door, but he’d reached across and slammed it closed again.


“We’re not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on,” Jeremy said. His mother had been in and out of psychiatric hospitals for most of his childhood, and even though she seemed relatively rational at the moment, he wasn’t about to blindly follow her anywhere.


“We don’t have time for this, luv,” she told him.


“Mum, you need to tell me,” Jeremy said. “When you reached out, you said something about helping a child.”


She looked him hard in the eyes, and Jeremy saw his mother as he hadn’t seen her in a very long time. She seemed sane, and he was stricken by the intensity of her stare.


“I haven’t the time to explain.” She lay her hand upon his cheek. “The longer we wait, the bigger the chance that they’ll find him.”


“Find who?” Jeremy questioned.


She abruptly turned away and opened the door before he could stop her. “Every second we spend talking brings them that much closer to him,” she whispered urgently.


Jeremy followed his mother down the hallway, scouting for hospital staff, and finding the corridor strangely empty. He could hear the droning of a telly broadcast off in the distance, and figured everyone was likely watching BBC One announcing the impending end of the world.


His body still ached from fighting his friends back in America, and his skin was still sensitive where it had blistered and burned away, but Jeremy ignored the pain. He hustled after his mother as she disappeared through another door at the end of the corridor. He had no idea where she was leading him, but he couldn’t take the risk of her hurting herself as she wandered around the old hospital.


They ran down another hall and then an old stone staircase, the fluorescent lights above flickering eerily as they descended.


“Quickly, Jeremy,” she urged, one hand clutching the railing for safety, the other her large purse.


His mother stopped before a metal door.


“It’s locked,” she said.


“Yeah, and what do you want me to do about it?” he asked. He gave the handle a twist just to be sure.


“You need to open it,” she told him matter-of-factly.


“Well, I’ve left my bloody lock picks at home,” Jeremy said, growing more frustrated and impatient with the situation.


“Is that any way to talk to your mother?”


Jeremy immediately felt ashamed. “I can’t see myself kicking down a metal door,” he said tritely.


“Think, luv.” She tapped the side of her head with a skinny finger. “Use what God has given you.”


He had no idea what she was getting on about, and she must have seen this in his befuddled expression.


“Your fire. Does this look like an obstacle that could withstand the fires of Heaven?”


Jeremy felt like a bloody idiot as he called forth a weapon of fire. Picturing the weapon in his mind, he watched it take shape in his hand. It wasn’t his favorite battle-ax—that seemed a bit extreme. Instead it was a sword.


“What a marvelous gift,” his mother said, smiling proudly.


“Isn’t it, though,” he agreed. He clutched the hilt of the blade and thrust it forward. The sword melted through the door with barely a hiss, leaving a puddle of molten metal on the concrete floor as he cut away the lock.


His mother started forward, but Jeremy held out a hand to stop her.


“Careful now,” he instructed. “It’s still hot.”


Jeremy carefully pulled the heavy door open, and allowed his mother to pass into another darkened corridor. There was a strange feeling in the air. Jeremy considered keeping the blade alight, but thought perhaps a sword of fire might give them away. Instead he allowed his hand to surge with fire so that it would throw off just enough light to see by.


“Next best thing to a torch,” he said. “So there’s a child somewhere down here?” The concrete hall seemed to go on forever.


“There is,” his mother said. “A very special child, one that must leave with us if he’s going to live up to his promise.”


Jeremy stopped, reaching for his mother’s sleeve with his non-burning hand.


“Leave with us?” he questioned. “Are you saying that—”


“Ah, here we are,” she said as she reached another door. This one appeared quite old, and was made out of heavy, dark wood. His mother daintily knocked.


There was no response, so Jeremy summoned his ax of fire. It looked as if something a little heavier might be required to open this door. He was just about to tell his mother to stand back, when the sound of a metal latch sliding back was followed by a click as the door was unlocked. It began to open.


“You can put that thing away,” she said, moving to greet whoever was on the other side.


His mother let out a sharp cry as the barrel of a pistol was placed against her forehead.


“How did you get down here?” a man asked as he stepped out from behind the door. He was an older man, dressed in a doctor’s lab coat, his shock of white hair looking as though it hadn’t been brushed in quite some time.


Jeremy didn’t recognize the man at first, in the dim light of the tunnel, but then realized that he was one of his mother’s doctors.


“Dr. Troughton, it’s me,” his mother said carefully. “Irene.”


The doctor looked at her strangely. “Miss Fox?” he asked. “Miss Fox, what are you doing down here? It’s not at all safe. You should be in bed.” He chastised her, but he did not lower the pistol.


“I’m supposed to be here, Doctor,” she told him. “We’ve come for the child.”


Troughton looked as though he’d been slapped. “Child? I—I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” he sputtered, stepping back to close the door. “Go back to your room at once, and tell the nurse that—”


“We’ve come for the child.” Jeremy’s mother reached out to hold the door. “My son and I.” She glanced back at Jeremy with a smile.


“Your son,” Dr. Troughton repeated, taking a look for himself.


Jeremy still held his burning ax and did nothing to hide it.


“We’re supposed to have him,” his mother said. “Let us in before it’s too late.”


The doctor seemed confused, his mouth quivering, unable to release the words he wanted to say. He pointed the gun at Jeremy.


Instinct kicked in then. Jeremy’s wings of smoky gray suddenly manifested and in one powerful push sent him hurtling through the air, as he brought the blade of the battle-ax down.


His mother screamed as Troughton stumbled back, holding the remains of his firearm. Jeremy’s cut had been precise, slicing the barrel but sparing the doctor’s fingers.


“I don’t care for guns,” Jeremy snarled as his wings furled closed.


Troughton dropped the remains of the gun to the floor.


“Oh, m-my,” the doctor stammered, running a tremulous hand across his brow, which was shiny with sweat. “We were told to expect someone… but I never would have imagined it would be you,” he said to Jeremy’s mother.


She smiled. “Can we see the boy?”


“The boy?” Jeremy interjected.


“Yes, it’s a baby boy,” his mother said, turning her attention back to Troughton.


“Of course you can see him,” the doctor said, motioning them into the passage. “Quickly now. We haven’t much time.”


The doctor pulled the heavy door closed behind them and slid the dead bolt home.


Without another word he walked them along another stone hallway, which pitched downward, traveling even deeper below the psychiatric hospital.


Jeremy’s curiosity was getting the better of him. He was about to ask the doctor where the passage led, when they passed through another doorway into an even larger chamber that looked as though it might once have been the hospital’s laundry. A small medical staff awaited them.


“Dr. Troughton?” asked a younger doctor of Pakistani descent.


“It’s all right, Rajat,” the doctor said. “These are the ones we’ve been waiting for.”


Jeremy’s mother waved. “Hello!” she called out, her display causing Rajat and the others to look at each other with concern.


“Where’s the child?” Troughton asked.


“Bea has taken him to be cleaned up,” a woman in nurse’s attire said.


“And the mother?” Troughton strode to a curtained-off area and pulled the drape back.


“She expired less than five minutes ago,” Rajat said.


Dr. Troughton walked away from the bed, and Jeremy caught sight of the body of a young girl—she couldn’t have been any older than sixteen—lying there, as pale as a ghost. He didn’t know why, but he felt drawn to her, even though he would have preferred to look away.


“Who was she?” he asked. She was pretty, he thought. Even in death she’s pretty.


Nobody answered him, so Jeremy asked a little bit louder, and a little more forcefully.


“I asked, who was she?”


The nurse looked to Troughton and Rajat. “We don’t know,” she answered, walking to the bed and covering the corpse with a blanket.


“What do you mean you don’t know?” Jeremy asked. “There’s a dead girl lying here, and you haven’t a clue as to who she was?”


“She was the vessel for the child,” Troughton said. “That’s all we know… all we’re supposed to know.”


Right then a newborn squalled, and a woman in scrubs emerged from the back of the chamber, carrying an infant swaddled in a green hospital blanket.


“Oh, there’s the little tinker,” Jeremy’s mother said as she headed for the baby, her arms outstretched.


The nurse looked to Troughton, terrified. The doctor nodded, and begrudgingly the nurse handed her the babe.


“Aren’t you darling,” Jeremy’s mother said, bouncing the fussing child until he began to quiet. She carried the baby over to Jeremy, pulling down the blanket for him to see.


“Look at him,” she said, enraptured by the newborn. “Have you ever seen anything so perfect?”


Jeremy hadn’t been around babies much, and they made him very nervous with all that crying.


“Now what?” he asked his mother.


“We take him somewhere safe.”


Jeremy couldn’t stand it anymore. “Mum, it’s a baby,” he said. “Why are we the ones to have him? You’re gonna have to give me something more.”


The baby began to cry again, and his mother gently shushed the child until he quieted down.


“He’s supposed to be with us,” she told Jeremy. “That’s all you really need to know right now.”


Jeremy wasn’t used to such resolution—such sanity—from his mother. “Mum, it’s—” he began.


“We are to protect him with our lives,” she interrupted. “Or what we see in the world now… what you’re feeling now? It will all be so much worse.”


Jeremy was about to question her more, when he noticed the others’ activity. They hurried about, attending to several clocklike devices throughout the room.


“Hold on here,” Jeremy bellowed.


Rajat squatted near one of the devices on an old, wooden folding table, activated it, and moved on to the next.


“Those are bombs?” Jeremy asked.


“Yes,” Rajat replied. “And they’ll go off in a minute’s time.”


“Are you bloody insane?” Jeremy roared.


“The child’s birth… ,” Troughton started to explain, but he looked as though he were having a difficult time. “The child coming into this world—they’re going to know about it.”


“Who?” Jeremy demanded. “Who’s going to know about it?”


“The Architects,” Troughton said. “The Architects will come, but he’ll be gone. Gone with you. No one will be alive to tell them anything.”


“The Architects? Who are the bloody Architects?”


And then it hit him like a physical blow.


“Wait a second. Nobody here alive?” Jeremy asked aloud. “You’re not planning on being here when the bombs—”


Rajat took a seat on the floor near one of the explosives. The nurses did the same.


“We’re ready, Doctor,” Rajat said with grim finality.


Troughton nodded, reaching into the pocket of his lab coat and removing a remote control.


“This is bloody madness!” Jeremy exclaimed. He looked to his mother, who was still trying to calm the fussy newborn. “Mum, do you hear this?”


“We have to go, Jeremy,” she replied.


A high-pitched beep sounded as the timers began their countdown.


“Godspeed,” Troughton said. “Keep the child safe.”


“From the Architects, whoever they are,” Jeremy mumbled, going to his mother’s side.


“From the Architects and the evil of the world at large,” Troughton said as he lowered himself to the floor, leaning against the stone wall with a sigh.


“Jeremy!” his mother insisted.


There wasn’t enough time to go out the way they’d come.


Jeremy called forth his wings and pictured where he wanted to go, away from the hospital. The timer was down to seconds as he wrapped his mother and the newborn within his wings’ feathered embrace.


0:5


He took one last look at these people who had brought this supposedly special child into the world. Who are you? Who told you to do this?


0:3


Their mouths were moving as they sat there, waiting for their inevitable demise, each of them reciting what could only have been some sort of prayer.


0:1


A prayer for the dying.


0:0


*   *   *


Jeremy, his mother, and the baby appeared at the edge of a stretch of beautifully manicured lawn, which Jeremy remembered strolling across with his mother during one of their visits. They were farthest away from the older, more Gothic buildings of the hospital complex and directly behind the newer buildings that housed the patients.


They watched as, with a roar and the shattering of glass, one of the old buildings fell in upon itself. Fire and black smoke billowed out, as if Hell itself were forcing its way up from the bowels of the earth, clawing its way up into the world above.


“What are we doing, Mum?” Jeremy asked as clouds of smoke filled the sky and tongues of orange flame licked at the surrounding buildings.


“We need to get ourselves and Roger—”


“Roger?”


“That’s his name,” his mother said. “Until he can tell us otherwise. Why? Doesn’t he look like Roger to you?”


“He looks like trouble to me,” Jeremy said. “But that’s beside the point.”


“Don’t you worry your head about a thing,” Jeremy’s mother said, cradling the sleeping child in her arms. “You just leave this up to your old mum.”


Off in the distance Jeremy could hear alarm bells and wailing sirens. He knew that they had to leave this place before they were seen, or whoever… or whatever… came after the baby. After Roger. Jeremy called out his wings again.


“Where to?”


“Someplace with peace and quiet. Someplace by the sea? We always loved the sea, didn’t we, son?”


It was the one thing that they could agree upon at the moment, and he closed his eyes, envisioning a very special place.


They always had loved the sea.




CHAPTER ONE


No matter how he looked at it, the Nephilim had failed.


Troubled thoughts played through Aaron Corbet’s mind, over and over again, day in and day out as he fought the forces of darkness that had risen because of the Nephilim’s monumental defeat.


With the sound of fluttering wings and the rending of time and space, Aaron returned to the abandoned Saint Athanasius School and Orphanage, which had become the Nephilim’s home. He smelled of the sweat of violence, and was covered in the blood of monsters. Even the small victories they managed were not enough to take away the true stink of their failure.


Aaron opened his wings in the former library that now served as their television room, to see that he wasn’t the first to return. He could hear the chatter of one of the twenty-four-hour news channels they always had on now.


The Nephilim, the blending of humanity and the angelic in the perfect amalgam of God’s most cherished creations, were supposed to keep the world from harm. They had fought hard against those who had considered them a blight in the eyes of God, and had won the honor of being the earth’s protectors against the unnatural.


But then a heavenly threat had arisen. The Abomination of Desolation, an angel of destruction, had come to the world of man. He’d believed the earth was ripe with evil, and had attempted to destroy the planet.


The Nephilim had fought valiantly. Many had sacrificed their lives for what was only a partial victory. They had prevented the Abomination from ending the world, but they had not been able to stop it from severing the world’s ties to God and Heaven.


And now humanity was suffering. Creatures that had hidden in shadow began to emerge to claim their stake in a world that seemed to have been abandoned by the Lord.


The first thing Aaron’s eyes locked upon in the room was Vilma, and he was reminded of how beautiful his girlfriend was, and how much he loved her.


As if sensing his stare, Vilma turned to look at him. Behind her, Kraus, their resident healer, worked to clean up the newest injuries of the other two Nephilim who’d been out on their own missions. Melissa seemed to have injured her hand. It was bandaged, and she flexed and released it, testing her range of motion, as Kraus tended to a nasty-looking gash on Cameron’s cheek.


“Are they all right?” Aaron asked Vilma as she came toward him.


Hearing his voice, Gabriel, who had been sleeping in a patch of sunshine, jumped to his feet with a loud bark and ran to his master.


“They’re fine, but I should be asking you the same question,” Vilma said, eyeing him.


Aaron looked down at himself. His clothes were caked with blood and the filth of violent death.


“You stink,” Gabriel said, then sneezed violently.


“Sorry.” Aaron shrugged.


Earlier he had seen a report on CNN that monsters had taken up residence under the Golden Gate Bridge, preventing any travel between San Francisco and Marin County. Local law enforcement, and even the National Guard, had been called in to deal with these creatures identified as a species of Asian troll called Oni—but the loss of life had been great.


People… civilians… were not meant to deal with creatures such as these, which was why he had stepped in. Normally Aaron wouldn’t have gone alone, but there were other threats, other beasts emerging around the world, so they’d split up.


So many monsters out there now, and so few Nephilim.


“It’s not my blood,” Aaron replied. He flexed the muscles in his back, drawing his black wings beneath his flesh. He suddenly felt spasms of pain across his body, and stumbled slightly, dropping to one knee on the floor. “Well, not all of it anyway.”


Vilma was by his side in an instant.


“Think the fight might have taken a little bit more out of me than I thought,” Aaron said.


He’d flown to the Golden Gate and attacked before the little bit of sunlight had gone. Since the Abomination had cut off the world from heaven, the daylight hours were becoming shorter, the darkness falling earlier and earlier all around the world. Having confronted creatures like the Oni before, he knew that they disliked the daylight and would likely remain beneath the bridge while the sun was shining.


The trolls had been like sitting ducks, huddled together in a filthy group of fur and fang. Aaron remembered a time, not too long ago, when launching an attack on an unsuspecting enemy would have bothered him, would have made him think that he was somehow being unfair.


But that was before he’d started to bury his friends, and seen these nightmarish monsters feed upon the remains of the dead.


“Unmerciful” would probably be the best word to define him these days, and he found that very sad.


“Are you all right, Aaron?” Gabriel asked, coming in very close to sniff his face.


“I’m fine, boy.” Aaron reached out to pet his dog’s head. “Just a little tired.”


“It’s a wonder that you’re still able to function at all,” Vilma said, getting beneath one of his arms and helping Aaron to stand. “How much sleep have you had in the last few days? Be honest with me.”


Vilma steered him over to where Kraus was finishing up with Cameron.


“Not much,” he answered, wincing in pain as he sat in one of the old wooden chairs that had been left behind when the school had been abandoned.


Vilma stepped back, and Kraus went to work.


“Remove your shirt,” he told Aaron in a no-nonsense tone.


Aaron tried, but he just couldn’t seem to get the shirt up over his head.


“For Heaven’s sake,” Vilma said, rushing over to help him pull the bloody T-shirt from his body.


“No amount of washing is going to ever get this clean again,” she said, tossing the filthy garment to the floor.


“Hey,” Aaron said without much conviction. “That’s one of my best shirts.”


Gabriel sniffed at the filthy pile of cloth, and the hackles on his golden back rose like quills.


“Trolls,” the Labrador said in the language of his breed. “I don’t like trolls at all.”


“The Oni aren’t very likeable,” Aaron confirmed as Kraus worked, cleaning up various bites and scratches.


Considering the level of combat he’d encountered, Aaron was surprised that he hadn’t sustained more damage. He’d gone right at the Oni nest beneath the bridge, attacking with a sword of heavenly fire. The Oni hadn’t cared for that in the least. Many had risked the pain of daylight to crawl from their hiding places and confront him.


He remembered the stink of their fur as they’d burned with the touch of his sword and the rays of the sun, and felt himself grow nauseous. The air had become saturated with the smell as he’d fought wave after wave of the snarling things. Beneath the suspension bridge Aaron had found the remains of people who had tried to cross, stored for later consumption in thick weblike cocoons created with Oni saliva. It was a horrible sight, and one that he doubted he would ever forget.


He’d used that memory, that horrible, disturbing memory, as he’d fought the trolls that had been responsible for such heinous acts against other living creatures, killing one after another until they were all dead.


Aaron leaned back against the chair now. His eyes were heavy with exhaustion, and he felt his head begin to nod, only to snap back up just as sleep was about to claim him.


“Is he all right, Kraus?” Vilma asked the healer as she reached out to steady Aaron.


“Unless there are internal injuries that I’m unaware of, he should be fine.”


“Hear that? I’m fine,” Aaron said, his eyes fluttering as he tried to stay awake. He glanced over to see Melissa and Cameron watching him, concern in their eyes.


“Are you two okay?” he asked them.


“Fine,” Melissa said, holding up her bandaged hand. “I can feel it healing already.”


“I’m okay too,” Cameron said, touching the bandage on his cheek. “Besides, girls love scars; they add character.” He laughed as Melissa punched him.


Aaron felt a pressure under his arm and looked up as Vilma pulled him up from the chair and began to lead him from the room.


“Where are we going?” he asked, trying to halt his progress.


“You need a shower, and some sleep,” Vilma replied.


On the big-screen television behind him he heard the report of a city in Ukraine being besieged by what looked to be giant bats. He planted his feet to hear the rest of the news coverage.


“No,” Vilma said firmly, pulling him around to face her.


“Melissa and Cameron are hurt. They aren’t in any condition to go. I—” he started to explain.


“They’re not going anywhere either,” she interrupted, loud enough so they all could hear. “We’re running ourselves ragged, and it’s not going to do anybody any good at all if we’re making mistakes. Mistakes could get us killed.”


Gabriel stood beside her, his tail tucked and his head bowed in submission. “She’s right, Aaron.”


Aaron was going to argue, but deep down he knew that they were right.


“We all need to rest—to heal.” Vilma looked around the room again, certain to make eye contact with Cameron and Melissa.


“Okay,” Aaron said, giving in. “We’ll rest.” Really, he was too damn tired to fight anyway. “Two hours. Then you wake me up. Deal?”


Vilma moved in close to him again, ushering him from the room.


“Shower first. You stink like death,” she said. “Then two hours of uninterrupted sleep.”


“You drive a hard bargain, Ms. Santiago.” Aaron surrendered as the reports of even more horrors droned from the television in the other room.


Two hours. And then back to work.


*   *   *


Vilma waited until Aaron was finished with his shower, and then escorted him to bed.


He’d done exactly what she’d thought he would, telling her that he was feeling much better and much more awake, and that he could take care of those bats and be back for a rest in no time.


Vilma didn’t even feel it necessary to respond. She and Gabriel escorted Aaron, wrapped in a towel, from the shower room to the bedroom they shared.


“Sleep,” she commanded, pointing to the mattress.


He looked like he was about to argue, and then thought better of it. Smart boy.


Aaron stumbled across the room like the Corpse Riders they’d encountered not long ago. At least he now smelled better.


He fell onto the mattress, and barely had the sheet and comforter over him before he was asleep.


“Do you think he’ll stay there if we leave?” Gabriel asked Vilma.


“You could stand guard if you want, but I think he’s down for the count.”


“And how about you?” the dog asked her.


“What about me?” she questioned, heading back to the TV room, where they’d left the others. She wanted to be sure that Melissa and Cameron were listening to her orders.


“You’ve taken on more responsibility as second in command, and you haven’t been sleeping all that much either,” Gabriel reminded her.


“I don’t need that much sleep,” she lied. “Never have. I was always the early riser in my family.”


Which wasn’t a lie, but it had had more to do with her studies in school. Those days seemed so very long ago now. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d even looked at a book.


“You look tired,” Gabriel said, looking up at her as they walked.


Vilma stopped, and squatted down to his level.


“I’m fine.” She scratched him behind one of his golden yellow ears. “It’s just that things are a little intense around here.”


“I worry about you,” Gabriel said, and licked her hand. “I worry about all of you.”


She smiled, leaning forward to kiss the top of his head.


“Good ole Gabriel,” she said. “It’s nice to know that somebody is looking out for us.”


She stood then, knees cracking as she did.


“That didn’t sound good,” Gabriel said.


“It felt even worse.” Vilma laughed. “Must be getting old.”


There was truth to what she said. Over the last few months she felt like she’d aged physically, and mentally.


She was sure that she wasn’t supposed to feel this way at nineteen, but then again, most nineteen-year-olds weren’t out killing beasts that seemed like they’d crawled out of Stephen King’s worst nightmare.


“Or maybe you’re just not taking care of yourself the way you should,” the dog suggested as they walked down the hallway again. “I’m just saying.”


“I’m not going to deny that there’s some truth to what you’re saying. Which is why I put Aaron to bed, and told the others to…” Vilma trailed off as they entered the TV room and saw Melissa’s wings emerge from her back. Cameron’s wings were out too, and he was about to cloak his body with them to disappear, off to who knows where.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Vilma asked, striding into the room.


Kraus stood silently nearby, putting away his creams and salves.


“We’ve had a breather,” Cameron said. “There’s something going on at the Great Wall of China, and an ocean liner is under attack off the coast of Africa. We thought we’d go and check things out before—”


“No,” Vilma said.


Cameron gave her a quizzical smile. “What do you mean ‘no’?”


“What part of ‘everyone needs a rest’ didn’t you understand?” she asked sternly.


“I got it, but I thought you were just saying that to get Aaron to lie down for a while,” Cameron explained. “We’re fine,” he said, looking at Melissa, who nodded in agreement. “We can handle a few more situations before we crash.”


“And I said no,” Vilma said with even more forcefulness.


Anger suddenly showed upon Cameron’s face. “We can’t just do nothing,” the younger Nephilim said. “There are people dying all over the world in ways too horrible to even think about,” he said, gesturing to the television screen that was reporting on some other bizarre and potentially fatal incident.


“We can do nothing,” she said, snatching up the remote from one of the chairs and turning off the broadcast. “We have to do nothing,” she stressed. “For a little while. Just until we’ve recharged.”


“But people are dying,” Melissa argued.


“Don’t you think I know that?” Vilma snapped. “But I also know that we’ve been going nonstop, traveling all over the world, dealing with one emerging threat after another, saving lives, but we’re killing ourselves.”


Cameron was about to argue, but Vilma silenced him with a stare.


“As far as we know we’re the only ones of our kind capable of dealing with these threats. And the last time I checked, there weren’t all that many of us left.”


“But we have to do something,” Cameron insisted.


“And we are,” Vilma answered him. “By resting we keep ourselves fresh and on the ball. We’ll be less likely to make mistakes—and more likely to survive our battles.”


Vilma paused, the realization of what she was about to say taking quite a bit from her.


“We can’t save everybody,” she said quietly. “And we’re going to be able to help even fewer people if we go out there running on fumes.”


She looked over at Kraus, who was trying to slip out of the room unnoticed.


“Back me up, Kraus?” she asked.


The healer of angels stopped, and slowly turned. “You’re completely right, Miss Santiago,” he said. “One’s level of performance diminishes greatly while fighting the effects of mental and physical fatigue.”


Vilma looked back to Cameron and Melissa. “So that’s just how it’s going to be.”


“How long?” Cameron asked, his shoulders slumping, his wings sliding into his back.


“Go back to your rooms,” Vilma said. “Rest… nap, do whatever you need to do to recharge your batteries. We’ll talk again in a couple ’a hours.”


She could see that the Nephilim weren’t happy, turning away in a huff to retreat to their rooms.


“Don’t test me on this, guys,” she warned, just in case they were thinking of going off against her wishes. “You wouldn’t care for the repercussions.”


The threat sounded good, even though she had no idea what the punishment would be. Maybe she’d make them hang out with Verchiel for an afternoon—and she wouldn’t wish that on a goblin or rabid grackleflint.


Verchiel, she thought as she watched the two Nephilim leave the television room. He was the former leader of the Powers, the angelic host whose sole purpose had been to hunt down and slaughter all Nephilim. And he lived with the Nephilim now. After supposedly dying in battle, the murderous angel had been sent back to earth, for what purpose, nobody could really decipher.


One of the theories was that he’d been sent to make amends for the sins that he had committed as leader of the Powers. And what better way to make amends than by helping the Nephilim keep the world from plunging into total darkness?


She hadn’t seen Verchiel in a few days and wondered if she should pay the nasty angel a visit. Maybe he would be able to impart some heavenly wisdom about what they could—or should—be doing in order to continue with their mission.


Vilma truly didn’t expect much from Verchiel, but at this point she was willing to try just about anything that might help them.


Even talking with an angel who had tried to kill her.


*   *   *


The visions were killing him.


Dustin “Dusty” Handy lay on the mattress in the middle of the room the Nephilim had given him, and shook as if he were in the grip of a soaring fever.


His eyes were tightly closed, but he could see the images of all that was happening out there in the world—nightmares made reality.


The visions came at him in waves. It was as if every single television channel were being beamed onto one screen in his mind, all at once, and at the highest volume. He’d tried to fight the visions, to get them under control, but he just didn’t think he was strong enough. And when they were at their worst, he knew that to be true.


Dying was starting to look better and better.


Sometimes Dusty would take a memory and try to focus on that, to drown out all the other images that cascaded through his mind. He would often think about the blind old man who had given him the responsibility of a special horn.


The responsibility of the Instrument.


The Instrument had belonged to the angel Gabriel, and it was to be given only to one strong enough to control its power. The horn was to be blown only when all hope was lost and darkness was about to claim victory, when it was time for the world to die.


Dusty had tried to fight the urgings of the Instrument that had wanted him to play it, to call down an angel of destruction to end the world’s pain, and he’d been doing really well until…


Until he wasn’t. Overwhelmed, and unable to resist the Instrument any longer, he’d blown into it, then in the shape of a harmonica, sending the planet that much closer to extinction.


The Instrument had called down the monstrous angel—the Abomination of Desolation—and the Nephilim had done battle with the horrible result that Dusty had been responsible for summoning.


The Nephilim had managed to stop the Abomination from performing its sole duty, but not before it had transformed the Instrument into the mother of all swords and plunged it into the earth, severing the world’s connection with Heaven.


The enormous sword was still there outside the Nephilim’s haven, protruding from the ground like an antenna, broadcasting these visions inside Dusty’s skull.


Driving him to the brink of madness.


When he wasn’t thinking about how the world had become so screwed up, Dusty contemplated ending it all. But how he would kill himself was the question.


He wondered if Kraus had anything stronger than foul-smelling salves in that bag of his, something that could put him out of his misery quickly and painlessly.


But suicide would have to wait, as there came a knocking at Dusty’s door. Before he could answer, the person on the other side opened the door.


“Rise and shine, handsome,” Lorelei said as she limped into his room, the rubber tip at the end of her cane thumping on the wooden floor.


Dusty had just enough strength to lift his head. Since all the business with the Instrument and the visions, he’d been gradually losing his eyesight. Now he could only see blurred shapes and outlines. Soon he would have just the visions inside his head.


“Is it bad?” she asked.


Dusty must’ve looked as nasty as he felt. “Yeah,” he managed, head falling back onto the pillow.


“Well, you’re not doing yourself, or anybody else, any good lying here in the dark. Get your ass up, and we’ll see if we can mix up something in the science lab to help you out.”


Just the idea of standing was enough to send Dusty’s body into fitful spasms, the visions intensifying to the point where he wanted to scream, but he was too weak to do so.


“Please,” Dusty managed, wrapping his hands around his head to keep it from exploding. “I want to die.”


He heard Lorelei grunt at this, and then felt her cane strike him hard in the groin. Dusty let out another painful cry, distracted suddenly from the torturous images inside his head.


“Get up,” she commanded. “You only get to die when you’ve outlived your usefulness,” Lorelei said cruelly. “And I see a whole lot of potential in you and that horror show going on inside your skull.”


*   *   *


It was a spell that required strength Lorelei really could not spare, but she knew she had no choice. If she didn’t do something to help Dusty, he wasn’t going to be able to survive, and she needed him. The tiny mouse perched on her shoulder squeaked a warning into her ear, as if sensing what she was about to do.


“I know, I know,” she muttered in response to the tiny rodent, who had been named Milton by his former owner—Lucifer Morningstar. Leaning heavily upon her cane, she knelt her magick-ravaged body on the floor with a minimum of discomfort. It was the getting up that would be a bitch.


“But there really isn’t much of a choice.”


She knew the spell well, having used it quite often over the last few weeks to give the Nephilim that extra power in order to accomplish their missions. Lorelei liked to think of it as the magickal equivalent of a Red Bull, only it was her supernaturally charged life force that gave her recipients the extra kick.


The spell she was going to use on Dusty was slightly different. It would boost his ability to focus, rather than his ability to wave a flaming sword around for a few extra hours.


She muttered the ancient Archon words beneath her breath, and felt herself grow weaker almost immediately. This side effect had heightened since the business with the Abomination of Desolation. Wielding the Archon spells now stole her life energy far faster than her body could replenish it.


But it’s all for a good cause, she thought, bringing her tingling fingertips toward Dusty’s sweaty face. The young man thrashed his head from side to side, as if in the grip of delirium.


“Hold still,” she commanded as she placed her fingers upon his dampened brow, and let the power of the spell flow into him.


Dusty let out a cry, his body going rigid beneath the sheet as she momentarily entered his mind, strengthening his ability to hold at bay all that plagued him. At the same time she glimpsed a bit of what he was experiencing.


She’d helped Dusty before, each time understanding more about his strange gift related to having care of the Instrument. It was wild inside his head, and she honestly hadn’t a clue how he had lasted this long, which was probably why he’d been chosen to receive this gift, this burden.


Dusty’s mind was strong.


The potential she saw inside his brain was truly exciting. In Dusty, Lorelei hoped they’d found a way to track and hunt down the nightmarish threats that plagued the world. She also hoped he could eventually show them how to restore the world to some state of normalcy.


And perhaps even locate the missing Lucifer Morningstar in the process. Finding Lucifer was a priority. He’d been missing for close to a month, and no matter what sort of spell Lorelei attempted, she couldn’t find a trace of him anywhere. It was as if Lucifer had vanished, or even worse, been eradicated. She didn’t want to believe either of those options, so she kept on searching, even though each new spell shortened her life by minutes, hours, and sometimes even days.


She removed her fingertips from Dusty’s brow, breaking their connection. She immediately felt dizzy. The spell had most definitely taken its toll. It took all the strength she had to rise to her feet again and make her way to lean against the wall.


“How’s that?” she asked.


Dusty was sitting up now, his feverish look temporarily gone.


“It’s good,” he said, running a hand through his longish brown hair. His eyes seemed to focus on her then, taking her in. “But what about you?”


Lorelei pushed off from the wall, not wanting to show any weakness. Milton the mouse clung to her neck, his tiny whiskers tickling her ear as he told her in his simple mouse language that she should rest. But Lorelei wasn’t listening.


“Don’t you worry about me,” she instructed. “Let’s worry about getting you out of that bed and back to the lab with me.”


Dusty crawled out from beneath the sheet, wearing only a pair of sweatpants. Lorelei turned around, giving him a little bit of privacy so that he could get dressed.


“How much longer can you keep this up?” Dusty asked. She could hear the jangle of his belt as he pulled on his pants.


“What? You mean helping you out?”


“All of it,” Dusty said. Lorelei turned to face him as Dusty buttoned his shirt. “Helping me, finding new threats to the world, looking for Lucifer, giving up a part of your life energy so that—”


“I said not to worry,” Lorelei said. “I signed up for this, and I’m in it for the long haul.”


But she could sense that life would soon be coming to an end for her, and she didn’t have the heart to tell Dusty that all of this responsibility would soon belong to him.




CHAPTER TWO


Lucifer knew he hadn’t been destroyed, for the pain he felt was far too great.


He’d always wondered what death would be like, that final moment when it all came to an end.


But this wasn’t it.


The darkness was all-encompassing, and the Morningstar could feel it gradually consuming him, like powerful digestive juices in the stomach of some giant beast.


Until he was no more.


This was how the monster Satan—the Darkstar, as he was now calling himself, mocking Lucifer’s own title, Son of the Morning—planned to eliminate him.


Lucifer felt the blackness cajoling him to surrender and allow the sweet ebony caress of the void to take him.


Memories suddenly exploded in his mind like a newly born sun, images so personal and painful to recall that they made him cry out. How could he even consider surrendering to the evil, when there was still so much he had to atone for?


When there was still so much penance to be done?


Lucifer cried out, pushing against the darkness, feeling it stretch. It tried to fight him, to lull him back into its comforting embrace, where he would slowly cease to be.


But the Morningstar was not ready to fade away. Lucifer tore at the fabric of shadow, ripping a hole in the shroud of gloom that had attempted to claim him. He pushed himself through the tear, exploding into the golden light of the day, to find himself standing on a battlefield.


The air around him stank of blood and burning flesh and feathers. There were bodies of fallen warriors as far as his eyes could see. Their wings, charred and broken, stuck up from the garden of corpses like vile plants.


Lucifer knew this place, and was sick that he was responsible for the destruction that lay before him. He had instigated this war, a war in Heaven, fought between brothers.


A war caused by Lucifer’s own jealousy.


It took all he had to not crawl beneath the bodies and give himself over to oblivion, to give up the crushing despair that was his existence.


But that’s exactly what you want me to do, Lucifer Morningstar thought as he gazed at those who had fallen while fighting for and against him during the Great War.


“You’ll have to do better than this,” Lucifer shrieked.


He knew the Devil had created this bizarre world somewhere deep within Lucifer’s own subconscious to torture the Morningstar’s soul, while the Darkstar continued to possess his body.


The landscape began to shift and fade as a thick, billowing fog rolled in, obscuring the carnage before him.


It was cold in this now blank, empty place. Lucifer pulled his cloak about him and began to walk.


To where, he had no idea. He only knew that if he wanted to live, this was what he must do.


*   *   *


The ancient evil called Satan seethed with the knowledge that the body he possessed was not yet entirely his.


He could still feel the Morningstar struggling inside him, like an itch that he couldn’t scratch, somewhere inside a mind that should have belonged to him.


And only to him.


“Master, is something wrong?” a voice asked, distracting him from his annoyance.


Satan glanced up from his throne of ice to gaze at the red-skinned imp that he had made his attendant. “What is it, Scox?”


“I asked if there was something wrong, my lord,” the squat, horned creature repeated. “For a moment the look upon your face…”


The Darkstar considered killing the imp right then and there, just to relieve some of his frustration, but he’d already killed all the other imp species. Poor Scox was the last.


There was a certain pleasure that Satan would take from the genocide of another species, but something stayed his hand. Perhaps this was what it was like to be a king, to be affected by whims of mercy. Perhaps he would get used to this feeling, or perhaps next time he would ignore it altogether.


“Nothing to concern yourself with, Scox,” the Darkstar said, shifting his weight upon the seat.


He looked around the underground chamber that he’d made his home since first taking the Morningstar’s body as his own. It had been one of the places where he had hidden while waiting to hatch his schemes for the world of man, concealed from the prying eyes of God and His angels.


Satan snarled, his handsome features reflected multiple times upon the slick ice walls, showing his seething hatred about how long he had been forced to wait until his glory could at last emerge.


“There it is again,” Scox spoke up nervously. The scarlet-skinned demon rubbed his clawed hands together nervously.


Enormous wings as black as night exploded from Satan’s back as he sprang up from his cold throne to advance upon his servant.


“He never suspected what I was up to,” Satan snarled. “I doubt that He was even aware of my existence.”


“Who wasn’t aware, my lord?” Scox asked, backing away from the menacing advance of his master.


“But in the shadows I toiled, a nudge here, a tweak there, and my plans began to fall into place.”


“They certainly did,” Scox agreed as his back struck a wall of the underground cavern.


“And now this world, this breeding ground of humanity that He was so proud of, belongs to me.”


Satan gazed about the cavern, his wings of night slowly fanning the air.


“Which reminds me,” Scox said. “The leaders of the Community have requested an audience.”


The Darkstar turned his unblinking gaze upon the imp.


“Some still do not recognize me as their lord,” he said. “Even after all I have given them.”


“The Community is an ancient fellowship,” Scox attempted to explain. “To them you are young… unfamiliar.”


“Young?” the Darkstar repeated with a snarl. “I have been since before the Lord God’s pronouncement of light and the creation of the universe.”


“But…”


“But?” Satan urged.


“But they do not know you,” the imp finished, averting his eyes from his master.


If they did not know the Darkstar, he would show them who he was.


“Bring them to me,” he ordered. “These lords of their monstrous communities.”


He would show them the true countenance of a god.


And they would be wise to worship him as such.


*   *   *


Angels did not dream, although they did remember.


Kneeling before the deconsecrated altar within the Saint Athanasius School’s church, Verchiel found himself in a sort of fugue state, his thoughts drifting back through the millennia.
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