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PROLOGUE



GENESIS:


IN THE BEGINNING, GOD CREATED THE HEAVENS AND THE EARTH.


THE EARTH WAS WITHOUT FORM, AND DARKNESS FILLED THE VOID.


THEN GOD SAID, “LET THERE BE LIGHT,” AND THERE WAS LIGHT. . . .


So it began.


Seeing the enormity of the task before Him, the Lord God created the Architects, the first of those who would be known as angels. They would help Him shape the life of the fledgling world that meant so much to Him.


But when all was said and done, when the Architects had completed the task for which they were created, their divine essence was to be absorbed back into the glory that was the power of God. The Almighty set about designing the next of His angels—the Seraphim, the Cherubim, the Principalities, the Powers—who would be His holy messengers.


But the Architects had survived, using the might bestowed upon them by their Creator to hide, and to continue to perform the function for which they had been designed. Unbeknownst to an already distracted God, they would make the earth what it was supposed to be, erasing all the errors in design until only perfection remained.


A task that they were now so very close to achieving.


But first there must be Armageddon.





CHAPTER ONE



NOW


Edna didn’t know if it was night or day. It really didn’t matter, since it was dark most of the time anyway.


She rolled slightly on the inflatable mattress to look at the windup travel clock that sat on the basement’s cold concrete floor.


9:48.


Edna still didn’t know if it was morning or night.


The world outside the house was growing more dangerous. There were . . . creatures in the nearly perpetual darkness. Creatures that would harm her family.


It was Edna’s husband, Frank, who had thought it best for the family to move to the basement until things got better.


Until things got better. She let the words swim around in her brain as she listened to the steady, deep breathing of her sleeping husband and children. Is it even possible to think of such a time? she wondered.


The single basement window had been boarded up with heavy planks, and it was dark in the cellar, the only light coming from a battery-powered lantern atop an old plant stand in the far corner.


Is that light dimming?


She glanced at the faintly glowing clock again.


9:55.


For the first time that day—or was it night?—Edna allowed herself to think of her niece.


She allowed herself to think of Vilma.


An image took form in her mind. A dark-eyed little girl, scared and saddened by the death of her mother in Brazil.


Edna remembered this child, how she’d brought Vilma back to the States and raised the girl as her own. The child with the dark, soulful eyes growing into a beautiful young woman—


A beautiful young woman with a secret.


Another image took hold, also of Vilma. She was still beautiful, but with fearsome, feathered wings spreading from her back, a sword of holy fire burning in her hand.


Is it true? Can it be possible?


But Edna had only to remember what was outside, and she knew that it was.


Nephilim, Vilma had called herself, the offspring of one of God’s angels and a mortal woman, and, according to her niece, the saviors of the world.


Edna thought of the night Vilma had returned to their Lynn, Massachusetts, home and the stories the girl had told about the other young people like herself. She had brought her boyfriend with her.


Aaron. His name was Aaron, and something bad had happened to him. Vilma had said he’d been hurt while they were trying to save the world.


Edna’s eyes focused on the lantern. Yes, the light was dimming.


Careful so as to not rouse her daughter, Nicole, or her son, Michael, Edna rolled from the air mattress onto the floor and crept toward the lantern.


The batteries are dying, she thought as she picked up the cheap plastic lantern they’d bought in case the power went out during a storm. She gave it a shake, knowing that it was likely to have little effect, but it didn’t hurt to try.


The light grew dimmer.


Fear began to grip Edna as she considered what she would have to do if they were going to have light in the basement.


“Hey,” her husband whispered in the darkness. “What are you doing?”


“The light’s dimming. The batteries must be dying.”


“Are there more down here?”


“No. They’re upstairs.”


“Why didn’t you bring them down when—”


Edna could hear the annoyance in Frank’s voice and interrupted him. “Because I didn’t think of it till now.”


“Where are they?”


“In the refrigerator,” she told him. “Vegetable drawer.”


“Seriously?”


“Yeah,” she said. “My father always kept batteries in the fridge. He said they last longer that way.”


“Your father was nuts.”


“Don’t start.”


Silence fell between them, broken only by the sounds of the children’s breathing. Edna was surprised that they hadn’t woken up, but then again, since the business with Aaron and Vilma, since they’d left—were taken, she corrected herself—Nicole and Michael had been awfully quiet.


Edna still wasn’t sure what had happened that night two weeks ago. She had awakened in the morning, somehow knowing that Vilma and Aaron were no longer in the house. She remembered it as if it was a dream, but she knew—as did her children and husband—that it hadn’t been a dream. Somebody, or a group of somebodies, had come in while the family slept, and left with Vilma and Aaron.


“Edna?” Frank asked.


“Yeah?”


“You okay?”


“Yeah.”


“Want me to go—”


“I’ll go,” Edna snapped, quickly setting the lantern back on the plant stand and starting toward the stairs.


“Edna, I—”


“It’ll only take me a minute, I know right where the batteries are.”


“The vegetable drawer,” Frank said.


“Exactly.”


“You’re as crazy as your father.”


Edna smiled at her husband in the darkness. “Be right back,” she said, feeling for the railing that would lead her up to the kitchen.


Edna started to climb, the old, wooden steps creaking under her weight.


“Mama?” Nicole asked sleepily.


“Go back to sleep,” Edna told her. “I’ve got to get something from the kitchen. I’ll be right down.”


“Get my Legos,” Michael called from the darkness.


“Your mother is going upstairs to get batteries and that’s all,” Frank warned.


“I’ll be right back,” she said again as she reached for the hastily installed deadbolt. The bolt fought her for an instant, then slid back with a loud snap.


“Frank?” she called out.


“Yeah?” She could hear him moving toward the foot of the stairs.


“Come up here and lock this behind me.”


“I don’t think—”


“I don’t want you to think,” she said. “Close it, and lock it behind me.”


Frank was silent.


“What if there’s something up here?” she asked him. “What if there’s something in the kitchen and—”


“All right, all right.” He stomped up the steps behind her.


“I love you,” she said so only he could hear.


“Yeah,” he replied angrily, but then softened. “You’re a pain in my ass, but I love you, too.”


“Here I go,” she said, taking a deep breath and pushing open the door.


She could feel him right behind her, ready to pull it shut as she stepped out into the kitchen.


Which was exactly what he did.


She stood still for a moment, allowing her eyes to adjust to the gloom.


The place was a shambles, which was not how it had been left. They’d had visitors since the family had taken to the cellar. An electric chill coursed down her spine.


“Everything okay?” she heard Frank ask softly from the other side of the door.


“Yeah,” she whispered. She just needed to grab the batteries from the fridge and get back behind the locked door with her family. “Going for the batteries now.”


Breathing deeply, she began to move through the kitchen, trying to avoid the debris strewn across her path. Whatever had been there had been searching for something, food perhaps, tearing open every door and cabinet. The refrigerator hung open before her. At least she was coming for batteries, not something to eat.


In her haste, Edna tripped over the legs of a broken chair and went sprawling across the kitchen floor. She lay there stunned, her heart hammering in her chest.


“Edna?”


She heard the click of the deadbolt snapping back.


“Don’t,” she called out. “Stay with the kids.”


“What’s going on? I heard—”


“I fell,” she said, already getting to her feet—only to find herself face-to-face with a living nightmare.


Vilma had referred to the things by various names: goblins, trolls, and others that weren’t fit to repeat in front of the children. But what they were called didn’t matter; to Edna, they were all monsters.


As was what stood in her kitchen now, staring at her with eyes like big black buttons, eyes that looked right through her, turning her soul to ice.


Edna stifled a scream, knowing Frank would instantly appear at her side, leaving the children alone and exposed in the cellar below.


The creature remained perfectly still, its glistening eyes fixed upon her. Maybe it’s as afraid of me as I am of it, she thought.


Ever so slowly, she slid her foot behind her in an attempt to back away.


The thing’s thick, leathery lips peeled back, revealing a mouth full of needle-sharp teeth, but it did not move. It began to growl, the sound growing in intensity and pitch.


Edna knew that she should have been more afraid, should have been screaming at the top of her lungs or passed out cold upon the kitchen floor, but she thought of her family—of her husband and children—and knew there was nothing more important than staying calm and focused to get back to them.


As she inched away from the creature, the growling became louder. Edna sensed that it was only a matter of seconds before she had a problem. She was about to turn and make a run for the basement when she heard the door open behind her.


“Are you all right?” Frank asked.


“Close the door!” Edna screamed, as the creature in her kitchen rushed toward her with an ear-piercing wail.


Edna tried to run, but her foot slid on the floor and she was falling again. She landed on her knees, the impact making her legs go numb. She could hear the labored breathing of the monster almost upon her. She struggled to stand, but her legs refused to help. It was as if they’d been shot full of Novocain. Instead, she began to frantically crawl across the floor.


Then suddenly something grabbed her. She cried out, clawing at the body that was trying to pull her up from the floor.


“It’s me!” yelled Frank, attempting to drag her to the cellar door.


The open cellar door.


“Frank, the door,” she managed, her voice filled with panic. He didn’t answer, his strong arms wrapped around her, practically carrying her.


“Daddy?” a voice called out from the cellar below.


“No,” Edna said, twisting her head to locate the monster. She found it perched atop a nearby counter, its awful face pointed toward the open door, sniffing the air—smelling her children below.


And then it leaped.


The creature’s body collided with them, and they fell against the wall beside the door to their sanctuary.


“What’s going on up there?” Michael called up, and Edna thought she could hear the creak of stairs.


“Michael, stay where you are!” Edna screamed.


Her husband was on his hands and knees, his eyes locked on the creature that crouched mere inches from him.


“Get down the stairs,” Frank ordered, refusing to look away from the beast. “Get down the stairs and lock the door behind you.”


“Frank, you—”


“You heard me!” he shouted as the monster attacked.


The abomination wrapped its spindly arms around the man Edna had loved for well over twenty years. Frank fought back, using all his might to drive his attacker toward the center of the kitchen.


“Go!” Frank grunted with exertion as the monster growled with annoyance.


Edna couldn’t leave her husband. She ran to the basement door, peering down the steps at her children, who stood there, their eyes shining white in the darkness below.


“Lock this door!” she commanded, slamming it closed.


Back pressed against the door, she heard the deadbolt slide into place and could not help but smile. Good kids, she thought, as she grabbed an overturned kitchen chair and swung it with all her might at the murderous beast that straddled her husband on the floor.


The creature cried out, falling from atop her husband to the floor. Edna went to Frank, reaching down to pull him to his feet. His face was wet, glistening in the faint light of the room, and she knew that it wasn’t sweat.


“I thought I told you to—”


“When have I ever listened to you?” Edna asked, placing herself beneath his weight and helping him toward the cellar door.


The monster was suddenly before them, cutting them off, its mouth opening wider and wider as it hissed, raising its clawed hands, preparing to attack again.


But there came a rumble so loud and intense that it shook the house.


And then there was light—a searing white light that seemed to find its way into every corner of the room.


As the monster cowered, Frank and Edna froze in terror.


And Edna had to wonder, Is this it? Have Vilma and Aaron—the Nephilim—failed?


Is this the end of the world?





CHAPTER TWO



Two Weeks Ago


The rain continued to fall.


Gabriel sat in the shelter of the burned-out home, watching as his metal dish filled with the heavens’ tears.


Though it appeared as if he was simply resting, the yellow Labrador retriever was on full alert, his black nose attuned to the scents of the unnatural. A pack of strange beasts, which the dog did not have a name for, had been prowling the neighborhood since he and his friend Dusty had arrived at the Stanleys’ old, fire-ravaged home.


It made him sad to be there, but when Vilma had ordered him to take Dusty to a place where Gabriel felt safe, this was the first place to enter the dog’s mind.


This was where he had been happiest—the most content. He and his boy.


He and his Aaron.


Gabriel looked away from his dish and out at the overgrown yard, remembering a simpler time with his master, before he was changed into what he was now.


The holy fire inside the retriever rolled, as if reminding him that it was there, not that Gabriel could ever forget it. It was Aaron’s newly awakened power that had saved Gabriel after he’d been hit by a car.


Aaron’s power had brought him back from the brink of death.


Aaron’s power had changed him.


The dog spotted a muddy tennis ball nearly hidden in the tall grass at the far side of the yard. Rising to his feet, Gabriel trotted across the yard, lowering his nose to sniff at the ball.


It smelled of the past, before Aaron knew that he was Nephilim, before Aaron’s foster parents were slain by the murderous angels called the Powers, before Gabriel’s own transformation into . . .


Into what?


Was he even a dog anymore? Gabriel thought of the ferocious power that was now a part of him. It had been given to him by Aaron, and it had made him something else entirely.


And what that was concerned him.


Gabriel wished Aaron was there with him, that they could at least pretend things were the way they used to be.


A moan from inside the house caused the Labrador to reluctantly leave the tennis ball and the scents of the past, and look in on Dusty.


Gabriel’s water dish was practically full, and he lowered his head to carefully grip the edge of the bowl in his teeth, lifting it gingerly, barely spilling a drop. With equal care, he carried the bowl up the rickety back steps and through the torn screen in the porch door into the burned remains of the house.


It still smelled strongly of smoke.


Smoke and death.


The scents forced Gabriel to remember the horror of what he’d experienced here.


The horror of the angels that had come to kill his boy, but had taken the lives of Aaron’s foster parents, Tom and Lori Stanley, instead. The horror that had set Aaron and Gabriel on their long journey to save the world.


He maneuvered through the rubble-strewn hallways, careful not to spill the water that he carried. Dusty moaned again, and Gabriel quickened his pace.


They’d found a dry place at the back of the house, in a room that had been the den. Using some old blankets that he’d found, Gabriel had made a makeshift bed for the injured Dusty.


Gabriel entered the room to find the young man lying atop the covers. Dusty’s exposed flesh was damp with fever from the infected lacerations that covered his body. He appeared to be awake, his glassy eyes watching as the dog carried the water bowl closer.


“Good boy,” Dusty managed, before his body was racked with convulsing chills.


Gabriel set the dish on the floor, only spilling a few drops, and approached his friend. He studied the angry wounds that covered just about every inch of the young man’s body. Bits of darkened metal were imbedded deep beneath Dusty’s skin. There was nothing Gabriel could do to remove the shrapnel from when the Abomination of Desolation’s giant, mystical sword exploded. All he could do was try to keep the infection from growing worse.


He took a long drink of the fresh rainwater before he began what had become his ritual. He lowered his head and gently began to lick the wounds clean of infection.


Gabriel worried about the state of the world. The longer he and Dusty remained inactive, the worse it would become.


But mostly he worried about his boy, Aaron.


Worried that he might not see him again.


Worried that Aaron had succumbed to his own injuries sustained during the vicious attack upon the school where he and the other Nephilim had lived until a few days before.


Worried that he—and the world—might not be able to survive Aaron’s demise.


*   *   *


Vilma lay on the cot in the tiny concrete room, staring up at the ceiling vent and listening to the hum of the artificially produced air, wondering what was happening in the world above.


It had been two weeks since she and Aaron had been taken from her family’s home and brought to this underground installation. She’d heard nothing since about what was happening beyond these walls.


She sat up and pulled on her boots. She couldn’t sleep, and lying there wasn’t going to do her much good. She would go and sit with Aaron for a while.


She hesitated at the door, knowing what—who—she would find posted on the other side.


Vilma pushed down on the latch and pulled open the metal door.


Levi was at his post, sitting on the bench outside her quarters. His large, mechanical wings were unfurled, and he appeared to be sharpening the ends of his metal feathers.


The fallen angel stood upon seeing her. “Hello, miss,” he said in a low, gravelly voice, and his mechanical wings disappeared back beneath the long, heavy coat his kind always wore.


“Hello, Levi,” she responded.


Levi, and others like him, called themselves the Unforgiven. From what Vilma understood, these fallen angels had refused forgiveness for the crimes they had committed against Heaven during the Great War. Denied all divine abilities, the Unforgiven mastered magickally enhanced technology to carry out their mission against the Architects, as a way of penance for their crimes.


And to finally allow themselves to be forgiven.


“Couldn’t sleep,” she continued, letting the door close behind her.


The fallen angel nodded. “Not hard to believe during these turbulent times.” He slid the file he’d been using to sharpen his wings into the pocket of his coat. “Is there anything I can do to assist you?”


Vilma shook her head. She could feel his stare from behind his goggles and hated that she could not see the fallen angel’s eyes behind the dark lenses.


“A sleeping potion, perhaps?” Levi offered.


“No, that’s all right,” she said. “I’ll just go and spend some time with Aaron.”


“Very good,” Levi said with a slight bow of his head.


“All right then,” she said, starting down the harshly lit corridor. “If anybody is looking for me . . .” She’d just about reached the corner when the fallen angel called after her.


“Miss Corbet is with the lad, I believe.”


Vilma turned to acknowledge that she’d heard him. He was honing the edges of his metal-feathered wings to razor sharpness again. She imagined the damage they could do in battle, and a shiver ran down her spine.


“Thanks,” she said, trying not to sound irritated. When isn’t Miss Corbet with Aaron these days?


Vilma rounded the bend and approached the elevator. The infirmary where Aaron was recovering was two levels below this one. She pressed the red button and waited for the car to arrive. Of all the places she could have ended up after fleeing the destruction at the Saint Athanasius School, she’d never thought it would be an abandoned, underground missile base.


But that’s exactly where she and Aaron had been brought by the Unforgiven and Taylor Corbet—Aaron’s mother.


Vilma leaned back against the cold cinder-block wall, listening to the metallic grinding of the gears and pulleys bringing the elevator down to her. Taylor had promised that the elevators, as well as the entire installation, were perfectly safe, but Vilma wasn’t sure she believed that.


The elevator doors parted with a shrieking whine, and she stepped inside, pushing the number six. It took a moment, but the doors closed, and her descent began with a disturbing lurch.


Levi had explained that the Unforgiven claimed places that were abandoned. Deconsecrated churches, burned-out buildings, unfinished construction, and decommissioned military bases became their secret hideouts.


This particular base in Kansas had been abandoned since the late eighties.


The elevator stopped with a savage jolt, and Vilma found herself grabbing hold of the metal railing to steady herself. The lights flickered ominously, but the metal doors slid wide.


Vilma stepped out into the mint-green corridor. The paint was chipping in many places, and there was a very specific smell to this floor. It smelled like a hospital.


She started toward the reception area, where another of the Unforgiven sat. She didn’t know this one’s name. He’d never offered it, even though she’d seen him just about every day since she and Aaron had arrived.


His head was bowed as if asleep, but Vilma knew better.


As she drew closer, he lifted his head, and she was again staring at her reflection in goggle-covered eyes.


“Here to see the boy again,” the fallen angel stated.


“Yes,” she answered, as she did every time she visited.


“He is still unconscious,” the Unforgiven informed her, although she already knew that.


Vilma often thought of the day, or evening, when she would come and be greeted with news that he was awake. But for now, she had to be content with the fact that her boyfriend was still alive.


Images of the assault upon him flashed through her mind, no matter how hard she tried to keep them at bay. The armored figure of Lucifer Morningstar—his own father—plunging a blade of darkness, a blade of black fire into Aaron’s stomach.


“Better than him being dead,” she blurted out as she had since first speaking with this Unforgiven angel that watched over the infirmary.


“Yes, that is true,” the Unforgiven replied.


“May I go and see him?” she asked.


The angel did not respond immediately. He never did.


“Miss Taylor Corbet is with him,” the angel finally said flatly.


“She always is,” Vilma responded, again attempting to keep the annoyance from her tone, but failing.


“I’m told it is a mother’s concern for her child,” the fallen angel explained.


A mother’s concern, Vilma thought, feeling her ire rise. Where was her concern all those years he’d been without her? All the years he’d spent in foster care? Where was her concern then, when her son needed his mother?


Silence followed, and it looked as though the angel was meditating or whatever it was that he was doing behind the reception desk.


“I’d like to see him,” Vilma stated.


“Of course,” the angel said.


She took that as permission to proceed and started down the short hallway. Aaron’s room was at the far end, on the left.


Her legs grew heavy the closer she got to his room. She hated to see him like this, clinging to life.


Barely.


Nobody could tell her what was wrong with him, other than that he’d sustained a serious injury and was trying to heal.


What more should she need, really?


How about that he was going to pull through? That the guy she loved with all her heart was going to live?


But nobody would tell her anything.


She stopped in the doorway of the darkened room, taking in the shadow of the bed where Aaron lay and the woman sitting at his bedside, holding his hand.


“Come in, dear,” the woman said suddenly.


“Oh, hey,” Vilma said, entering the room. “I thought you might be asleep.”


“Not while I’m sitting with him,” Taylor Corbet said. “Aaron gets my full attention as long as I’m here.”


“That’s nice,” Vilma responded just to say something. “How’s he doing?” She moved to the bed. Aaron was so incredibly still and pale. If she hadn’t known better, she would have said that he was—


“Still unconscious, but I believe he’s healing,” Taylor said. “An engineer was by earlier to check on the healing ring we placed—”


“What?” Vilma interrupted. “Healing ring? What’s that?”


Taylor stood and reached across her son to turn on a small light above the bed. “We felt that we could better improve his chances if we were to assist him with the healing process.”


Vilma’s anxiety grew. “And how does this healing ring work? What is it?”


Taylor pulled Aaron’s sheet down to his waist, revealing a copper-colored ring with a glass center pulsing on his chest with an unearthly energy that seemed to mirror the beat of her boyfriend’s heart.


“It’s an Unforgiven design,” Taylor explained. “It’s a machine that uses stray life energies to boost the healing potential of the individual.”


Vilma couldn’t take her eyes from the circular machine. “And you couldn’t tell me about this?” she asked.


“I just did, dear,” Taylor said. “It’s for his own good.”


“But you could have come to me,” Vilma insisted. “You could have told me that you were going to attach some . . . some magickal machine to my boyfriend’s chest.”


She could feel herself growing angrier by the second and reached down to take hold of Aaron’s other hand. It was cold.


“It just would have been nice to know,” she said, fighting to control herself.


“You’re right,” Taylor agreed. “We should have told you, but there is so much at stake that—”


Vilma glared at his mother. “I have just as much say in his care as you. I should have been told.”


“I’m his mother,” Taylor Corbet stated.


“Sure,” Vilma said flatly. “I guess everybody has one, but I think there’s a little bit more to it than just a title.”


Vilma saw a flash of anger in the woman’s eyes.


“You think I deserve that.”


Vilma squeezed Aaron’s hand tightly. “He thought you were dead.”


“And you don’t think that tears me up inside?” Taylor’s voice began to rise. “Not a day went by that I didn’t think of him, out there, needing me.”


Vilma refused to look at the woman.


“I needed him as much as he needed me,” Taylor continued. “But I loved him too much to go to him. I had to remind myself, day after endless day, that being with him would have been dangerous to Aaron, and the rest of the world.”


Curious, Vilma found herself responding. “You stayed away to protect him?”


Taylor stared lovingly at her unconscious son. “That was the only thing that kept me away,” she said. “The man that I had loved—Aaron’s father—I had no idea who he truly was, or how powerful.”


“Lucifer,” Vilma said.


Taylor laughed, and then smiled. There were tears in her eyes.


“I knew him as Sam.”


“Sam?” Vilma asked. “Lucifer Morningstar called himself Sam?”


Taylor laughed again, and the tears tumbled from her eyes. “He did.” She reached up to wipe her dampened face. “And to tell you the truth, he looked much more like a Sam to me than a Lucifer.”


“So, you actually had no idea who he really was?” Vilma asked.


Taylor shook her head slowly. “Not until after Aaron was born.”


Vilma’s curiosity was getting the better of her.


“How did you find out?”


Aaron’s mother’s face grew very still. “It was after I’d given birth,” she said, her voice sounding distant. “An angel told me . . . his name was Mallus, and he told me of my love’s true identity, and how there were powerful forces out there in the world who would have used me, and my child, to acquire the power they wanted.”


Vilma stared at the woman, as Taylor’s gaze lifted to meet her own.


“But all that came after I’d already been declared dead, and Mallus was helping me to escape from the morgue.”


THE HIMALAYAS


The storm raged around the two angels, and Mallus stopped for a moment to get his bearings. They’d already passed through the nearly deserted town of Lukla—the threat of the possible end of the world having dramatically cut into tourism and folks’ desire to risk their lives climbing mountains.


A raging snowstorm wasn’t helping matters much either.


Things had changed quite dramatically since Mallus and his companion were last here.


“Is it Thursday?” Tarshish, the last of the powerful angelic beings known as Malakim, suddenly asked.


Mallus looked in his direction as the snow swirled about his face. The Malakim had raised his body temperature so the snow could not collect upon him.


“I think so, why?” the fallen angel asked.


“Sloppy joe night,” Tarshish said wistfully, referring to the old-age home where, until recently, he’d been hiding himself away. “I loved sloppy joe night.”


Mallus sighed. It had been like this for their entire journey, the Malakim reminiscing about what he had left behind when they’d decided to help the Nephilim avert the decimation of the world. For their part, the two had embarked on a mission to retrieve the power of God that had been housed inside the Metatron—a heavenly being they had destroyed while working for the Architects in this very region countless millennia ago.


Mallus squinted through the white and shifting haze, sensing the presence of other preternaturals nearby. He’d heard rumors that there was a tavern in these mountains for those of an unearthly disposition. It would be just the place to gather their thoughts—and perhaps some information to help them on their mission.


“Perhaps it will be sloppy joe night wherever we’re going,” Mallus suggested, trudging effortlessly through the accumulating snow to where he sensed the tavern to be.


“Do you think?” Tarshish asked. “Wouldn’t that be lovely.”


“I wouldn’t consider sloppy joes lovely,” Mallus said, watching the mysterious tavern gradually take shape before him. If he were human, he would not have been able to see it.


“Obviously you’ve never had the real deal. I wonder if they’d be made with hamburger,” Tarshish pondered. “Maybe yak? Wonder how that would taste?”


Mallus ignored his companion’s ramblings as he studied the magickal sigils, warding off evil forces, that had been carved into the wood of the tavern door. A good sign, he thought as he lifted the latch and pushed inside.


He recognized the smell almost immediately. It was the coppery tang of violence.


It was the smell of murder.


Blood was spattered everywhere, as were the remains of the supernatural beings who had been unlucky enough to have stopped in for a drink.


Nearly twenty large, apelike beasts stopped their feasting and glared at the intruders with glistening, yellow eyes. Their dingy white fur was matted with drying blood and other internal fluids.


These creatures had many different names—abominable snowmen, bigfoots, skunk apes—but Mallus had always called them yetis.


“Something tells me it’s not sloppy joe night,” Tarshish commented as the yetis roared their displeasure at the interruption of their meals and bounded across the tavern toward the two fallen angels.


“On your toes!” Mallus yelled to his companion, running to meet the first of the beastly attackers.


Though weakened by his fall from Heaven, the angel still had enough divine strength to deal with the likes of these filthy creatures. He pulled back his arm and delivered a punch to a yeti’s leathery face. The blow was solid, landing on the creature’s snout with a loud, satisfying snap. The woolly monster stumbled backward, its own dark blood streaming from its nose.


“There’s more where that came from,” the former commander of the Morningstar’s army informed the beast, as Mallus readied for the next wave.


The injured yeti emitted a terrible roar, leading the others in an all-out assault upon them. The monsters were on them in a wave of fur, fangs, and claws, each apparently starving for a feast of fallen angel flesh.


Mallus had no intention of being a yeti’s meal. The angel soldier lashed out with his fists, shattering bone and rupturing internal workings with every blow. But there was confidence in the way the beasts fought, a self-assurance that showed in the savagery of their attack.


They seemed to fear nothing.


Mallus was yanked from the floor by the arm, and before he could react, his yeti captor sank its fangs into his shoulder, tugging at the flesh. The fallen angel screamed in pain, sinking his fingers into the tough, leathery flesh of the vile beast’s face and ripping it from the yeti’s skull. The snow creature released him with a gurgling grunt, while three others charged forward, driven mad by the scent of the angel’s blood.


Despite his pain, Mallus continued to fight. But the more he lashed out, the more effort they put into trying to bring him down.


And he feared that it would not be long before they succeeded. Mallus’s own blood streamed from his wounds to mix with that of the dead beings on the sticky floor.


“I’ve had just about enough of this,” bellowed a voice.


Mallus looked toward the sound, as a mound of muscular, furred creatures suddenly exploded in a silent flash. Innards, blood, bone, and fur spattered the ceiling and walls like some twisted abstract work of art.


The yetis atop Mallus froze. Tarshish rose from the remains of the mound, his slacks, checked shirt, and light Windbreaker torn and covered in gore. His eyes glowed.


There was another flash, and the Malakim’s clothing looked as though he’d just put it on fresh. “That’s better,” he said, admiring himself.


Survival instinct kicked in, and the yetis that still held Mallus began to back away.


“Do you want them to escape?” Tarshish asked his companion.


Mallus looked to the retreating snow beasts. Where was their confidence now? “No,” he said.


The Malakim raised a hand, passing it through the air as if stirring bathwater. The remaining yetis evaporated into a cloud, raining a coppery mist onto the already gore-covered floor.


“That was unpleasant,” Tarshish commented.


“Wasn’t it,” Mallus agreed, gingerly touching his shoulder. He could already feel himself beginning to heal.


“Why are we here again?” the Malakim asked, as he strode about the ravaged bar. He almost slipped in a puddle of blood and grabbed at a heavy wooden table to steady himself.


“I was hoping for a quiet moment to collect ourselves,” Mallus answered. “And a chance to acquire some information.”


“There won’t be any of either, I’m afraid,” Tarshish remarked. “Unless we’re to extract that information from the dead.”


Mallus was about to agree when he heard a faint wheezing. His gaze met the Malakim’s. They’d both heard it.


The fallen angel moved carefully toward the bar. A bloodied figure was curled into a tight ball behind it.


“Over here,” Mallus said, crouching beside the injured form. The man wore a barkeep’s apron, and what little of his flesh wasn’t covered in blood was a strange golden color. Elf, the Malakim thought, somewhat surprised. The elves were a quiet race, usually keeping to themselves in the hidden corners of the world.


The barkeep had a ghastly wound in his side, leaking what little remained of his life blood onto the cold, wooden floor.


“He won’t be able to give us anything,” Mallus told Tarshish as the Malakim came around the bar.


“He still looks alive to me,” Tarshish commented.


“Not for much longer.”


“What kind of attitude is that?” Tarshish said, kneeling down beside the elfin barkeep and placing a hand on his head. “If I’d known you were such a quitter, I’d have stayed at the home.”


Before Mallus could respond, the Malakim’s hand began to glow, and the elf appeared suddenly stronger.


“What have you done to him?”


“I’ve given him a little bit longer,” Tarshish said. “Ask your questions. I can’t keep this up all day.”


The barkeep’s eyes were wide, his mouth moving, trying to speak.


Mallus pulled him into his arms.


“They . . . they attacked without provocation . . . ,” the barkeep whispered in his elvish language, but Mallus could understand, for he was an angel of Heaven—and even a fallen angel could understand all tongues.


“As creatures of a darker nature have a tendency to do,” Mallus acknowledged.


“They broke through the wards of protection with ease,” the barkeeper continued. “It is so, so much worse than we thought. . . .” The elf’s voice trailed off as his body began to twitch and death attempted to claim its prize.


“Not much longer now,” Tarshish announced.


“We’re searching for what became of the Almighty’s power after it was cut from the Metatron,” Mallus quickly explained to the elf, feeling that ever-present twinge of guilt at his—their—past actions. “We believe that it created a kind of trinity, a dark trinity.”


The elf’s eyes went wide with understanding. “The Sisters,” he whispered, fear in his weakening voice. “The Sisters of Umbra.”


“Do you have any idea where we might find them?”


“He’s almost done,” Tarshish warned.


Mallus grabbed hold of the dying elf’s chin, his gaze boring into the elf’s eyes. “Do you have any idea where they are?” he repeated urgently.


“The body . . . ,” the barkeep managed. “The . . . corpse . . . of the . . . fallen . . . god . . .”


“That’s it for him,” Tarshish said, rising to his feet. “Empty.”


Mallus gently laid the corpse on the floor and stood, thinking about the elf’s final words.


“I was hoping he could have been a little more specific,” Tarshish said, perusing the dusty liquor bottles on the shelves behind the bar.


“He was helpful,” Mallus replied.


The Malakim pulled a bottle from the back of a shelf and removed the cork with a loud pop. He sniffed the contents and made a face.


“He was?” he asked.


Mallus nodded grimly. “I think I know where he meant.”


From the puzzled look on Tarshish’s face, Mallus could tell that he did not understand at first, but then realization blossomed in the powerful being’s ancient eyes.


“Right,” Tarshish then answered him. “I should have known we would end up there.”


“The scene of the crime.”





CHAPTER THREE



The six demons crept past Mrs. Carmichael’s sixth-grade classroom, hunting for prey in Brideview Elementary School. Seeing them in the building where she’d spent some of the happiest moments of her life filled Melissa with an anger that took nearly all her power to control.


But she waited, crouching behind the partially open door of the boys’ bathroom, studying their movements. The filthy creatures carried an assortment of swords, knives, and spears, nothing that would stand up to the divine fire at her disposal. They wore armor, but what skin was exposed glistened wetly in the dusky light coming in from the corridor’s large windows. She listened carefully as the demons spoke to one another, understanding their guttural language as she was able to understand all languages.


What Melissa heard did little to cool the anger that simmered in her breast. In fact, it burned all the hotter, desperate to be unleashed upon her enemies, as they talked about humans’ delicious meat. One of the demons even pointed out that children were sweetest.


Melissa’s angelic nature squirmed at the loathsomeness of it all, and sparks of holy fire began to leap from the tips of her fingers.


Bright enough to capture the demons’ attention.


“Shit!” Melissa swore, bursting through the bathroom door, a massive sword made of the fires of Heaven appearing in her hands.


Her first swing cut through the leg of one demon, sending him to the floor with a shriek. She buried the crackling blade into his bald skull, and he burst into flames, casting an eerie glow in the corridor for her to see by.


Melissa was surprised that the others hadn’t run. Instead, they simply stood, glaring at her with red, beady eyes.


She popped her wings, and the looks upon their monster faces were priceless. She could see that they were afraid of what she was. Even in the short time that her Nephilim band had existed, they had done a lot of damage to the Community of horrors, earning quite the reputation for their ferociousness.


“Boom,” she said, and lunged at them.


Swinging her flaming sword into the neck of another demon, Melissa separated its head from its body and sent it tumbling down the hall. She could not help but wonder if the Nephilim had become the monsters’ boogeymen: the punishment that monster mothers and fathers threatened their monster kids with if they didn’t eat all their intestines for supper, or crawl into their coffins at bedtime.


The thought made her smile, but not for long.


There were four demons left. She methodically took two of them down, one after the other. She was much too fast for them, jumping up to fly over their heads, then dropping down to skewer them before they could figure out where she’d land.


The floor became sticky with their blood, which suddenly made Melissa think of the kindly Mr. Scartino, who was in charge of janitorial services at Brideview Elementary.


He wouldn’t be happy with the mess she’d made.


A spear point narrowly missed her face. She had to pay attention. Aaron had always tried to instill the importance of keeping one’s mind in the game.


Aaron.


She remembered how he’d looked after the injuries he had sustained, as they had all been forced to flee the school where they’d lived. He hadn’t looked good, not at all.


She wondered if he was even still alive.


Melissa forced her thoughts back to the problem at hand, bringing her burning blade down upon a demon’s spear, cutting it in two. As he tried to stab at her with the broken ends, she pushed off from the ground, her wings carrying her above the demon. Using both hands and all her might, she plunged the blade through his head, splitting the nightmarish beast in half.


She glared at the last remaining demonic soldier. The stink of death and evil hung heavy in the air, and Melissa was again reminded of how much she hated what the world had become.


It made her cranky, and when she was cranky, she could be so very cruel.


“I’ll let you kill yourself,” she told the last of the demons, in its nasty language. Surprise flashed upon its leathery face. “I’ll stand right here and let you do it.”


The demon held a knife that looked as though it had been carved from bone. He waved it around, attempting to intimidate her, but having very little success.


“That’s about all the mercy I can muster for your kind,” Melissa finished.


They faced off for a moment, neither of them moving.


“So what’s it gonna be?” she finally asked the monster. “Are you gonna do it, or am I?”


The demon did pretty much what she expected. It threw its blade with deadly accuracy. Melissa caught the knife with ease, watching as the demon turned tail and fled. She willed flame into the demon blade, making it crackle and spark with the fires of Heaven.


“This would have been so much easier if you’d killed yourself,” she muttered as she took aim, and threw the burning blade with all her might.


The knife punched through the demon’s skull, and it exploded in a flash of light and fire. The headless body slumped to the floor.


“She shoots, she scores,” Melissa cried, pumping her fist in the air as she imitated a cheering crowd.


Then she turned to the corpses littering the floor and began to drag them into a pile in the center of the corridor. Taking the burning blade of her sword, she shoved it into the middle of the demon pile.


Demons were extremely flammable. They went up like oily rags.


Melissa watched, making sure that none of the holy fire jumped from the pyre to the walls of the school corridor. She didn’t want to burn the building down. As soon as the bodies were nothing more than ash, she stuck her blade back into the smoldering pile, reclaiming the divine fire.


The school was silent. Melissa closed her eyes and extended her wings to be sure that no other beasts lurked nearby. The tips of her feathers were sensitive to the unnatural, but she could feel no vibrations alerting her to trouble. The school was now safe.


She took a final glance at the ashes, allowing one of her wings to sweep the pile across the corridor to mingle with the dust and dirt that had collected there since the world had fallen to pieces several weeks ago. Then she turned and headed for the concrete staircase that would take her into the basement, passing tattered posters on the walls promoting good hand hygiene during cold and flu season.


Colds and flu are the least of humanity’s problems now, she thought as she pulled open the basement door and jogged down the steps. A second set of stairs took her farther underground to the bomb shelter.


From what she understood, these bomb shelters had been built in most public buildings during the 1950s, when the threat of nuclear attack was on everybody’s mind. When Vilma ordered the Nephilim to flee to somewhere safe, it was the first place Melissa thought of. She had to wonder if the yellow-and-black poster depicting the symbol for radiation shouldn’t be altered to show that the shelter could be used for monster attacks, too.


She rapped on the heavy metal door with her knuckle.


“It’s me.”


She heard the sharp click of a metal bolt being slid back, and the door opened just enough for a set of old eyes to peer out from behind horn-rimmed glasses.


“You alone?” the old man, whose name was Charlie, asked cautiously.


“I certainly am,” she answered. It was the same answer she gave him every time she returned to the shelter.


“Can’t be too careful,” he replied as he always did, stepping back and allowing her to enter.


Melissa entered the room, closing the door firmly behind her. The others watched with fearful eyes. There were six of them in all—Charlie, who had opened the door, and his wife, Loretta; a young mom, Doris, and her five-year-old daughter, Maggie; Tyrone, who was no older than her; and the school’s middle-aged nighttime security guard, Scott.


They had all found their way here to the shelter, after the darkness fell permanently and the streets had become unsafe.


“So?” Scott asked, his hand creeping up to caress the can of Mace that he wore on his belt. “Did some of those things get in?”


“Yeah, they did,” Melissa said, moving toward the elderly woman who was lying on a cot in the corner. “But I took care of it.”


“Did you find anything to help Loretta?” the old man asked, following her to his wife.


Melissa dug in her pocket for the bottle of Advil she’d found in the teachers’ lounge, before encountering the demons. “This might help,” she said, opening the bottle and shaking out three of the pills.


Loretta looked sweaty, and Melissa was sure that she had a fever.


Her eyes went to the dirty bandage on the old woman’s arm, and she reached out to take a peek at the wound beneath. It appeared to be getting worse. Something totally unnatural had bitten Loretta before she and Charlie had abandoned their home and come to the school looking for shelter.


“Hey, Loretta,” Melissa said, as she took the woman’s hand and gently squeezed. “Why don’t you sit up for a minute and take these? They’ll help with the pain.”


Loretta’s eyes opened to mere slits, and Melissa put her arm around the woman’s shoulders, pulling her up.


Charlie stepped forward with a half-empty bottle of water. “I’ve been trying to get her to drink, but she won’t.”


“Thanks, Charlie.” Melissa took the bottle, then put the pills on the old woman’s tongue. “Here, swallow these,” Melissa told her, carefully tilting the water to the woman’s lips.


Loretta looked as though she was still asleep, but she managed to get the pills down. Melissa helped her to lie down again.


“Do you think those will help?” Charlie asked, fiddling with his glasses. He took them off, wiping the lenses on the front of his shirt.


“They won’t hurt,” Melissa replied. She turned away from the old woman to find the young man watching her. “Got something to add, Tyrone?”


The dark-skinned youth had given her nothing but attitude since they met. They all knew what she was. When she’d first arrived, the building had been overrun with giant, ratlike creatures. She’d quickly dispatched them, and everyone had appreciated it.


But Tyrone had continued to look at her like she was as bad as the rat things. “You know we can’t stay here much longer,” he said.


The group had been there for close to a week before she had arrived. They were now wrapping up their second week there.


“I don’t know that,” she replied, walking past him to get her own bottle of water. There were five cases of bottled water stacked against the far wall. They had to be careful. It wouldn’t last forever.


“We’re gonna run out of water . . . out of food.”


Several cases of ready-to-eat meals—MREs—were piled by the water. It was probably enough to last them a month, if they skipped some meals here and there.


“That’s not a problem today,” Melissa said, cracking the top on her first bottle of water for the day and taking a long swig.


“Yeah, so what are we gonna do when it is?” Tyrone asked.


Melissa knew he was right. They would have to do something before the food and water ran out, but she wasn’t sure what yet.


“I’ll know when the time comes,” she replied. They were all watching her now.


They must have thought they were saved when they first saw her.


Sword of fire in hand, wings flapping powerfully upon her back.


Their prayers had been answered.


As she drank her water and glanced back at each of them, she had to wonder if they were still feeling that way.


Or if they were thinking that not even Heaven could save them now.


*   *   *


Verchiel haunted the remains of the Saint Athanasius School and Orphanage, wandering the grounds in search of answers to what had happened, and where the Nephilim had gone.


It was obvious that they had been driven from this place, although they had not gone quietly.


The bodies of trolls, goblins, and other nightmarish beasts still littered the grounds—there was even a dragon corpse.


No, the Nephilim had not left their home without a fight.


But the question still remained—where had they gone?


Something wriggled at the former Powers’ leader’s core, a feeling entirely unfamiliar to him. He paused where the science building and secret library had once stood, and where now not a trace of either remained, considering the odd sensation. He decided that it must be guilt. Guilt that he had not been here to help those who had once been his mortal enemies, but were now unlikely comrades. Guilt that he had been approached by servants of the Architects and had been invited to swear his allegiance to their cause.


His eyes ticked down to the pale skin of his forearm and the strange, snakelike mark that had appeared there. The three hooded sisters who spoke for their masters, the Architects, had given him the mark. They’d told him that once he had made his decision, they would know, and would call for him.


But Verchiel also had another choice to make. A choice that an ancient prophet had foretold in a painting. A decision would have repercussions on his future, the future of the world . . .


And the future of Heaven.


Verchiel seethed, his anger leaking from his divine form and setting the very ground around him afire. He had never seen the world in shades of gray before. As leader of the heavenly host Powers, he’d had no doubts about who his enemies were and what had to be done to purge their blight from the world.


But the Lord God Almighty had seen things differently, and Verchiel had been struck down by one of the very creatures the Powers’ leader had sought to render extinct.


Verchiel’s existence then grew more complex, as he was returned to life to work in alliance with the very beings he had once sought to destroy.


The fires of Heaven swirled ferociously around him, growing in intensity, reflecting his tumultuous emotions.


Why have I been brought back? the angel questioned again. Is it to aid the Nephilim in purging the world of a cancerous evil, or is it for something more?


Something bigger?


Something that would rest entirely upon a decision that he had yet to make?


Verchiel roared, and the fires responded in kind, spraying from his body and consuming whatever they touched. The ground and everything lying on it began to burn—the dead bodies, then the school and orphanage.


The angel raged in the eye of the firestorm. Divine flames spread from him in pulsing waves, on the verge of obliterating everything, when he realized what he was doing.


This isn’t the answer, Verchiel thought, forcing himself to take control of his angry spirit. He called back the holy fire, taking it within himself, where it continued to fight before finally submitting to its master.


He surveyed the damage caused by his lack of control. Shame added to his guilt. Even with the school grounds reduced to nothing more than a memory, the decision he needed to make still haunted him.


He caught movement from the corner of his eye. The shape darted around the corner of a building that had somehow managed to survive his tantrum. Without a thought, the angel sprouted his wings and took to the air, flying across the still smoldering grounds with blinding speed.


Verchiel’s anger flamed again at the sight of a loathsome goblin scampering across the property. It looked over its shoulder to check if it had been seen. Verchiel flew toward it, his eyes locked upon the filthy creature, its armor crusted with dirt and blood. The goblin ran around the skeletal remains of an old greenhouse, and Verchiel temporarily lost sight of it.


Flapping his wings all the harder, the former Powers’ leader dropped closer to the ground, smashing through the remnants of the greenhouse.


At first he did not see the one he pursued, but then he saw the goblin trying to dig itself into a hole in the ground.


Touching down, Verchiel recalled that the Nephilim had used this place as a burial ground, interring their dead beneath the earth. It was the Nephilim Melissa who often visited these graves, leaving flowers and polished baubles as reminders of who lay rotting in the ground beneath.


But now they appeared . . . empty.


Verchiel grabbed hold of the goblin’s ankle, yanking the struggling creature from the dirt.


The goblin roared its displeasure, thrashing its legs and waving its arms. Verchiel threw the disgruntled creature to the ground.


It lay there, flat on its back, gazing up into the darkened skies, and Verchiel began to think that perhaps he’d thrown the creature a bit too hard. He loomed above the goblin, nudging the monster with the toe of his metal boot.


The goblin’s scream was bloodcurdling, and Verchiel jumped back, a weapon of fire manifesting itself. Leaping to its feet, the goblin attempted to flee once again, but Verchiel no longer had the patience to deal with such things and simply used his wing to slap the goblin back to the dirt.


Verchiel stood over the goblin, sword of fire ready to strike.


“What are you doing here?” the angel demanded.


He could practically hear the little monster’s thought process, the gears turning inside its malformed head.


“The greatest of battles was fought here, and I but a lowly soldier was badly injured in the skirmish,” the goblin explained. “I was abandoned—left to fend for myself upon this battlefield.” The goblin paused, cowering in the shadow of the angel.


“Where are your injuries?” Verchiel asked, head tilted to the side as he studied the creature. “Other than damaged armor . . .”


The goblin appeared startled. “Did I say injured?” he asked. “I meant to say, rendered unconscious. Yes, I was rendered unconscious. My comrades left me here, believing that I was dead.”


Verchiel sensed that the creature was lying. He brought his sword up beneath the loose skin of the goblin’s throat. “I tire of your lies. Prepare to meet your maker—if one even exists.”


“Please!” the goblin begged, dropping to its knees. “I’ll speak the truth, just don’t—”


“Then speak it,” Verchiel interrupted. “I’ll know if you are lying to me again, and this time there will be no mercy.”


“There was a great battle here, yes there was. And I was but one of the soldiers summoned to fight against the foes of the great Satan.”


“Great . . . Satan?” Verchiel questioned.


“The one who now rules us all,” the goblin excitedly explained. “All the beasts of the Community have sworn their fealty to the new Dark Master—the Lord of Shadows.”


A nervous shiver of anxiety ran up the angel’s spine. Lucifer Morningstar had been missing from the group for quite some time. Was it possible that he had somehow fallen to darkness again?


“Why are you here when the battle is done?” Verchiel asked.


The goblin cowered. “The battle was so very frightening. . . . I knew that if I fought, I would be slain for certain.”


“You didn’t fight, did you?”


“I didn’t want to die,” the goblin said with a sad shake of its head. “So I hid . . . hid beneath the bodies of my fallen brethren, and prayed to the dark gods of my long-departed ancestors that I would be spared a grisly fate.”


“Coward,” Verchiel snarled.


“If we are assigning labels, yes.”


Verchiel was repulsed by the monster. Ending its life with a flick of his wrist would be too merciful.


“So, this is the life you would lead now? Scavenging from the battlefield and the dead?”


The goblin looked about, but held its tongue.


“And what have you done here?” Verchiel asked as his eyes fell upon the empty graves that once held the bodies of the fallen Nephilim. He could feel the fires of anger rising within him.


“Here?” the goblin asked. “I have done nothing.”


Verchiel allowed the burning edge of the sword blade to touch the side of the goblin’s neck. The sound was like the hiss of an angry serpent.


The cowardly beast cried out in pain, dropping its head to the ground and covering it with its hands. “Mercy, I beg of you!” the goblin wailed. “I told you that I have done nothing with those who were buried here. It was the Satan who ordered them harvested.”


“The Satan did what?” Verchiel asked, taken aback.


The goblin slowly lifted its head to face the angel.


“Yes, it was the Satan. He ordered his army to dig for the decaying prizes.”


Verchiel experienced the chill of impending dread.


“And what was done with these bodies?”


“Taken,” the goblin said.


“Taken?” Verchiel repeated. “Taken where . . . and for what purpose?”


The goblin continued to cower. “Who is to say? The Satan . . . he works in mysterious ways.”


Verchiel moved his deadly blade of flame away from the goblin, lost in thought. What would the leader of all darkness want with the corpses of slain Nephilim? The answer eluded any rational thought, but it did not keep the question from echoing repeatedly within his troubled mind.


Whatever the purpose, it would most certainly not be good.


Verchiel’s keen hearing picked up the sound of escape, and he whipped around as the goblin attempted to flee.


Powerful wings opening in full, Verchiel bore down on the disgusting beast and drove it back to the ground.


“Where are you off to?” he asked.


“I’ve told you everything I know!” the goblin wailed, certain that it was about to meet its end.


“Which is practically nothing.” Verchiel flapped his powerful, feathered appendages to intimidate the frightened beast. “I want to know more about this Satan, and why he has taken the bodies of my comrades.”


“I can tell you no more!” the goblin exclaimed.


“What is your name?” Verchiel asked.


The creature appeared surprised by the question.


“Your name!” Verchiel bellowed. “What is your name?”


“Ergo,” the goblin cried. “My name is Ergo.”


The angel reached down, grabbing hold of the front of the goblin’s filthy tunic and yanking it to its feet.


“Are you going to kill me?” the goblin whimpered.


Verchiel smiled coldly.


“It is your lucky day, Ergo,” the angel said calmly. “For I have some questions, and I think we shall find the answers together.”


*   *   *


Cameron imagined an ax.


Not the kind for fighting an army of demons or beheading a troll, but the kind used for chopping wood.


Night was cold in the woods, and he was going to have to build a fire.


He’d spent most of the day gathering wood from the forest, dragging the fallen limbs of large trees to the cabin. A sword of fire was good enough to chop the larger limbs into manageable pieces, but now, for tradition’s sake, he was going to use an ax.


Holding out his hands, he manipulated the fire, shaping the stuff of Heaven into the ax that he remembered from his childhood.


The one his father had used when teaching him to chop wood.


Cameron admired the tool that he now held in his hand, finding it awesome that it was exactly how he remembered it—but constructed entirely of fire.


He hefted the ax in his hands, marveling at the fact that the tool even had the same weight as the original, and finding it strangely funny that he could remember the weight of an ax when so much of his past remained enshrouded.


Placing the first piece of wood on end upon the flat stump of a mighty oak, Cameron readied to split his first log.


The ax of fire descended with a crackling hiss, like grease sputtering in the frying pan, and split the wood with ease. At this pace he would have all the wood split before lunchtime. Cameron grabbed another log and continued.


As he chopped, his thoughts drifted to memories of the besieged school grounds where he and his fellow Nephilim had lived, and Vilma’s orders to leave immediately.


To find someplace safe.


What had brought him here?


The fire ax penetrated and split the log with a resounding crack.


Cameron couldn’t even remember the last time that he’d thought of the cabin, but there it was, suddenly in his mind, as if waiting for him to remember. To return.


Someplace safe.


He quickened the pace of his chore, one log after the next, halved pieces falling to either side.


He couldn’t recall the last time he’d been here, but now, the longer he stayed, the more those memories slowly surfaced.


It was almost like remembering somebody else’s memories.


Warmed with exertion, Cameron removed his sweat-dampened shirt, enjoying the touch of the cool northern air on his muscles.


Even that simple act stirred thoughts of something long buried.


In his mind’s eye, Cameron saw the back of a powerful man, standing in this very place, doing this very same chore, muscles rippling beneath suntanned flesh, a puckered crimson scar above each shoulder blade.


Where powerful wings used to be.


Cameron reached for the next log and found that there weren’t any more. He allowed the ax to dissipate and set about piling the wood near the entrance to the cabin. Then he carried an armful inside and set it before the stone fireplace.


He went back out to get his shirt, and as he passed through the doorway, he had another flash of memory.


The man chopping wood—his father—stopped, turned to him, and smiled.


Cameron had never remembered the man’s face so clearly before.


To be fair, he’d likely been only seven years old when he was last at the cabin with his parents, but it was as if his mind had been waiting to allow these memories to manifest themselves.


It was an interesting theory, and not all that strange when he considered his current situation, and that of the world.


Quickly retrieving his shirt, he decided that lunch was in order. He walked to the rear of the cabin and pulled back an old blanket to reveal a well-stocked cupboard of canned goods. He selected peaches and Spam, then grabbed a rusty hand-crank can opener and a fork on his way to the tiny table. He pulled out a chair and prepared to have his feast.


After hours of hard work, Cameron found himself enjoying the simple meal, even as the memories of his past continued to bubble to the surface.


To say that his childhood had been tumultuous was an understatement. Mostly it had been spent moving from one place to the next with his mother. He’d been under the assumption that they were going to eventually meet up with his father, a man whom Cameron barely knew.


He’d never really questioned his mother about his father. She’d explained that he was doing important things to help the world, and that had satisfied Cameron. As a young boy, he’d figured his father was a fireman, or an astronaut.


He’d never thought a fallen angel.


Cameron felt himself relax, his mind going into a kind of fugue state as he sat at the table, fork in hand. The memories rose up again, but this time he didn’t hold them back. He was fascinated by the experiences that had been hidden in the folds of his brain.


He remembered his father handing him the ax. It wasn’t a new memory, but this time it was so much clearer. And this time, his father spoke to him.


And he could hear each and every word as if they were being said to him now.


“There may come a time when you will have to fight.”


His father’s arm was around his shoulders, as he led Cameron to the pile of uncut wood.


“A time when your mother and I will not be here to help you . . . to guide you.”


Cameron was in awe at the memory of his father’s strong voice.


“But in times of despair, I want you to remember: this is all much larger than you, larger than me, larger than your mother.”


The vision flowed into Cameron chopping wood; his pathetic first attempts, followed by an eventual success.


But his father kept talking.


“They believe they have a plan—that they know better than He, but that is not the case. Somebody has to stop them.”


Cameron remembered that he’d chopped wood into the dark, and his mother had waited for them in the doorway to the cabin.


That was his old memory, but now it was different. Now he heard his father’s voice.


“Someday, someone must challenge them . . . challenge them for the sake of the world.”


It was like rewatching a familiar movie, but one where he’d missed some parts. The young boy—little Cameron—finally dropped the ax and turned toward his father.


“Who?” he asked. “Who must be challenged?”


And the father—his father—gently placed powerful hands upon Cameron’s shoulders and looked deeply into his eyes.


“The Architects. The Architects must be challenged.”


Cameron dropped his fork on his plate, the clatter snapping him from his dreamlike state. He was breathing heavily, and suddenly had the worst headache.


It was as if something sharp was being pressed through the bone of his skull into the meat of his brain.


His father was pushing a very thin knife into his head as his mother watched.


The pain was incredible, and he surged from the chair, hands gripping his throbbing skull. There were things inside his head—things that had not been there before—things that had been locked away until . . .


Until they were needed.


The angelic part of his nature could not stand it anymore. His wings flowed from his back, and divine fire coursed through his veins. Cameron swayed in agony, trying desperately not to throw up.
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