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CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   A mirror’s reflection tells you nothing about yourself when the state of your soul is in question. The contours of your face, the color of your eyes, and the outline of your lips are simply superficial markers of the person you truly are. I have no way of knowing if I’m a good person or a bad one. Without my memories…without my past, I feel like I’m nothing but an empty shell, waiting to be filled again.
 
   As I stare at myself in the full-length mirror in the room Lucian said was mine, I can’t help but wonder when, or if, my memories will ever come back to me. How is it that I can remember what a peanut butter and jelly sandwich tastes like, but I can’t remember when my birthday is?
 
   Who am I?
 
   Lucian told me my name was Jessica Riley, and that he was my friend. I didn’t have any trouble believing the name part, but something buried deep inside my soul keeps screaming at me not to place my trust in him. I’ve tried to quell this unintelligible voice, but it refuses to stop nagging me. Maybe my subconscious is trying to warn me of something I’m unable to remember. Whatever the reason, I’ve decided not to take everything Lucian tells me as being the gospel truth. The more I think about the circumstances I woke up to on that dock, the more I begin to wonder if Lucian played a part in my memory loss. Something just doesn’t ring true that my injury was caused by a simple slip of the foot, causing me to fall back and hit my head hard enough to induce amnesia. Sure, you see that happen in movies, but not so much in real life. At most, I should only have a bad headache. No, something is wrong with his story, and I’m not sure how to ascertain the truth.
 
   I fear something else was done to me, and, considering the fact that Lucian was the only other person present during my incapacitation, I have to wonder if he caused my injury somehow, and simply views my memory loss as a way to control me. If that’s his game, he needs to come up with a better one.
 
   I don’t feel as though I’ve only lost my memory. I also feel like I’ve lost a part of my soul that I desperately need back. Involuntarily, I lift my right hand to cover my heart, feeling its steady beats. There’s an emptiness there that’s unnatural, like I’m missing a part of myself. I just wish I knew how to fill the void.
 
   Absently, I begin to play with the chain of the necklace around my neck. I look down as I grab the pendent, and notice for the first time that it’s actually a locket. Carefully, I remove the necklace so I can take a closer look at it. The locket is oval and made with wrapped silver and gold wire. The center of it is composed of mother-of-pearl beads arranged in the shape of three, five-petal flowers with gold beads at their centers. There’s a small pin on the side, which slides through loops of the wire to keep the two halves of the locket closed. When I turn the locket over to look at the metal backing, I see an engraved inscription:
 
   Cast your cares on the Lord
 
   And He will sustain you
 
   He will never let the righteous fall.
 
   Psalm 55:22
 
   I flip the locket back over and remove the pin to see if there are any pictures inside.
 
   On the right side is a picture of a girl and on the left is a picture of a boy. 
 
   Involuntarily, I feel the warmth of tears burn my eyes as I look at these children. Who are they to me? Are they mine? Two names pop inside my mind: Brynlee and Max. Without a doubt, I know those are the names of these children, and that voice deep down inside that keeps warning me about Lucian is crying with joy over my new discovery. I know then that these are, in fact, my babies. I may not know much, but, of that, I have no doubt.
 
   But…where are they? Are they safe? Why didn’t Lucian take me back to them or even tell me of their existence?
 
   It’s just another reason not to completely trust him. A normal person would have immediately returned me to my family so they could take care of me. Why didn’t he even mention them? If I have two children, does that mean I have a husband, too? If I do, where is he? Why wasn’t he with me on the docks? Is he searching for me, desperately trying to find out where I am? My inner voice is telling me that my questions are pushing me closer to the truth.
 
   To be honest, I’m not even sure where I am right now. Lucian phased me into this room a few minutes ago and told me to wait for his return. He said it was mine, but I don’t see any evidence in the room that indicates it belongs to me. There are no pictures or personal items anywhere. The emptiness of the room indicates to me that no one, much less me, has lived in it for quite some time.
 
   There’s a single knock on the bedroom door. I whirl around just in time to watch Lucian poke his head in and ask, “Is it all right if I come back in, Jessica?”
 
   “Sure,” I say automatically, not wanting to arouse his suspicion as I tuck the hand still holding the locket inside the side pocket of my jacket.
 
   Lucian walks in, holding a clothes hanger with a little black dress hanging from it.
 
   “I thought you might like to change for the party.” Lucian walks over to the four-poster bed in the room, and lays the dress in his hand on its white coverlet.
 
   “Party?” I ask, confused. “Why would you have a party on a night like this? When we left the docks, the blood rain had just begun. What is there to celebrate?”
 
   With what looks like a practiced smile on his handsome face, Lucian replies, “In the darkest of times, it’s always better to think about the positives in life than the negatives, Jessica.”
 
   “What on earth can be good about blood falling from of the sky?” I ask somewhat sarcastically, finding his statement ridiculous. “Not to mention the meteorites that were demolishing the buildings around us.”
 
   “When life gives you lemons, you should always try to make lemonade,” he tells me, sounding far happier than anyone should, considering the state of things. “Now, why don’t you stop asking so many questions, and be a good little girl by putting this dress on so you can join our little soiree?”
 
   “I’d rather stay in what I’m wearing,” I tell him stubbornly, crossing my arms over my chest for added defiance. His condescending ‘good little girl’ remark certainly didn’t earn him any brownie points with me.
 
   “Suit yourself,” Lucian replies, eyeing my choice of clothing almost warily. “Since you don’t need time to freshen up, would you like to join me and the others downstairs now?”
 
   I hesitate, because I’m not positive willingly walking into a room full of Lucian’s friends is a wise decision to make. Though, if he had wanted to kill me, he could have already done so by now. If I’m ever going to find a way back to my family, I need to figure out exactly what’s going on. Maybe along the way, I can also scout out an exit strategy in case I need it. I have a feeling this somewhat-friendly attitude of Lucian’s might be short-lived once he figures out I don’t completely trust him anymore.
 
   “I would like that,” I say, walking over to Lucian and accepting his arm as he escorts me from the room. “What is the party for? Are you celebrating something in particular?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Lucian says with a genuine smile this time. “We’re celebrating many things, but this party is to welcome a new member into my…inner circle of trusted advisors, as it were.”
 
   “And who is this new member?”
 
   “His name is Malcolm Xavier Devereaux,” Lucian tells me, watching my face closely while we walk down the hallway. “Does that name happen to ring a bell?”
 
   I automatically shake my head. “No. I can’t say I’ve ever heard of him. Is he someone I should know?”
 
   “He is only an acquaintance of yours,” Lucian reassures me. “No one of consequence in your life, really. I just said the name on the off chance it might tease something out of your memory.” As if to console me, Lucian gently taps the hand I have looped through his arm with his free hand. It’s the first time I notice I’m wearing a silver and ruby ring on that hand. “Don’t worry, Jessica. We’ll figure out a way to help you remember everything when the time is right. Trust me.”
 
   I simply grin politely and refrain from making a reply. I feel sure that, if I actually say something, I will give away my true thoughts. There isn’t a single doubt in my mind now that Lucian is using me in a game I know nothing about. I feel like a pawn being bandied around a chessboard, in an attempt to draw out the opponent’s king. And maybe that’s exactly what I am: someone Lucian is using to get exactly what he wants.
 
   As we walk down the curved glass and steel staircase, I hear a multitude of voices chattering amongst themselves on the floor below us. When we walk around the turn of the stairs, I notice that the other three walls on this floor are made of glass. Seeing the city from this vantage point stops me in my tracks. Fires blaze freely from damaged buildings. Plumes of smoke seem to be suffocating the sky. A blood-red moon hovers over the city, making me wonder if that’s where the rain I saw actually came from. I look around at the partygoers, and notice none of them seem very concerned about what’s happening to the world outside their sanctum. Only one of them is actually paying attention to the chaos surrounding us.
 
   A woman, dressed in a long, red-silk, one-shoulder dress stands in front of the glass wall directly across from me. She alone is surveying the damaged city.
 
   “Ravan!” Lucian calls out, drawing the attention of everyone but his intended target. “Ravan!” he calls out again, more stridently and with a hard edge to his voice.
 
   The woman in red slowly turns away from the scene of carnage outside to face Lucian. When she looks from him to me, a slow, haunting smile stretches her ruby-red lips. I feel my heart begin to race as she leisurely makes her way through the crowd to us. The gentle sway of her hips causes an audible rustle of silk, and she seems to have an unseen wind flowing around her, lifting her long auburn tresses slightly off her shoulders. She’s beautiful. No doubt her smile is meant to be disarming, but that voice deep down inside me warns that her appearance is simply a façade meant to conceal her true intentions.
 
   “Ravan,” Lucian says as she comes to stand in front of us, “you remember my good friend, Jessica, don’t you?”
 
   Ravan looks at Lucian a bit quizzically before nodding her head and saying, “Yes, of course I remember her.”
 
   “I’m afraid she tripped and fell after you left us on the docks earlier. She hit her head so hard she can’t seem to remember anything about herself.”
 
   “Amnesia?” Ravan asks in disbelief.
 
   “Apparently…”
 
   “Well,” Ravan says looking at me in surprise, “that’s certainly an unexpected outcome.”
 
   “Anyway, how was your trip?” Lucian says, quickly changing the subject. “Anything of note to report?” 
 
   Reluctantly, Ravan pulls her gaze away from me to look at Lucian before answering, “It was productive, as you well know.”
 
   “So you weren’t met with any…resistance?”
 
   Ravan shakes her head. “None that made a difference in the short time I was there.”
 
   I notice a small laceration on Ravan’s left shoulder.
 
   “You’re bleeding,” I tell her, looking pointedly at the cut.
 
   Ravan briefly glances at the wound and shrugs her shoulders, “It’s nothing. Just a scratch from an irate War Angel.”
 
   “I thought they might try to stop you,” Lucian says knowingly.
 
   “I was there and gone before they had a chance to do anything else,” Ravan states. “I’m sure they were frustrated that they couldn’t follow me down here and finish the job.”
 
   “Are you an angel like Lucian?” I ask Ravan.
 
   Ravan lets out a small laugh, like I just made a joke. “No. I’m not an angel.”
 
   “Are there a lot of angels on Earth?” I ask them. “And how many different types are there? I can’t say I’ve ever heard of War Angels.”
 
   “They’re of no consequence to us,” Lucian tells me. “You don’t have to worry about them.”
 
    “So, why were these War Angels trying to kill you?” I ask Ravan.
 
   “They’re notoriously hot-tempered,” she says off-handedly, with another shrug. “Who knows what goes on in those teeny tiny brains of theirs? I certainly don’t. Besides, Lucian is right. You don’t have to worry about them.”
 
   A beautiful black woman appears out of nowhere, to stand in the middle of the room. I can only assume she’s an angel like Lucian, since she phased into the room. She’s wearing a short, black, sequined cocktail dress and extremely high heels. The music playing in the background of the party comes to an abrupt stop, and everyone turns to face her as she begins to speak.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen,” the woman says to those present as she scans the crowd, “for those of you who may not know me, my name is Noel Cross. It is with great pleasure that I announce the arrival of your guest of honor, former Chancellor of the Northeast sector and now, newest addition to Lucian’s trusted inner circle, Malcolm Xavier Devereaux!”
 
   A man phases in beside the woman, and everyone begins to clap and whistle.
 
   The man is extremely handsome, and, from the way he’s looking at the people around him, he knows it, which is an immediate turn off to me. Sure, physically he’s perfection, but who wants to be around a man who thinks he’s God’s gift to women? I feel sure he doesn’t have any trouble finding female companionship. Most women would probably jump at the chance to bed him, but I would definitely want more than just a pretty face in my bed.
 
   At least I know that much about myself. Apparently, I’m not into superficiality.
 
   “Thank you for such a warm welcome,” the man called Malcolm says to his crowd of ardent admirers. I see him look over at Lucian. His eyes slide in my direction, and I notice his smile falter for a split-second before returning.
 
   Did I imagine the look of shock in his eyes at seeing me here? It was so fleeting, I might have. Why would he be surprised to see me? It’s obvious he knows something about me, and I intend to find out what that something is.
 
   “If you’ll excuse me,” Lucian says to me, “I need to welcome the guest of honor.”
 
   I nod my head, “Of course.”
 
   As Lucian leaves my side, Ravan turns around to watch him walk up to Malcolm as she steps closer to me.
 
   “You know,” she says, “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen Lucian look so contented.”
 
   “Is that a good thing?” I ask, wondering how Lucian can be happy when the world seems to be burning to a crisp.
 
   “Unusual,” Ravan answers musingly as she continues to watch Lucian shake hands with Malcolm. “I didn’t know he had it in him.”
 
   “Can I ask you something?”
 
   Ravan turns her complete attention to me. “Of course.”
 
   “Why isn’t anyone upset about what’s going on outside?” I ask in exasperation. “Shouldn’t we be doing something to help people?”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about them,” Ravan assures me, her voice cold and emotionless. “Let the police and emergency workers take care of what’s happening out there. We would only get in their way. Trust me; everything is under control and being taken care of.”
 
   “How can you be so sure those people aren’t overwhelmed and in need of extra help?”
 
   “Because I’m the president of this great nation,” Ravan announces to me. “Trust in me to know what needs to be done, Jess.”
 
   “Jess?” I ask, not having heard my nickname before now. “Is that what you call me?”
 
   I watch as Ravan briefly bites the inside of her right cheek, like she wishes she could take her words back.
 
   “Most people call you Jess,” she finally answers. “Lucian is one of the few friends you have who calls you Jessica.”
 
   “Jess,” I say, testing the name out. “It does seem more familiar.”
 
   “Can you believe that pompous ass is one of us now?” An athletically-built blond man dressed in a well-tailored grey suit says to Ravan as he walks up to stand on the other side of her. He takes an agitated sip from the glass of champagne he’s holding before saying, “I can’t believe I have to put up with that buffoon for an eternity.”
 
   “Now, now, Gabriel,” Ravan croons, wrapping her hands around Gabriel’s thick bicep, “you know we needed someone to fill Micah’s spot. Lucian can keep Malcom on a short leash. In fact, I’m sure he’ll behave himself.”
 
   “He’d better,” Gabriel growls, not looking the least bit convinced by Ravan’s words.
 
   I notice Gabriel give me a sideways glance before saying to Ravan, “I have a surprise for you, by the way.”
 
   “Oh, really?” Ravan says with undisguised curiosity. “And what sort of surprise might that be?”
 
   “A gift,” Gabriel replies, sounding as if this gift is something Ravan would never be able to guess the identity of on her own.
 
   “And when will I receive this gift?”
 
   Gabriel shrugs, looking pleased with himself. “Whenever you want; it’s in Lucian’s office.”
 
   “Well, you know I have zero patience when it comes to getting something I want,” Ravan declares, almost giddy with excitement. “Show it to me.”
 
   “Would you like to come along?” Gabriel asks me. “I think you might find it interesting.”
 
   Gabriel looks at me with an amused expression on his face. I have no idea what he finds so funny, but my curiosity gets the better of me.
 
   “Sure,” I say. “I’ll tag along.”
 
   Before I start to follow Gabriel and Ravan, I look over to see where Lucian is. He’s still standing with Malcolm, talking in hushed tones. Just before I turn my head away, I see Malcolm raise his gaze briefly to look at me. A troubled expression mars his otherwise-handsome face before he returns his full attention to Lucian.
 
   I follow Gabriel and Ravan down a hallway, and into what I presume to be Lucian’s office. A desk sits on the left side of the room with several monitors mounted on the wall behind it. It looks, to me, like some sort of surveillance system. The glass wall straight out from the door looks like it might be new. It still has a large ‘X’ in silver tape that newly installed windows sometimes have.
 
   Gabriel walks up to the desk and reaches for something propped up against the wall behind it. When he holds it up for Ravan to see, I instantly recognize it as being the sword I saw lying on the dock when I woke up. When I asked Lucian if the sword belonged to him, he said it belonged to someone else, and that we didn’t need it.
 
   “All yours if you want it,” Gabriel says to Ravan, with a smile.
 
   “If I want it?” Ravan questions, like Gabriel knows full well that she does.
 
   Ravan walks up to Gabriel, who gladly hands her the sword. As Ravan takes hold of its hilt, that annoying little voice deep inside me begins to scream in frustration again.
 
   Ravan swings the sword back and forth a couple of times, as if testing its balance. She looks up at me, smiling in triumph.
 
   I don’t like that smile. I don’t like it one bit.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
   I stand there and watch Ravan swing the sword with expert precision. With each slice through the air she makes, I can tell she’s becoming more and more frustrated about something.
 
   “Why isn’t it working for me?” Ravan asks Gabriel angrily.
 
   “Maybe you need an actual opponent,” he suggests. 
 
   As if by magic, a sword appears in Gabriel’s right hand, indicating to me that he’s probably an angel as well. It’s a beautiful sword, with a blade made from what looks like emerald and a hilt made of gold. There is writing along the blade, which is also gold, but it looks more like a series of runes than true letters.
 
   Gabriel raises his sword and strikes at Ravan half-heartedly. When she meets his blade with her own, a loud ring reverberates in the air, hurting my ears. Ravan pushes Gabriel back in frustration.
 
   “Nothing!” she yells, looking down at her sword like it’s purposely betraying her in some way. 
 
   “What exactly are you expecting it to do?” I ask out of curiosity. For some inexplicable reason, I’m experiencing joy from Ravan’s frustration. I know I shouldn’t be, but I simply can’t help it.
 
   Ravan looks up from the blade of her sword. The loathing in her eyes for me in that moment is unmistakable, making me wonder why she and I seem to have a natural animosity towards one another.
 
   “It’s really none of your business,” she says rather curtly, her earlier friendliness vanquished by my simple question. “But don’t worry; I’ll find a way to make it bend to my will. It’s only a matter of time.”
 
   “There you are,” I hear Lucian say behind me as he walks into the room.
 
   I turn in time to catch sight of the smile on his face slip away when he sees Ravan holding her newly-acquired possession.
 
   “I don’t remember giving you permission to touch that,” Lucian tells Ravan, a dark undertone of anger lacing his words.
 
   “I thought it would be a nice engagement present,” Gabriel tells Lucian, as if he’s hoping to deflect the other man’s anger onto himself. “It was my idea, Lucian, not hers.”
 
   Lucian looks between the two of them for a moment before forcing a smile.
 
   “What a wonderful idea, Gabriel,” Lucian declares. “I suppose a wife of yours deserves something as extraordinary as that sword. It is one of a kind. Now, don’t the two of you have more important business to take care of?” Lucian looks pointedly at Ravan. “I believe this country might need the leadership of its president right about now, don’t you?”
 
   From the aggravated expression on Ravan’s face, I can tell she doesn’t like Lucian’s tone with her.
 
   “You don’t seem very grateful for what I did for you tonight,” she tells him, lifting her chin haughtily.
 
   I see Gabriel squeeze his eyes shut after Ravan’s statement, as if he’s preparing himself for Lucian’s reaction to her insolence.
 
   “Of course I’m grateful,” Lucian says, “like any master is toward a pet that does what it was told to do.”
 
   “I am not your pet,” Ravan practically growls.
 
   “And like any pet,” Lucian continues, as if Ravan didn’t say anything at all, “it can be replaced with one that’s more obedient, especially if its usefulness runs its course.”
 
   “Come on, Ravan,” Gabriel says, lightly touching her left arm. “We should get back to Washington to handle things.”
 
   Before Ravan can even make a reply, which would have probably just made matters worse, Gabriel wisely phases them both away.
 
   “Now, Jessica,” Lucian turns to face me, “why don’t you allow me to escort you back to the party? There are some people I would like you to meet.”
 
   Without waiting for me to accept his offer, Lucian places his hands on my shoulders and turns me towards the door.
 
   “If you don’t mind, I would like to make a small request of you,” Lucian tells me as we walk down the hallway.
 
   “What kind of request?”
 
   “I would advise against straying too far from where I am,” he tells me. “Not all of my friends are yours…”
 
   “Are you trying to tell me Gabriel and Ravan would have hurt me?”
 
   “Not them in particular,” Lucian says cautiously, “but there are those within my circle who might try to harm you.” Lucian places what is meant to be a comforting hand on the small of my back. “Just stay close to me, Jessica. I’ll protect you, like I promised.”
 
   I don’t make a verbal reply. I simply nod my head, as if I’m agreeing to his request.
 
   I trust Lucian’s promise of protection about as much as I liked seeing Ravan wielding that sword. For whatever reason, it bothered me…a lot.
 
   When we re-enter the room where the party is taking place, Lucian walks us over to the guest of honor, who is surrounded by a bevy of beautiful women. They all appear to be hanging on his every word, but the lust in their eyes reveals what they’re most interested in. 
 
   “Malcolm,” Lucian says, his voice scattering the women with his one word.
 
   Malcolm turns to face us. He only looks at me briefly before giving Lucian his full attention. 
 
   “I believe you remember Jessica,” Lucian says to him.
 
   “Yes,” Malcolm says, eyeing me with amusement, “but, from what you’ve told me, she probably doesn’t recall who I am. That concept is a strange one, I have to admit. I’ve never met a woman who doesn’t remember me.”
 
   “I guess amnesia will do that to a person,” I reply.
 
   Malcolm chuckles. “As good an excuse as any, I suppose. So, is it true you can’t remember anything about yourself? Nothing at all?”
 
   “Nothing,” I confirm.
 
   It’s not the complete truth, but no one seems to be able to detect my lie.
 
   “Well, let me know if I can be of any assistance to you,” Malcolm says. “I do hate to see a beautiful woman in distress.”
 
   Lucian places a casual arm over my shoulders. “Don’t worry about Jessica. She’s under my protection now.”
 
   Malcolm smiles, tight-lipped, “Well, I guess you can’t ask for more than that.”
 
   “Come along, Jessica,” Lucian says, grabbing my right arm possessively, “I’m sure you could use some refreshments after your ordeal.”
 
   As Lucian leads me towards the refreshment table, I notice the black woman who introduced Malcolm’s arrival walk up and hand him a glass of champagne. Malcolm bends his head down and briefly whispers something into her ear. Her eyes immediately find me as she nods at whatever it is he just said to her.
 
   Lucian stays true to his word for most of the evening. He remains stuck to my side, making it impossible for me to find an escape route out of his penthouse. From what I can tell, the only exit from the room I’m in is the front door, which is obviously out of the question, since Lucian won’t let me out of his sight. I need to find a back way out of his home if I’m ever going to devise a successful getaway.
 
   Even if I can find a way out of the apartment house, where will I go once I’ve escaped? I have no idea, but my inner voice is telling me it’s safer outside in the ruins of this smoldering city than it is trapped in here with Lucian.
 
   I feel like Lucian’s prized possession that evening as he introduces me to a series of strangers at the party. They all seem amazed that I’m present, which only lends more proof to my theory that Lucian and I aren’t actually friends. If we were, no one should be surprised that I’m at a party he’s hosting, yet all of them are.
 
   At one point in the evening, Malcolm requests some dance music.
 
   “Might I have this first dance?” Lucian asks me, holding out his right hand to me and bending at the waist slightly, like a true gentleman asking a lady for her hand.
 
   “I’m not sure I know how to dance,” I tell him. “Do I?”
 
   A look of uncertainty passes over Lucian’s face before he says, “If you’ve lost the ability, I’m sure I can help you find it again. Just follow my lead, Jessica. I won’t let you fall.”
 
   Lucian’s last statement brings me up short as I hear a ghostly voice from my past say, “I won’t let you fall. I’ll never let you fall, Jessi.”
 
   My heart begins to race, because I know the voice I just heard, but I can’t seem to remember the name of the person to whom it belongs. The knowledge is inside my brain, but it remains irritatingly out of my reach.
 
   I place my hand in Lucian’s, hoping that the dance will trigger another memory.
 
   Unfortunately, the song is a slow one, and Lucian brings my body in close to his.
 
   “Try to follow my lead,” Lucian murmurs intimately. “We’ll go slowly. Just sway your hips and shuffle your feet from side to side with the music.”
 
   I do as Lucian instructs, but find such close contact with his own hips unpleasant, especially when I realize he’s becoming aroused by our movements against one another.
 
   “You are rather beautiful,” Lucian whispers as I try to avoid making direct eye contact with him. I keep my gaze directed over his shoulder at the other people dancing around us. “I can see why he…”
 
   Lucian cuts his sentence short. Curious to know why he stopped his train of thought so abruptly, I look into his eyes in the hopes of catching a glimpse of what he’s thinking. I soon regret that decision. It’s obvious by his heated gaze, and the protrusion now nudging my hips uncomfortably, that Lucian is thinking about only one thing.
 
   “Excuse me…” I hear a familiar voice say behind me. “Mind if I cut in, Lucian? It is my party, after all.”
 
   Reluctantly, Lucian pulls his gaze away from mine to look at the interloper.
 
   “Of course, Malcolm,” Lucian says graciously. Though, from the sudden tenseness of his body against mine, I know Lucian is irritated by Malcolm’s intrusion. “Just as long as you promise to give her back to me afterwards.”
 
   Lucian takes a step back, releasing his hold on me.
 
   “I solemnly promise to let her go at the end of this song,” Malcolm says with an easygoing grin.
 
   Even though I don’t know him and have no reason to trust him, I breathe a sigh of relief when Malcolm takes me into his arms.
 
   As soon as Lucian is out of earshot, Malcolm whispers, “Are you all right, Jess?”
 
   I hesitate before answering, because something inside me wants to tell the truth, even though the situation calls for a lie. Malcolm has just become one of Lucian’s trusted advisors. That’s what this party is celebrating. Why should I trust him?
 
   “I’m fine,” I say, leaving my answer short and purposely avoiding Malcolm’s gaze.
 
   “Jess,” he says urgently, “look at me.”
 
   Reluctantly, and only because I know Malcolm will probably keep hounding me until I actually do look at him, I meet his gaze and find worry in his eyes for me. I may not know this man, but something tells me that his concern is genuine.
 
   “Do you really have amnesia or are you just pretending to?” he asks in an urgent whisper.
 
   I look at him incredulously, “Why would I pretend something like that? Is that the kind of person I am?”
 
   “Not that I’m aware of,” Malcolm sighs worriedly. “But I had to ask.”              
 
   I notice Malcolm glance over my shoulder in the direction Lucian walked.
 
   “Ok, listen to me very carefully,” he says, in a voice so low I have to strain to hear his next words, “when the shit hits the fan, stay behind me.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I ask in confusion.
 
   Malcolm sighs heavily again. “All hell is about to break loose, and I don’t want you to get caught in the middle.”
 
   “Why?” I ask, feeling my heart race. “What’s about to happen?”
 
   Malcolm looks down at me and says, “Your husband is about to come here to get you, which, I should add, is completely against the advice I sent to him through Noel. But he’s not listening to reason, apparently. All he can think about is getting you out of here, no matter the cost.”
 
   “My husband?” I ask, feeling my heart lift with joy. “Who is he? What’s his name?”
 
   Malcolm is only able to take a deep breath in preparation to answer my question before I hear a woman scream behind me. Even before I’m able to turn around, I hear the clash of more than a few swords.
 
   At the front door, there are at least 20 people who weren’t in the room just a second ago. I would have remembered them, since almost all of them are wearing leather outfits similar in design to mine. Some are all in black and others are wearing outfits with different colored leather sewn together. A few of the partygoers scatter like frightened children, while the majority head straight for the party-crashers, determined to get rid of them.
 
   One man in particular stands out in the crowd, because he’s shirtless and only wearing a pair of blue jeans. However, it’s not only his casual attire that draws my attention. It’s also the fact that he looks exactly like Lucian. The man looks at me, smiles, winks, and then disappears, telling me by this action that he’s an angel too.
 
   Lucian, who is now holding a glowing black sword, is fighting a blond-haired man dressed in black leather. I can’t see the man’s face because he’s backing Lucian into a corner with his own sword. It isn’t until Lucian phases behind the man, forcing him to turn around, that I finally see the stranger’s face.
 
   I watch as this man blocks Lucian’s forceful downward swing with his sword and matches every swing thereafter with the same ferocity and precision. I continue to stare at his face because I feel certain I know him. Could this man be the husband Malcolm mentioned? 
 
   The man must sense me watching him. He looks my way for a fraction of a second, but that seems to be all Lucian needs in order to land a devastating strike. I watch in horror as Lucian stabs the other man straight in the gut. Blood spurts out of the blond man’s mouth as he falls to his knees.
 
   Before I even realize what I’m doing, I make a mad dash towards the stranger and Lucian, grabbing a large candlestick from the table where the refreshments were laid out. Just before Lucian is able to swing his sword to lop off the head of the man kneeling before him, I’m able to whack my supposed friend on the back of the head. My blow doesn’t seem to hurt Lucian much, considering the small grunt of pain he gives, but it does distract him long enough for the other man to raise his sword and slice Lucian from groin to mid-sternum.
 
   Letting out a cry of pure agony, Lucian quickly turns around, swinging his sword towards me. Just before the blade guts me, I’m pushed out of the way by someone who looks exactly like Malcolm, but can’t be.
 
   “Get back, Jess!” Malcolm’s doppelganger orders.
 
   I feel someone grab my left arm roughly. The Malcolm I know shoves me behind him for safekeeping.
 
   “I thought I told you to stay behind me!” he yells in frustration.
 
   “Take your hands off her!” I hear a woman order.
 
   The Malcolm I’m standing with turns around, keeping his body strategically positioned between this new threat and me.
 
   As I chance a glance around Malcolm, I watch as a petite woman with long, dark hair wearing a black and purple leather outfit strides determinedly towards us.
 
   “Do you really believe your strong enough to take her away from me, Nina?” Malcolm challenges.
 
   “You know I can,” Nina says without a hint of bravado, only certainty. She holds two short swords in both of her hands as she approaches Malcolm.
 
   “Would you really fight an unarmed man? I thought War Angels had a better code of ethics,” he taunts.
 
   The woman named Nina twirls the swords in her hands and slides them into the sheaths on either side of her hips. “I don’t need them to whip your ass, Xavier. Hand to hand combat is fine with me.”
 
   Malcolm closes the short distance between him and Nina by phasing. Even with his unexpected move, Nina isn’t taken off-guard. I half suspect she was counting on him to do it. Even before he phases in, she’s already spinning in the air and kicks him squarely in the chest when he materializes in front of her. She ends up kicking him with so much force he’s propelled past me and onto the floor. Before he can recover, Nina is on him, straddling his waist, and driving her fist into his face with strikes so fast I can barely see them. Finally, she grabs his head with both her hands.
 
   “Make it look convincing,” I hear Malcolm say to her in a low voice.
 
   Without saying a word back, Nina rips Malcolm’s head clean off his shoulders and tosses it across the floor. Like a viper sensing its prey, she turns her head quickly to look over at me. Involuntarily, I take a few steps back, feeling sudden jolt of fear. Nina, however, moves faster than I can remember ever seeing anyone move; though I guess that isn’t as remarkable as it sounds, considering my current state of mind.
 
   She phases to stand in front of me, pulls the ruby ring off my finger, and grabs me by the shoulders before yelling, “Retreat!”
 
   I know then that the woman Malcolm called Nina is an angel. She phases me to a street, but we don’t phase there alone. At least half of the people who infiltrated the party phase in around us.
 
   “Is she injured?” the man who looks exactly like Malcolm asks hurriedly.
 
   “No,” Nina tells him, “she doesn’t appear to be.”
 
   “Who are you people?” I ask, looking at them all, hoping my memory will kick in at any moment.
 
   “Damn,” Malcolm’s doppelganger says, “I guess the amnesia thing really wasn’t a joke.”
 
   Seven men and three women phase onto the street beside us.
 
   “Follow the plan!” Malcolm tells Nina before raising his sword and turning to face the people who followed us. “Get her to Mason!”
 
   “Who’s…” but I don’t get to finish my sentence, because Nina instantly phases me to another location.
 
   My mind barely has time to register that we’re standing on a beach before Nina yells at the five men standing there to, “Go!”
 
   Nina phases us at least ten more times in quick succession. Each time there are people waiting for us, and she tells them to leave as soon as we arrive before phasing us to our next location.
 
   “Stop!” I finally beg her, feeling as though I’m about to pass out. My body is quivering like it’s made of jelly, and I feel like death warmed over. “I can’t take it anymore.”
 
   I fall to my knees onto the hard rock we’re standing on. I’m only vaguely aware that we’re standing on the side of a mountain. As I begin to fall back, Nina quickly catches me. A hot wind blows against the back of my neck, telling me, without actually seeing it, that she saved me from plunging backwards off a cliff.
 
   “I’m sorry, Jess,” she says, picking me up in her arms to cradle me, “but we have to phase one more time. After that, you’ll be with Mason again.”
 
   “I’m dying…” I say, believing the words to be true.
 
   “You’re not dying, Jess,” Nina says sincerely. “You’re body just isn’t built to withstand phasing so many times at once. One more phase, and you’ll be back with your family. I pledged my life to bring you back to them safe and sound, and I never break a promise. I just need you to hold on for a little while longer. Can you do that for me?”
 
    “I don’t know,” I cry, unable to hold back my tears of pain.
 
   “I’m so sorry for this,” Nina apologizes, before phasing me one last time.
 
   The pain in my body seems to double in intensity after that last phase. I keep my eyes squeezed shut and continue to cry uncontrollably as my body shakes.
 
   “Is she hurt?” I hear a man ask anxiously as Nina lays me on something soft like a bed.
 
   “Just from the phasing,” Nina replies just as I feel a man’s hand desperately grab one of my own.
 
   “Mason,” I hear another man say, “I need to heal you before you bleed out anymore.”
 
   “No!” Mason answers firmly. “You heal Jess first, Rafe. I can’t die. She can.”
 
   “Then get out of the way so I can do my job,” an agitated Rafe says.
 
   I feel Mason let go of my hand just before I feel a cool palm rest on my forehead.
 
   “Thank you,” I breathe, instantly finding relief from my pain by the man’s touch.
 
   My body relaxes so much I feel like I’m floating on a cloud of bliss, causing me to fall into a deep sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
   I end up not having any dreams. I’m not sure why. Perhaps the brain needs more memories than I have available to me at the moment to form a dream world. As my tether to the real world pulls me out of my slumber, I’m acutely aware of a man holding me in his arms. I take a deep breath and smell the scent of warm cinnamon and sugar, mixed with something else I can’t quite put my finger on. Whatever it is, I find it completely intoxicating and welcoming.
 
   Slowly, I open my eyes and find myself lying on a bed, snuggled firmly up against a taut, naked chest. I cast my eyes downward to see if the person holding me is at least wearing pants, and discover that he is indeed at least partially clothed. However, I can’t quite decide if I’m relieved or disappointed by that fact. I lift my head to look into the eyes of the man holding me.
 
   “Hi,” the blond man I saw fighting Lucian says to me. His blue eyes are filled with apprehension as he waits for my response.
 
   “Hello,” I reply, feeling a little vulnerable in my current position. I slowly disentangle myself from his arms so I can sit up.
 
   “Jess…” the man I presume to be Mason, my husband, says with a hint of desperation and a lot of worry.
 
   I look over my shoulder, and simply stare at him for a long time before finally asking, “Are you Mason?”
 
   He doesn’t have to give me a verbal answer. The look of utter devastation on his face is enough to confirm my question.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I tell him, feeling my heart ache for his loss. “I’m sorry I don’t remember you. I wish I did.”
 
   Mason sits up from the pillows he was leaning back on and says, “We’ll find a way to get your memories back, Jess. I promise you that. Can you tell me what you do remember?”
 
   I reach into my jacket pocket where I hid the locket I was wearing and pull it out. I remove the pin to open it and show Mason the two pictures hidden within.
 
   “I know these are our children, Max and Brynlee,” I tell him.
 
   A true smile graces Mason’s face at this revelation.
 
   “Then you haven’t lost your memories,” he says with certainty. “They’re just being blocked by something. Can you remember anything else?”
 
   Slowly, I shake my head. “No. I’m sorry. I don’t.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry,” Mason tells me, taking my free hand into his, lovingly. “None of this was your fault. It was that bitch, Ravan’s, fault.”
 
   “She’s the one who did this to me?”
 
   Mason nods. “She tried to phase you into Heaven when she went there to open the seventh seal.”
 
   “The seventh seal?” I ask, not understanding what he’s talking about.
 
   Mason looks troubled. “I guess we need to have a long conversation about what happened, and, maybe, if you see it for yourself, it will make more sense.”
 
   “And how am I supposed to do that?”
 
   Mason reaches up and tugs on a snap on my jacket. “You activated the little camera hidden here when Lucian took you away from me.”
 
   “How did he take me?”
 
   “You were wearing King Solomon’s ring at the time. The ring with the ruby that Nina took off your finger before she phased you out of Lucian’s apartment. Anyway, he and Ravan were waiting for you to join them before opening the sixth and seventh seals. I think they wanted to show off in front of you.”
 
   My forehead crinkles, because I’m still very confused by what Mason is trying to tell me.
 
   “Let me show you the video you took right before you lost your memory,” Mason says, standing from the bed and searching through a backpack sitting in a nearby chair. He pulls out a black t-shirt and puts it on.
 
   I sigh, feeling slightly disappointed that he felt the need to cover himself.
 
   Mason must have heard me. He looks over his shoulder at me and smiles.
 
   “Well, at least that hasn’t changed,” he says, still smiling.
 
   I feel my cheeks flush. “Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to do that.”
 
   “Please,” Mason says, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Don’t apologize. It was a natural response. One you’ve had many times over the last few years.”
 
   “How many years have we been together?”
 
   “We’ve been married for seven years, Jess.”
 
   I take a deep breath. “I need those years back,” I say, feeling a sudden desperation to remember who I am. “I need my life back.”
 
   “Then trust me to help you do just that,” Mason says, holding his hand out to me. “We’ll find a way to get them back together, like we do everything in our lives.”
 
   “In all those years, have I ever told you how gorgeous you are?” I ask Mason, unable to keep my thoughts to myself as I stare at him.
 
   “Once or twice,” Mason replies with a pleased, almost shy grin, which makes him even more irresistible to me. I feel an overwhelming urge to lean over and kiss him, but I hold myself back. He’s having a hard enough time dealing with my state of mind. I don’t need to give him any false hope that my memories of him are coming back to me.
 
   Yet, I know that would have been the natural reaction of the old me. I would have kissed him and one thing would have led to another…
 
   I seriously doubt we would have left this bed anytime soon.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Mason murmurs knowingly. “Your cheeks usually only get that red when you think about having sex with me.”
 
   I immediately cover my face with both my hands, in utter mortification.
 
   “Then don’t look at me,” I say, my words slightly muffled behind my hands. “I can’t help it.” I peek at Mason between my fingers, and catch him smiling at me as if I’ve just made him the happiest man in the world. “Seriously,” I tell him, lowering my hands to my lap, “look at you. What heterosexual woman in her right mind wouldn’t want to make love with you? And I can only imagine we’ve done that a lot in the past seven years.”
 
   “A LOT,” Mason confirms with a firm nod of his head. “Enough to make two children and possibly a third.”
 
   “A third?” stunned, I involuntarily place my left hand on my tummy. “Am I pregnant?”
 
   Mason shrugs his shoulders. “Not that I know of, but anything is possible, especially after our last night together.”
 
   “I wish I could remember that,” I say longingly.
 
   Mason chuckles. “You will. One way or another, I’ll make sure you do. Now, come on. You have a lot of other people who want to see you again. And then I’ll take you to Josh’s room, so you can watch the last video you took.”
 
   Mason holds out his hand to me, and I readily accept it.
 
   I feel so much more comfortable with him than I did Lucian. In all honesty, Lucian kind of freaked me out. I knew there was something wrong with him. I just didn’t know what. I still don’t, really.
 
   Mason and I walk out of the bedroom together and begin to stroll down the hallway.
 
   “Where are our children?” I ask, wondering why Mason didn’t say we were going to see them.
 
   “It’s part of the long story,” Mason tells me. “You see, this isn’t the reality that we live in normally. It’s an alternate one. Our children are back home, waiting for us.”
 
   I stop walking.
 
   Mason turns to look at me, still holding my hand with his.
 
   “We’re in an alternate reality?” I ask, not doubting his words, just having a hard time wrapping my brain around such a concept. “How did we get here?”
 
   “You brought us here.”
 
   “Me?” I ask. “How?”
 
   “Like I said,” Mason replies, “it’s a really long story. One I might need the help of our friends to tell you. Come on,” Mason urges with a gentle tug on my hand, “let me take you to the others so we can explain it all to you.”
 
   I continue to follow Mason down the hallway. We come to a grand staircase, which begs the question, “Where are we exactly?”
 
   “Boldt Castle,” Mason answers. “This is the headquarters for the resistance on this world. We came to this reality to help them fight against what Lucian is doing.”
 
   “And what exactly is it that he’s doing?”
 
   “Causing the Apocalypse here, without God’s permission.”
 
   “Why doesn’t God just stop him from doing it?”
 
   “That’s what He sent us here to do,” Mason says, though his words sound troubled.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   Mason shakes his head as we come to stand at the foot of the stairs.
 
   “It’s like nothing we do here works,” Mason admits, not hiding his frustration. “We keep trying to stop him, but it’s almost like we’re destined to fail. I’m beginning to wonder what the purpose of us coming here really is.”
 
   “So you don’t think you can save this world?”
 
   Mason bows his head. “I keep trying to have faith that we can. Maybe I’m just not seeing the bigger picture. I don’t know.”
 
   “Hey,” I say, placing my index finger underneath his chin to lift his gaze back up to mine, “don’t lose your faith. If God said you can stop it, you will. I don’t think He’s the type of person who lies.”
 
   Mason grins. “That’s exactly what you would say to me in a time like this.”
 
   “And do you always believe what I tell you?”
 
   “Always,” Mason nods.
 
   “Then don’t start doubting me now.”
 
   “There she is!” I hear a woman say excitedly.
 
   Out of a room to the left of the foyer Mason and I are standing in, a group of people quickly walks out to greet me. I feel overwhelmed with all the hugs from strangers, but not uncomfortable. These people are my friends. Of that, I have no doubt whatsoever. I simply don’t remember what their names are.
 
   “We were so very worried about you, mon cher,” a woman with short, curly dark hair says to me. “Oh, forgive me, mon ami. I am JoJo. I forgot you don’t know who we are.”
 
   “And I’m Leah,” the youngest of the group tells me.
 
   One by one, they all tell me their names.
 
   “You probably already know my name,” Malcolm’s double says to me. “But, just to be clear, I’m the real Malcolm. Xavier is just an imposter.”
 
   I did remember Nina addressing the Malcolm I knew as Xavier. 
 
   “He’s just the Malcolm of this reality,” Mason chastises. “He’s not an imposter, Malcolm.”
 
   “Either way you rationalize it,” Malcolm says, “I’m the one from the Origin. Thus, the only one who actually counts.”
 
   “The Origin?” I ask, not having heard that term used before now. “What’s that?”
 
   My question instantly silences the room. Everyone is looking at me oddly now, making me feel extremely self-conscious about my memory loss.
 
   “I told Jess that we would tell her everything she needs to know,” Mason says to the others, taking my hand again. It’s a small gesture that instantly calms me. “So, why don’t we all go into the library and explain things to her?”
 
   For over an hour, my friends tell me all about myself. It’s an odd sensation to know that other people know more about me than I do. When they get to the part that I’m a vessel for the Archangel Michael, I have to stop them.
 
   “Can he talk to me?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah,” Chandler tells me. “Michael hasn’t tried to make contact with you yet?”
 
   “Maybe,” I say, wondering if the feelings that have been trying to guide me actually belong to my Archangel.
 
   My friends tell me about fighting the princes of Hell in our reality.
 
   “I saw someone with you who looked exactly like Lucian,” I say. “Was that Lucifer?”
 
   Once again, I’ve brought complete silence to the room as everyone begins to look uncomfortable.
 
   “Did I say something wrong?” I ask, since no one seems to want to meet my eyes.
 
   “Sore subject,” Mason says to me, his expression dark after the mention of Lucifer.
 
   “Why?” I have to ask.
 
   “Because he’s a lying son of a bitch who can never be trusted,” Malcolm practically shouts.
 
   “Again,” I say, “why?”
 
   “He made us a promise,” Brand tells me calmly, “but it seems as though he doesn’t intend to keep it.”
 
   “We needed his help to get you out of Lucian’s place,” Mason says. “He was the only one of us who had ever been to it, and our phasing has restrictions. We can only phase to places we’ve been to before. He promised that he would phase us all there and come back to the castle afterwards. We did have another Watcher who could have taken us there, but we didn’t have time to find Ava. When the blood rain began, she took her daughter, Mia, somewhere without telling any of us where she was going.”
 
   “Well, why didn’t you use Xavier or Noel instead?” I ask. “Why couldn’t one of them phase you there?”
 
   “It would have compromised their cover,” Brand tells me. “We couldn’t chance that. Not considering how high the stakes are now.”
 
   “Yeah, I kind of thought the two of them might be working with you guys. Especially after Xavier told Nina to make their fight look convincing. I have to say, ripping his head off was pretty believable to me.”
 
   “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do sometimes,” Nina says with a self-satisfied grin, hinting that she actually did gain some pleasure from decapitating Xavier.
 
   “So, where do you think Lucifer is now?” I ask the group.
 
   “We have no idea,” Mason tells me. “And, to be honest, I hope he never comes back. I hope, when the time come for us to leave this reality, that we end up leaving his sorry ass behind. I would rather he didn’t come back with us.”
 
   “Do you hate him that much?”
 
   “Yes,” Mason and Malcolm say in unison.
 
   As Malcolm sits back in his chair, I notice him rub his right leg, as if it aches.
 
   “Were you injured in the fight?” I ask him.
 
   “No,” Malcolm tells me. “It’s an old wound that will never heal. It’s nothing to be concerned about.”
 
   “If we do end up leaving Lucifer here,” Gabe says to Malcolm, “do you think the curse would be lifted?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Malcolm says, looking surprised by Gabe’s suggestion. “I wasn’t even thinking about that, to be honest. I was just thinking how quiet it would be if Lucifer wasn’t on our world anymore, being his normal pain in the ass self. I certainly wouldn’t complain if it did stop the pain, though.”
 
   “Well, worrying about Lucifer is the furthest thing from my mind right now,” Mason says.
 
   Without even having to look at him, I know Mason is directing his gaze straight at me. I feel a sense of guilt for not being able to remember anything about him. I desperately want to, though. I mean, what woman in her right mind wouldn’t want to remember making babies with him?
 
   I feel my cheeks begin to flare up again, and chance a glance in Mason’s direction to see if he’s noticed.
 
   I immediately regret my decision when I see that he’s smiling at me knowingly.
 
   “So, this video,” I say, hoping to hide my embarrassment with a change of subject. “When can I see it?”
 
   “You can see it now, if you like,” Brand says to me as he looks between Mason and me quizzically. It’s obvious he’s noticed a change between us.
 
   “Mon cher,” JoJo says with concern, leaning forward in her chair across from me to cup my face in her cool palms, “are you sick? You look very flush.”
 
   I try to smile to ease JoJo’s worry.
 
   “I’m fine,” I tell her, even as she slaps the back of one hand against my forehead.
 
   “You feel very warm to me,” JoJo says worriedly.
 
   “Here, let me see if I can help,” Rafe says, standing from his chair to walk over to me and take hold of my hand.
 
   I feel Rafe’s cool healing power infuse my body, but I know he won’t find anything to heal.
 
   “You do feel a bit warm,” Rafe says, confirming JoJo’s diagnosis, “but I don’t think you’re sick.”
 
   “Like I said, I’m fine. Thanks anyway.” I slowly pull my hand out of Rafe’s so I don’t look like a total tool by refusing any more of his help. “Honestly, I’m ok.”
 
   “Maybe you should go rest some more,” Chandler suggests. “I could play you a lullaby,” he offers, waving his flute in the air.
 
   “I don’t think sleep is the best idea right now, do you?” I ask. “Sounds to me like we’re on a very short schedule. You have no idea when the princes will blow the remaining horns, right?”
 
   “No, we don’t,” Mason confirms. “The sooner we come up with a plan to stop them, the better.”
 
   “Noel said Lucian and Gabriel were the only princes present at the party,” Brand tells the group. “It may be impossible to find the others if they remain hidden until Lucian instructs them to blow their trumpets.”
 
   “What are they waiting for?” I ask. “If they have the means to destroy this world, why not do it quickly?”
 
   “It could be the same reason why they didn’t open the seals all at once,” Malcolm suggests. “Maybe Lucian believes the same principle applies. The more hate and chaos there is in the world, the stronger the effect of blowing the trumpets will be.”
 
   “That,” Brand says looking troubled, “or what Ravan told Jess about opening the seventh seal in Heaven is actually true.”
 
   “What did she say?” I ask, knowing from the expression on Brand’s face that whatever it was must be bad.
 
   “Maybe you should listen to it for yourself,” Mason says. “After you watch the video, you’ll understand.”
 
   I stand from my seat. “Then I’m ready. Show it to me.”
 
   Brand, Malcolm, Mason, and I all phase to what they told me was Josh’s computer room. I wasn’t sure who this Josh was, but I assumed he was the techie of the group.
 
   The equipment in the room looks sophisticated, but I’m not sure what all of it does. We find a young man sitting in a black mesh chair with rollers, staring at a series of holographic projections on the white wall in front of him.
 
   “How are things looking, Josh?” Brand asks gravely.
 
   Josh swivels around in his chair to face us. “Like Hell on Earth, literally. Fires are burning on every continent and in every major city. Some of the more isolated areas have been spared, but not many. From what I’ve seen, the fires will just have to burn themselves out. There’s nothing else that can be done. It’s going to take days for this to clear up.”
 
   “Well, maybe it’s a blessing in disguise,” Mason says, looking over at me. “Watching the Earth burn might satisfy Lucian’s bloodlust long enough for us to find a way to recover your memories.”
 
   “The more power Hell receives from what Ravan did, the happier he’ll be,” Malcolm says in disgust.
 
   “Power?” I ask, still confused. “How is it receiving power from this?”
 
   “From souls,” Mason reveals, the weight of his two words reverberating in the air.
 
   I look over at Josh. “Show me the video I took.”
 
   Josh nods his head, as if he agrees that I need to see it. He stands from his chair and tells me, “You might want to be sitting down while you watch it.”
 
   Just from what I’ve been told, I feel sure Josh is right. I take his seat while he gets the video ready.
 
   “Ahh, I see we’re just in time for the viewing,” a man with a British accent, wearing a black leather outfit, says as he walks into the room.
 
   Behind him walk in three more men, two of whom look like body builders, or, at the very least, professional wrestlers. 
 
   “I’m glad to see you could all make it,” Brand says to the newest arrivals. “We were just about to show the video to Jess.”
 
   “How are you doing, Jess?” the smaller man of the group asks, his voice accented with an Irish brogue.
 
   “Ok, I guess,” I say.
 
   “She still doesn’t remember much of anything, Desmond,” Mason answers the man more fully for me.
 
   “I’m sure it’ll all come back to you,” the well-built bald man of the group tells me with a reassuring wink.
 
   “Slade’s right,” the other large man, with long curly brown hair and wearing what looks like a vest made from alpaca hair, says to me. “You’ll get your memories back soon.”
 
   As I stare at all the men standing in front of me, I have to ask, “Are all of you angels?”
 
   “We are part of a group of angels sent to Earth a long time ago,” Mason explains. “We’re called Watchers.”
 
   “And are all angels as good-looking as you guys?” I have to ask.
 
   Slade laughs. “Well, at least she hasn’t lost her honesty.”
 
   “Watchers, yes,” Brand tells me, ignoring Slade. “But the rebellion angels, those who fell from God’s Grace with Lucifer during the war in Heaven, can inhabit any human body. A few of them were at the party with you.”
 
   “The video is ready,” Josh says behind me.
 
   I quickly turn around to face his holographic monitor.
 
   “Are you sure you’re ready to watch this?” Josh asks me, obviously concerned about the reaction I’ll have to what I’m about to see.
 
   I nod. “Yes. I need to know what happened to me.”
 
   I feel Mason come up to stand beside me. Without even thinking about it, I reach over and grab his hand to hold while I watch the last few minutes of when I knew who I was.
 
   I don’t see myself in the video, of course. But I see Ravan and Lucian clearly enough.
 
   When Ravan explains why she is opening the seventh seal in Heaven, I involuntarily squeeze Mason’s hand tighter. I continue to watch as Ravan threatens to phase me into Heaven with her. I hear myself gag as she tightens her hand around my throat. At that point, the video cuts off.
 
   “That’s all that was transmitted back here to us,” Josh tells me.
 
   I look up at Mason. “What she said, about souls not being able to go to Heaven, do you think that’s true?”
 
   Mason bends down onto one knee beside me so I don’t get a crick in my neck from looking up at him.
 
   “We have to go on the assumption that it’s true. The only thing the Bible says about the seventh seal being broken is that there will be silence in Heaven for thirty minutes.”
 
   “Well, it’s been a lot longer than thirty minutes since she did that, right?”
 
   “Yes,” Mason says hesitantly, and I know there’s more bad news to come, “but time in Heaven isn’t like it is here on Earth. Thirty minutes Heaven time could be thirty days or it could be thirty years or it could be ten years, for all we know.”
 
   “One thing is for sure,” Brand says, “we can’t allow the seventh trumpet to sound, or we’re all doomed.”
 
   “Why?” I ask. I may not remember Brand very well, but he hasn’t struck me as someone who would lean towards over-exaggeration.
 
   “Gabriel is destined to blow the seventh trumpet. If he does that,” Mason says, “every soul in this universe will leave their body, to be judged. Since the pathway to Heaven is closed, many of those souls will be drawn to the only other place left open for them to go, Hell.”
 
   “How do we stop them?” I ask, having zero inclination for my soul to spend an eternity in Hell.
 
   “Well, first things first,” Mason tells me as he stands up, tugging on my hand to urge me to do the same. “We need to get you a sword so you can protect yourself.”
 
   “Ok,” I say, agreeable to that idea. “Do you have one I can borrow?”
 
   Mason smiles at me almost indulgently. “All swords are not created equal, and you deserve a replacement for the sword you lost.”
 
   “Ravan has it,” I tell him, having recognized the flaming sword I was holding in the video. “Gabriel gave it to her as a wedding present, but she wasn’t able to make it produce a flame.”
 
   “I’m afraid we’ll have to let her keep that one until we’re able to get it back from her,” Mason tells me with much regret. “And, I promise, before we leave this world, we’ll find a way to get your sword back.”
 
   “Then what kind of sword did you have in mind?”
 
   “One that should be almost identical to it.”
 
   “And where are we supposed to find a sword like that here?”
 
   Mason smiles mischievously. “How would you like to take a little trip to the Garden of Eden with me?”  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
   “Are you telling me that the Garden of Eden actually exists?” I ask Mason, wondering why I’m having trouble believing such a thing, considering the fact that I’m in a room full of angels. “Where is it?”
 
   “It’s in a pocket of space called an inner realm,” Mason starts to explain. “In our reality, Michael and Jophiel made it to protect the location of the Tree of Life. I’m assuming that probably happened here, too. Am I presuming correctly, Brand?”
 
   Brand nods his head. “Yes. The same thing happened here. A few of us were allowed inside it. I can take the two of you there now, if you’re ready to go.”
 
   “I think the sooner we get Jess a weapon, the better I’ll feel about her safety,” Mason tells him. 
 
   “While you’re busy doing that,” Jered says, “the rest of us will begin to search for the other princes.”
 
   “Good luck,” Mason says to the others, but, from his tone of voice, I know he doesn’t place much hope in their endeavors.
 
   After the others phase out of the room, leaving only Mason, Brand, Josh, and me, I turn to Mason and ask, “Why don’t you think they’ll be able to find the other princes?”
 
   “Was my pessimism that obvious?” Mason looks a bit chagrined by his unintentional slip.
 
   “It was to me,” I tell him, not knowing if I have a special gift to tell Mason’s moods, or if it actually was that obvious.
 
   “Lucian’s plans to carry out this Apocalypse of his have been too well thought out. I doubt he would allow the other princes to go anywhere we might think to look for them. He would never risk losing the upper hand in such a careless way.”
 
   “Then how are we supposed to stop them if we can’t even find them?”
 
   “I haven’t quite figured that part out yet,” Mason admits, “but we will. We have to.”
 
   “I think the best thing we can do right now is concentrate on what we can do,” Brand says before holding out his hands to us. “Ready?”
 
   Mason and I both take hold of Brand’s hands.
 
   “It might be a good idea if you phased out of Eden shortly after our arrival,” Mason advises Brand.
 
   “Uh, mind me asking why?” Brand asks, looking bewildered by Mason’s request.
 
   “Jess might have the same reaction to being there as she did the first time,” Mason says with a large grin on his face. “And I really don’t want you to see my wife naked.”
 
   “Naked?” I practically shout in surprise. “Why was I naked there?”
 
   “Eden affected the way you thought,” Mason explained. “From what you told me afterwards, you really wanted to lay in the grass naked and watch the dragons fly in the sky.”
 
   “Dragons?” I say, my interest in Eden quickly quadrupling. “They’re real?”
 
   “In Eden they are,” Mason tells me.
 
   “Then why are we wasting time just standing here?” I ask in exasperation. “Let’s go!”
 
   Mason chuckles over my enthusiasm, and Brand phases us to Eden.
 
   The first thing I notice about the Garden of Eden is that the air smells as sweet as cotton candy. I lift my gaze to the bluer than blue sky and gasp as I see a group of dragons, all jewel-tone colors, flying overhead. I’m aware of when Brand leaves us, but I have too much to look at to be bothered with the pleasantries of a goodbye.
 
   Everything is brighter and fresher than anything I can remember seeing before.
 
   The ridiculousness of such a thought makes me giggle.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Mason asks, drawing my attention back to him by the sound of his happy voice.
 
   When I look over at him, I see that he is indeed smiling at me. Not only are the corners of his mouth tilted up, but his eyes are twinkling with joy as well.
 
   “Nothing important,” I tell him, unable to keep myself from smiling back at him.
 
   I stare at Mason for a long time. Even with the beauty of Eden surrounding me, Mason’s happy face completely captivates me, keeping all of my attention centered on him, tickling a memory. I feel something deep inside my heart crack open, wanting to let him in and keep him there forever. My brain might not have any memories of him, but my heart does. It’s telling me that I love the man standing before me with every fiber of my being, and that nothing, not even my stupid amnesia, will ever change that.
 
   “I love you,” I tell him, feeling tears spill freely from my eyes as a well spring of love for Mason gushes to fill my heart.
 
   “Jess,” Mason says, his voice filled with hope as he takes a step closer to me, “do you remember me?”
 
   Regretfully, I shake my head, and I see the light of hope dim in his eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry. I still don’t remember our life together,” I lift my free hand and cover my heart, “but you’re in here, Mason. It’s like you’re a part of me. I feel… complete when I’m with you.”
 
   “Now you know why I had to get you away from Lucian as quickly as possible,” Mason tells me. “I’m not complete without you either, Jess. And just the thought that he might hurt you drove me crazy.”
 
   I reach up and cup Mason’s face, telling him, “Don’t dwell on something that didn’t happen. He didn’t hurt me, and, to be honest, he’s the last person I want to think about right now. Let’s just enjoy being in paradise together for as long as we can.”
 
   “I would like that,” Mason says, squeezing my hand.
 
   “We won’t be missed back at the castle, will we?”
 
   “I’m sure if something major happens, Brand will come get us,” Mason says, looking pleased that I want to spend some time alone with him. “What would you like to do here?”
 
   “Can I ride a dragon?” 
 
   Mason busts out in a laugh. “Only you would want to ride one of those monstrosities…”
 
   “From that answer, I’ll take it as a no to my question.”
 
   “Why don’t we go see if Jophiel left her sword in the Tree of Life first? It might be a good idea to check, since that’s the reason we came here.”
 
   “So, it’s not a definite no to the dragon ride?”
 
   “Whether they let you on them or not is completely up to them,” Mason tells me. “Dragons usually aren’t that friendly. You can try, but I can’t promise you’ll be successful getting on one.”
 
   “I’ll take my chances,” I say confidently. “Ok, lead the way to where the tree is supposed to be.”
 
   As Mason and I walk through Eden, hand in hand, I can’t help but marvel at how vibrant all the colors are. Everything from the sky to the blades of grass at our feet just seems more alive, like they’re pulsating with energy.
 
   “It’s a shame humanity lost all of this,” I tell Mason. “Just think how different the world would be if we hadn’t.”
 
   “I’m not sure my Father ever intended for humanity to stay in paradise,” Mason tells me. “He likes to see personal growth in his creations. If humans had remained here, I don’t believe they would have gone on to invent as much as they have. They would have become lackadaisical in their lives, and never amounted to much. People complain about working, but it’s that desire to build a better life for themselves and their families that keeps humanity innovative. It makes them unique.”
 
   “You sound like you admire us,” I say.
 
   “I do. I always have. That’s the main reason I accepted the leadership of the Watchers. I wanted to help humans reach their full potential. I still do.”
 
   “So, you’re immortal, right?” I ask, seeing no other way around it. “I remember you telling Rafe that you couldn’t die, but I could. How do I feel about your immortality?”
 
   Mason grins. “You’re fine with it, but I do intend to ask my Father to make me human once we return to our reality.”
 
   “You can do that?” I ask in amazement.
 
   “Two Watchers have already made the transition. The first one was the Brand on our world, and the second one was his son-in-law, Aiden. We’ve just been waiting for you to catch up to me in age and for this little detour of ours to alternate Earth to be over.”
 
   “Ohhh, so you robbed the cradle, did ya?” I tease, earning a laugh from Mason. It’s a nice sound. One I definitely want to hear more of from him.
 
   “If only you knew how old I really am,” Mason says mysteriously, “then you would know how true that statement is.”
 
   “Well, I might not know much about myself, but I believe I do have manners and wouldn’t think to ask such a question of a gentleman.”
 
   “Actually, you would ask if you really wanted to know. You’re normally very blunt about things.”
 
   “Really? Well, I guess that’s a good thing to know about myself. I’ll be sure to keep that in mind if I think of something to ask.”
 
   “I’m basically an open book to you, Jess,” Mason tells me. “I’ll tell you anything.”
 
   “Also good to know.”
 
   As we continue to walk, and I take in my new surroundings, I notice Mason keeps looking at me.
 
   Finally I stop walking, turn to face him, and ask, “What is it?”
 
   Mason looks confused. “What’s what?”
 
   “Why do you keep looking at me like I’m someone you don’t know? I’m the only one with amnesia here, right?”
 
   “It’s just…” Mason’s voice trails off as he tries to compose his thoughts. “It’s just that I’ve never seen you like this before.”
 
   “Umm, like…what…exactly?” I ask hesitantly, uncertain if I want to learn the answer to my question or not.
 
   “So happy and openly curious about things. You’re normally a bit more reserved and cautious.”
 
   “Oh. Well, maybe I’m just not as scared as I should be because I don’t know all the possible pitfalls,” I suggest.
 
   “Scared…” Mason says, the word trailing off as his eyes become slightly unfocused, like he’s thinking back to something. “That’s probably it.”
 
   “Is there something I should be scared of, besides the whole Apocalypse thing going on?”
 
   Mason shakes his head. “Not anymore. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up. I’m just glad to see you so happy.”
 
   Mason resumes walking, but I stop him with a hand on his chest.
 
   “Wait a minute,” I tell him. “You don’t get off that easy. What else should I be scared about?”
 
   “Like I said, nothing.”
 
   “No, you said ‘not anymore’, which tells me I was scared of something at one time. What was I scared of?”
 
   “Jess, please, just forget I said anything. I want you to enjoy your time here.”
 
   “I won’t be able to now until you tell me the truth. So spill. What used to frighten me?”
 
   Mason rubs the heel of his hand between his eyes. “Why didn’t I just keep my big mouth shut?”
 
   “Well, why don’t you open that big mouth to tell me what it is you’re trying to hide from me?”
 
   Mason lowers his hand and looks at me again.
 
   “It was something that happened in your childhood,” he finally confesses, sounding as reluctant as he looks to tell me the rest. “I think I just realized how much it affected your personality.”
 
   “In a good or bad way?” 
 
   “Neither, really,” Mason says with a slight shrug. “The Jess I know has always approached things cautiously. She worries about the safety of her friends more than her own. She rarely lets loose, because she’s always scared something will happen to the people she loves if she isn’t watching out for them. So, the change isn’t good and it isn’t bad. It’s just a side of you I’ve never seen before.”
 
   “What happened in my childhood to make me so cautious of everything?”
 
   Mason bites his lower lip as he considers his next words.
 
   “When you were a child,” he begins reluctantly, “your adoptive mother had a brother who sexually abused you for years.”
 
   Mason stops to let me absorb this startling bit of information. I’m grateful for the time, because I feel like I just had a boulder fall on top of my head.
 
   “Oh,” is the only response I can think of as I continue to digest what he just told me.
 
   “It took you a long time to learn to trust people, especially men. I was fortunate enough to be the first man you willingly shared yourself with, both physically and emotionally. I thank God for your trust in me every day because, since the moment I met you, I knew you were meant for me.”
 
   “How did you know?” I whisper.
 
   “Because we’re soulmates, Jess. We’ve always belonged to one another.”
 
   Strangely enough, I didn’t doubt a word Mason just said to me. I did believe he was my soulmate, even if such a concept might seem ridiculous to some. My heart would have told those naysayers to shut the hell up. Just because you haven’t been fortunate enough to experience something for yourself, doesn’t mean that it’s non-existent.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I tell Mason. “I shouldn’t have forced you to tell me about my past. It’s made you sad.”
 
   “Only because it was something that happened to you that I couldn’t protect you from.”
 
   “Well, I don’t want to dwell on something so horrible when we have so much to enjoy here. Come on,” I say, taking a step forward and pulling on Mason’s arm, “let’s go find the Tree of Life, and then we can go exploring.”
 
   It doesn’t take us long to locate the Tree of Life. It’s the largest tree in Eden, and it’s the only one with a flaming sword sticking out of its trunk. The sword looks identical to the one Gabriel gave Ravan in every way, except for one thing. 
 
   “Why are the flames blue?” I ask Mason.
 
   From the confused expression on Mason’s face, I already know how he will answer my question.
 
   “I have no idea,” he admits, staring at the sword. “But at least it’s here. I wasn’t sure it would be.”
 
   As we walk up to the tree, I ask Mason, “So, what do I do? Just pull it out?”
 
   “That’s all you had to do on our world,” Mason says. “I’m assuming the same rules apply here.”
 
   I don’t want to admit it to Mason, but I’m a little hesitant to even touch the sword. What if I can’t pull it out? Will that diminish me in his eyes in some way? It seems like a sword made for an angel, not someone as inconsequential as me. Yet, I do have an Archangel living inside me somewhere. From what the others told me earlier, my soul is tethered to Michael’s permanently. I apparently volunteered to be his vessel, even before I was born. I knew he had to be the inner voice I kept sensing, nudging me this way and that. Maybe I needed my memories back to restore my connection to him. That’s basically all anyone is really, a collection of memories and experiences. I’m practically a clean slate.
 
   There would be no way for me to pick and choose between the memories I wanted and the ones I wanted to leave behind. In the end, why would I want to forget the hardships I’ve endured? They helped shape a woman who survived them all and is loved by many. I want to know myself again. I need to know the story of my life.
 
   I look over at Mason, and feel an intense yearning to remember what our first kiss was like. What happened at our wedding? Was he with me when our children were born? What did their first cries sound like?
 
   I turn towards the tree and approach it. My heart races into my throat as I reach for the hilt of the sword and gently pull. With little effort, I draw the sword out of the Tree of Life and hold it up in front of my eyes, marveling at how natural it feels in my hand.
 
   “Thank God,” I hear Mason say behind me in relief.
 
   I face him, holding the sword out by my side. The flames extinguish, but only because I wanted them to. I can’t help but smile at the thought that Ravan couldn’t make the sword she stole from me ignite. I seriously doubt she’ll ever be able to make it flame. It wasn’t made for her. It was made for me.
 
   “Now what?” I ask, walking back to Mason’s side.
 
   “I would really like to test you to see if your body remembers how to use a sword.”
 
   “My body?”
 
   “Fighting mostly depends on muscle memory,” Mason explains. “You and I have sparred a lot over the years, to make your movements second-nature to you. You don’t even have to think about what you need to do now, because your body already knows how to counter almost any attack.”
 
   “Then let’s test your theory,” I say, looking around for something Mason can use as a weapon.
 
   A limb spontaneously falls from the Tree of Life, which strikes me as odd.
 
   “Is it just me, or did you find that a weird coincidence, too?” I ask Mason.
 
   Mason bends down and picks up the limb. It’s exactly the right length and width for him to use as a pretend sword.
 
   “I suspect it was my Father lending us a small hand.”
 
   I look up at the sky, but only see puffy white clouds and a few dragons.
 
   “So He’s watching us? Like, now?”
 
   “Always,” Mason confirms. “There’s nothing you can hide from Him.”
 
   “Really?” I ask, finding that notion a bit disconcerting. “Surely He turns a blind eye…you know…in private moments.”
 
   “Like when we make love, you mean?” Mason asks with a roguish grin and raised eyebrows. “Well if He doesn’t, I hope He appreciates my stamina in such moments.”
 
   “Oh, really?” I laugh nervously. I can’t help but sound intrigued by this new piece of information. “Just how much stamina do you have? Are we talking minutes, hours, or days?”
 
   Mason’s smile widens as he proudly announces, “Weeks.”
 
   “Weeks?” I can’t help but feel impressed. “How was I able to walk after that much sex?”
 
   “You didn’t need to walk,” Mason tells me. “You had a willing slave at your beck and call. Besides, you were lying down most of the time.”
 
   “Hmm…”
 
   Mason tilts his head at me. “Hmm, what? Why did that sound like you were disappointed in what I just said?”
 
   I shrug my shoulders. “For some reason, I thought we would be the type of couple who has more adventurous sex.”
 
   Mason begins to chuckle and smiles brightly. “Oh, we are. But even we need to rest every once in a while. Don’t forget, you’re human, Jess. Your body needs rest.”
 
   “Apparently, not much…”
 
   “No.” Mason winks at me. “Not much at all actually.”
 
   I raise my sword, and assume a fighting stance without having to give it much thought.
 
   “Ready?” I challenge.
 
   Mason holds his tree limb out and assumes a similar position.
 
   “Whenever you are,” he says, looking excited by the prospect of fighting me.
 
   Now that I see him standing there with only a piece of wood in his hand, I have to ask, “Won’t this sword just cut right through that limb?”
 
   “It’s from the Tree of Life. Honestly, it’s probably just as hard as, or even harder than, your sword. That’s why I said my Father must have given it to us. Only He could have made it drop from the tree.”
 
   I take a deep breath and try to clear my mind completely. If muscle memory is what I need to rely on, I know I’ll need to fight Mason without overthinking it.
 
   My first swing meets Mason’s improvised sword with a resounding clash.
 
   Without thinking, I take the offensive and push forward, making Mason give up ground and take a few steps back. I feel an intense adrenaline rush as my movements become more sure, like I’ve been through this dance a thousand times before with Mason.
 
   I probably have. I just don’t remember it; but my muscles definitely do. It seems my body remembers quite a lot where Mason is concerned. As I watch the way he moves his body as he fights against me, I can’t help but imagine the things we’ve done to and for one another, both physically and emotionally. Just being around him makes me feel more centered and in control of myself. I know I can tell him anything, even my darkest thoughts, and he wouldn’t think any less of me for them. 
 
   I end up making the mistake of imagining Mason completely naked. I’m not sure if the image that pops up in my mind is real or a fantasy. Either way, it distracts me, and I end up failing to block one of his swings. Before I know it, I’m lying flat on my back, wondering if the stars I’m seeing are real or not.
 
   “Jess!” Mason yells, dropping to his knees beside me and bracing himself with his hands as he leans over me to look into my eyes. “I’m so sorry. I thought you would block me, or I never would have swung that hard. Are you ok? Did I hurt you?”
 
   I have to close my eyes and take a few deep breaths to make my head stop spinning.
 
   “I’m ok,” I tell him to assuage his worry. “Just give me a minute.”
 
   When I open my eyes again, I scream…
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
   Situated in the small space between my face and Mason’s is the head of a curly- black-haired stranger. His face is so close to mine, our noses are practically touching. Though, strangely enough, I don’t feel his breath on my skin.
 
   “Who the hell are you?” I scream at him.
 
   The man mouths something, but I can’t audibly hear the words he says.
 
   “Jess, are you seeing Michael?” Mason asks hopefully.
 
   “Don’t you see him?” I yell. “He’s right there!”
 
   Michael vanishes and reappears to the right of me, standing slightly off to the side, as if to give me some breathing room. It’s only then that I remember the other vessels telling me that only we could see the mental projections of our Archangels. Of course Mason couldn’t see Michael, he was a figment of my own imagination.
 
   Michael mouths two words to me, and I pay attention to the movement of his lips this time.
 
   “It’s ok,” I tell him, taking a deep breath to calm my nerves. “You don’t have to be sorry. You just startled me, is all.”
 
   I try to sit up, but quickly become woozy again. Mason’s quick reflexes keep me from falling back to the ground; he catches me by the shoulders to steady me.
 
   “Thanks,” I tell him, lifting a hand to my forehead to help ease the ache there. I look back over at Michael and see him talking, but I still can’t hear a word he’s saying.
 
   “I can’t hear you,” I inform him.
 
   Michael looks confused by my statement, but seems to accept it as truth without any further explanation.
 
   I look at Mason. “Why can I see him but not hear him?”
 
   Mason shakes his head. “I’m not sure, but it doesn’t matter; this is good news, Jess! Maybe some of your memories are slowly starting to come back. Can you remember anything?”
 
   I sit there and think as hard as I can, but can’t seem to remember anything new.
 
   “No,” I tell Mason regretfully. “Nothing.”
 
   Mason sighs in disappointment, a sound I hate to hear.
 
   “Help me stand up,” I request.
 
   Without question, he helps me to my feet.
 
   “Ok, I have an idea. You might think I’m crazy, but hear me out,” I tell both Mason and Michael, who is now looking at me worriedly. Possibly because he already knows what I’m about to say if he can read my mind.
 
   At my thinking that, Michael nods his head, confirming that he is privy to my inner thoughts. He begins to shake his head vigorously at me and makes a series of crossing motions with his hands and arms, telling me not to go through with what I want to do.
 
   “If you have a better suggestion, find a way to tell me,” I say to him irritably before turning back to Mason. “I want you to do something that you’re probably not going to like very much.”
 
   “What?” Mason asks cautiously.
 
   I spread my feet apart and plant them firmly on the ground. I wave my hands in the air as if egging Mason on for a fight.
 
   “Hit me,” I tell him.
 
   “Uh, did… you just ask me to hit you?” Mason asks, positive he must have heard me wrong.
 
   “Yes,” I confirm, “hit me in the head again. Maybe it’ll jar some more memories loose. I sort of have Michael back now. Maybe I just need one more good hit in the head to get everything back.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I see Michael bury his face in both of his hands, like I’m a hopeless cause.
 
   “I am not going to hit you, Jess!” Mason protests. “Don’t ask again, because it’s not going to happen!”
 
   “Do you have a better idea?” I question, knowing that he doesn’t.
 
   “Well…no….but damaging your brain even more isn’t the answer.”
 
   Michael throws his hands in the air towards Mason and mouths the words, “Thank you.”
 
   I growl in frustration at both of them. “Then one of you needs to come up with a better plan, because I can’t walk around with Michael the Mime for the rest of my life.”
 
   “Ok, ok, let me think…” Mason’s brow furrows as he enters into deep thought.
 
   I look over at Michael, and see him begin to pace back and forth as he tries to come up with a plan of his own.
 
   I wait. I wait a little more. I become impatient with waiting, and then I become openly irritated.
 
   “Anything?” I ask, exceedingly agitated by this point.
 
   “I’m coming up with nothing,” Mason apologizes. “What about Michael?”
 
   I look over at Michael again and see that he’s still pacing back and forth, not paying Mason or me any mind.
 
   “Nothing on that front either,” I sigh disappointedly.
 
   “Well, this might not help you get your memory back,” Mason says, “but what if we just walk around and try to enjoy the rest of the time we have here? Maybe if you just relax, it will help.”
 
   “I guess that’s something to try.” I can’t help but sound as disheartened as I feel.
 
   “We’ll figure it out, Jess,” Mason promises, making me want to believe him. “Now that you have access to Michael, maybe he can think of something that we haven’t.”
 
   I look over at Michael and see him nodding his head at me, as if he’s agreeing with Mason. He taps the side of his temples with an index finger and continues to nod.
 
   “He seems to be thinking about it,” I say, wondering if I’ll have to live the rest of my life with Michael acting out his thoughts to me.
 
   Mason grabs my sword off the ground and takes my hand.
 
   “Come on,” he says. “Let’s see what paradise has to offer us.”
 
   Surprisingly, the beauty of Eden begins to fade into the background of my mind. As we walk, Mason begins to tell me more about our children and life back on our Earth. He tells me about my mother, Mama Lynn, and my sister, Faison. He tells a story of our time as husband and wife, which seems almost too perfect.
 
   “Don’t we ever argue?” I have to ask.
 
   “Not often,” he tells me, “but when we do it gets pretty heated.”
 
   “What kind of things do we fight about?”
 
   “Mostly me getting upset if I think you’re placing your life in unnecessary danger.”
 
   “Do I do that a lot?”
 
   “More than I like.”
 
   “Do we ever go to bed angry?”
 
   Mason grins. “No. We always come to an agreement by then.”
 
   “And do you ever win an argument?”
 
   “You let me think I do sometimes.”
 
   I have to laugh. “I must be a pretty good wife then.”
 
   “The best.”
 
   Mason and I stumble across a small aqua-colored lagoon with a cascading waterfall. It’s very tropical-looking with greener-than-green palm trees and a small sandy white beach.
 
   “This spot is a lot like a place we go to near our Bahaman home,” he tells me before planting my new sword in the ground and kneeling down to glide his hand through the water. “Just the right temperature for a swim. Are you up for one?”
 
   “Do I know how to swim?” I honestly don’t know, so I have to ask.
 
   “Yes,” Mason answers as he stands back up and begins to remove his black t-shirt. “You are a very good swimmer.”
 
   I become speechless as Mason tosses his shirt to the ground and begins to remove his shoes. When he reaches for the button on his jeans, I quickly shade my eyes with one hand.
 
   “You’re not going commando under those, are you?” I ask like an idiot, feeling shy all of a sudden by Mason’s half-nakedness, which seems to be heading towards full-on naked.
 
   “Do you want me to be?”
 
   I peek at Mason over my hand to see that he’s silently chuckling at me.
 
   “I refuse to answer that question on the grounds that it might incriminate me.”
 
   I slowly hide my eyes again, and hear Mason laugh aloud just as I also hear the zipper of his pants being drawn down. Not long after, I hear a loud splash and deem the area safe from a naked Mason. I slowly drop my hand and look over into the water. I see Mason swiftly emerge from beneath the smooth, glassy surface of water like a god out of Greek mythology.
 
   Mason paddles in the water, looking at me with a come-hither grin and bedroom eyes. He says, “Take those clothes off and come in here with me. I promise I won’t bite…much.”
 
   I shake my head at him in exasperation. “Are you always like this?”
 
   “Horny?”
 
   I laugh nervously. “I was thinking flirtatious.”
 
   “Only with you,” he tells me, and I know deep down that it’s the God’s honest truth.
 
   I cross my arms over my chest, unsure I’m ready to jump in the water with a naked Mason so soon. It can only lead to one thing, and I’m not sure I’m ready for that type of intimacy just yet.
 
   Mason must realize where my thoughts are going, because the desire in his eyes fades a bit.
 
   “Seriously, come on in, Jess. I’m still wearing underwear. I just want you to enjoy yourself here. I don’t expect anything from you except your friendship. Above anything else, you’re my best friend, and I enjoy doing things like this with you. I’ll keep my distance for as long as you need. I’ve done it before. I can do it again. Come on,” he says teasingly, crooking an index finger at me. “You know you want to feel this water against your skin.”
 
   “Why? What does it feel like?” I already know the grass feels like velvet to the touch. I can only imagine what the water feels like.
 
   “Only one way to find out.” Mason dives back into the water, cutting off our question and answer session.
 
   I quickly strip down to my bra and panties, unwilling to disrobe completely. Sure, Mason’s seen me naked, but I have no memory of that. In a way, this feels a lot like a first date to me, and I’m pretty sure I’m not the kind of girl who goes all the way on a first date.
 
   As I lay my leather pants down on the ground, I happen to notice a few stretch marks across my stomach, and instantly feel self-conscious about them. I run my fingers across the white trails they make.
 
   I hear Mason step from the water, making me look up at him.
 
   “I love those scars,” he tells me in all sincerity as he comes up and takes the hand I’m using to hide the marks away from my belly.
 
   Lovingly, he looks down at them, and uses an index finger to follow one from my belly button to the top of my panties.
 
   “That one you got while you were pregnant with Max,” he tells me, giving a history to the marks on my body. “And that one,” he says, sliding his finger over to a second scar and following it across to my hip bone, “you got when you carried Brynlee.”
 
   “Why would you like them?” I have to ask, thinking them ugly.
 
   “I love them,” he corrects, “because they’re proof of how strong you are and how much you can endure. I love them because they’re proof that you’re the mother of my children. I love them because they’re a part of you, Jess.”
 
   As I stand there looking into the eyes of the man I love, I can’t prevent what happens next. In full control of my own actions, I rise up on my toes and loop my arms around Mason’s neck. He doesn’t say a word or move a muscle. He allows me to be in total control of the situation, which makes me love him even more.
 
   I hesitate before meeting his lips with mine, but only because I know there’s no going back after this. Once I take this step forward, I’m committing myself to Mason. And you know what? I have absolutely no problem with that.
 
   When I press my lips to his, I feel his hands go around my back to pull me fully up against his wet body. I hear him moan with pleasure as I tease his lips apart with my tongue and find his to make our kiss more intimate. The warmth of his mouth and the sweet taste of him against my tongue fill my heart with joy and a sense of being exactly where I’m supposed to be.
 
   I hear a loud thud come from directly behind me.
 
   Mason breaks our kiss after also hearing the sound, and stares at whatever it is that just joined us.
 
   “Don’t make any sudden movements,” he whispers to me. “We don’t want to frighten it.”
 
   “It?” I quickly think through the creatures I’ve seen in Eden and which one could have made such a loud noise. “Is it a dragon?”
 
   Mason slowly nods his head. “It won’t harm you, but it might fly away if you make any sudden moves or speak too loudly.”
 
   “Ok,” I whisper, slowly moving my arms from around Mason’s neck and lowering the heels of my feet to the ground.
 
   “Turn around slowly so you can see it.”
 
   I do as told, and feel myself smile like an excited child as I take my very first, close-up look at a real dragon.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” I tell Mason as I study the sapphire-blue dragon with emerald-green eyes and ebony slits in the center. The dragon stares at me like I’m the curiosity here, not him.
 
   “What should we do?” I ask Mason.
 
   “Do you still want to ride one?”
 
   “Seriously!”
 
   The dragon snorts, like it didn’t appreciate my sudden outburst.
 
   “Sorry,” I whisper to the dragon.
 
   “It can’t understand you, Jess,” Mason informs me, sounding amused.
 
   “It probably understands the gesture,” I reason.
 
   I see Michael appear next to the dragon. He starts pointing at it, as if urging me to take my joyride.
 
   “I think Michael wants me to get on it,” I tell Mason.
 
   Michael holds up his left hand and gives me a thumbs up.
 
   “Yep,” I confirm. “That’s what he wants me to do.”
 
   “Ok,” Mason says a bit begrudgingly. “But be careful and hold on tightly.”
 
   With great respect and caution, Mason and I walk up to the dragon. As if knowing exactly what we want, the dragon huffs a bit, but lies down on the ground so I can climb up on its back. There is a natural indentation across its spine, which acts as a saddle. Once I’m seated, two scales on either side of its belly flare out like footholds.
 
   “Put your feet in those,” Mason tells me, looking down at the outstretched scales.
 
   I do as instructed, and find the scales the perfect place to rest my feet.
 
   Directly in front of me, two more scales pop up, revealing patches of soft fur.
 
   “Grab the fur,” Mason instructs. “You should feel handholds inside it.”
 
   I glide my hands over the soft, blue fur and tightly grip the boney handholds I find there.
 
   “As long as you don’t let go and don’t yell,” Mason cautions, “the dragon should just fly you around and bring you back here once it gets tired.”
 
   “So I’ll be at its mercy? What if it doesn’t want to come down?”
 
   “It will,” Mason assures me. “I think it actually came here for some water, but they’re trained to do whatever their rider wants them to do. I don’t think he’ll be flying for very long before he remembers that he’s thirsty.”
 
   “Ok. I can handle that.”
 
   Mason leans up and kisses me gently on the lips.
 
   “Have fun,” he tells me with a smile.
 
   After Mason steps away, the dragon rises to its feet and lurches forward, into the sky.
 
   I can’t help but giggle at the sensation of flight, but I try to do so quietly because I don’t want the ride to end before it’s even started.
 
   As the dragon makes its way higher and higher into the sky, I feel an exhilaration that is beyond joy. Flying through the air on my own personal dragon seems like something you only read about in books or see in movies. Not that I remember any books or movies, but it doesn’t matter. I’m having the time of my life, and I know this memory will be with me forever.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I spy something that seems impossible until I remember he’s just a figment of my imagination.
 
   Michael is flying next to me like he’s Superman. He smiles and waves at me, which makes him look like a total goofball. He holds up the index finger of his right hand and points straight ahead, as if signaling me to watch something. Michael zooms forward until he’s eye to eye with the dragon. He then begins to rotate like a corkscrew in the air, and I suddenly feel my dragon begin to turn in the same fashion.
 
   “No!” I yell at it, realizing too late that I shouldn’t have screamed so loudly.
 
   The dragon reacts to my outburst violently, and begins to turn over even faster.
 
   I grip my furry handholds tightly, holding on for dear life. Apparently, my fear isn’t unfounded. As the dragon continues to rotate in midair, I feel gravity begin to work against me and my grip begins to slip.
 
   “Please, stop turning. Please stop turning!” I end up screaming at the end because I suddenly find myself completely upside down and dangling feet first, with nothing except air between the ground and me.
 
   The dragon continues to spins through the air, mimicking Michael’s movements until I finally and completely lose my grip.
 
   As I enter a freefall to my doom, only one word comes to mind.
 
   “Crap!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
   Whose bright idea was it to ride a dragon? I have no one but myself to blame. Well, that’s not completely true. I have Michael, the harbinger of my doom, to blame as well!
 
   Speaking of the sharer of my soul, Michael appears directly in front of me and begins to flap his arms wildly, like a dying fish on hot concrete.
 
   In any other circumstances, I would have laughed at him, but the fact that I am only a few hundred feet from my death kind of puts a damper on my funny bone.
 
   “What the hell are you trying to tell me?” I scream at him, the wind whistling past my ears. Even if he could talk, I probably couldn’t have heard him.
 
   Michael holds out his hand to me, like he’s a real person wanting to hold hands. With his other hand, he points up. It’s obvious he wants me to go up in the sky with him, but how am I supposed to work that small miracle?
 
   Then, it hits me. Maybe Michael is trying to tell me that I have the power to fly.
 
   Well, that just sounds ridiculous, but him trying to kill me on purpose sounds just as insane.
 
   I begin to flap my arms but feel certain it isn’t making me fly. I probably just look like a crazy woman trying to prevent her inevitable demise.
 
   I look at Michael and scream, “Help!”
 
   Michael taps the side of his head with an index finger and then points to me.
 
   The only thing I can think of is that he’s telling me my ability is mental, not physical.
 
   How the hell am I supposed to fly my body with the power of my mind? is what I want to scream at Michael, but I’m sure he knows exactly what I’m thinking.
 
   It’s obvious now that when he was flapping his arms at me like a mad man, he didn’t mean I could literally fly like a bird does. But, what am I supposed to do?
 
   I quickly realize that I may not know how to fly but Michael does, and he’s a part of me. We’re connected to one another forever.
 
   “Help me!” I beg, as I let go of myself so he can save us.
 
   Michael vanishes from my sight. The sensation of him taking my body over is odd, to say the least.
 
   The instant he takes control, I feel like a passenger in the backseat of a car, just along for the ride.
 
   Michael flies us straight up into the air until we’re flying beside the dragon I was riding.
 
   Traitor, I think to myself as we continue to fly alongside it.
 
   I sense Michael’s amusement at my thought, but I still don’t hear his voice. I think he’s trying to use my voice to talk to me, because I feel him become frustrated after a while. Then I feel him become energized about something.
 
   Michael dives down to where Mason is waiting for us on the ground. As soon as my feet touch the grass, Michael relinquishes control over my body and appears beside me.
 
   “What happened?” Mason says, rushing up to me. “If I could die, I’m pretty sure I would have just had a heart attack!”
 
   Mason wraps his arms around me, as if to prove to himself that I’m actually alive. I wrap my arms around his waist, because my body is shaking so violently I need his strength to make it subside.
 
   “Can you tell me what happened up there?”
 
   I go on to tell Mason exactly what transpired.
 
   “Michael shouldn’t have been so reckless,” Mason says with controlled anger.
 
   “I think he was hoping I would fly on my own, but I just couldn’t remember how. I think he tried to talk to me after he took control of my body, too, but it didn’t work. I still can’t hear him. How was the dragon able to see Michael, when he’s supposed to be a figment of my imagination?”
 
   “I don’t think the dragon actually saw him,” Mason replies. “Michael has always had a natural gift with creatures of all sorts. It could be that he was able to influence the dragon through you. It’s a trait I think he passed down to Lilly. She told me once that, when she was a little girl, she had a puppy that would follow her around everywhere.”
 
   “Don’t most dogs do that with their owner?”
 
   “Yes, but most animals consider self-preservation first. This one was run over because he was following her blindly. Plus, she’s able to control the Watcher children when they are in wolf form. All of her children have the same ability, though it seems like Mae’s gift is stronger than the others’ for some reason.”
 
   Michael appears right behind Mason and taps the side of his head, letting me know he has an idea.
 
   “Michael wants to tell me something.” I take a step back from Mason, so I can see Michael more clearly.
 
   Mason turns to stand beside me and face Michael, even though he can’t see him.
 
   “Ok,” I tell Michael, “show me your idea.”
 
   Michael bites his bottom lip as he considers the best way to convey his message to me. Finally, his eyes light up and he holds his right hand palm forward, as if he’s asking me to wait just a minute. He makes fists with his hands and bends his arms up slightly at the elbows. While he swings his arms back, he moves his hips forward. He makes this odd gesture a few times before looking at me expectantly, like I should magically understand the message he is trying to convey to me.
 
   “I don’t know what you just did,” I confess, even more confused now than when we started. “What was that? Some kind of interpretive dance thing? Are you saying I need to go skiing?”
 
   Michael shakes his head vigorously, causing his curly black hair to bounce. He points to me, then to Mason, and begins to make the same motion again, but a bit more vigorously this time. He stops when he sees that I’m still not getting it and points to Mason and then to me again.
 
   “I’m sorry. I still don’t understand,” I admit, feeling like the answer should be obvious but, for whatever reason, it’s going over my head.
 
   Michael seems to huff and stops to think for a minute. Finally, he points to me with his left hand and uses it to make an ‘O’ by touching its index finger and thumb together. He then uses his right hand and points to Mason. With the index finger of his right hand remaining straight, he pokes the ‘O’ in the middle and begins to move it back and forth.
 
   “Oh, my God!” I yell, immediately covering my eyes to block Michael from my line of sight.
 
   “What?” Mason asks worriedly. “What’s wrong? What did he tell you?”
 
   I begin to shake my head. “I can’t….I don’t…. I’m at a loss for words right now….please, just give me a minute.”
 
   “Ok,” Mason says, sounding unsure about the whole situation.
 
   I work up my nerve to drop my hands and look at Michael again. I almost wish I hadn’t when I see him nodding and smiling at me knowingly.
 
   “I can’t tell him that,” I say to Michael, feeling my cheeks grow warm from embarrassment.
 
   Michael just waves his hands at me, like telling Mason what he thinks we should do is a piece of cake.
 
   “I can’t,” I say, feeling mortified by what Michael wants me to do.
 
   Michael raises his hand in an “ok” gesture and points to Mason and then to himself. He does that a couple of times before I ask, “You want me to describe what you do next to Mason?”
 
   Michael nods his head.
 
   “Ok,” I say cautiously, hoping Michael doesn’t expect me to gyrate my hips at Mason.
 
   I watch Michael closely and explain to Mason exactly what I see.
 
   “He looks like he’s opening a small box with his hands,” I tell Mason. “He pulls something out and holds it between his index finger and thumb. Now he’s making a hitting motion…no striking motion with it. He’s holding his fingers up like whatever he has in his hand is still there, and now he’s blowing on it. Did you just light a match?” I ask Michael.
 
   Michael nods his head, pleased with my deduction.
 
   I turn to look at Mason and notice a pink hue dotting his cheeks in a blush, which I didn’t think was possible.
 
   “What does a match have to do with anything?” I ask Mason.
 
   Mason looks over at me with a somewhat shy smile before saying, “Matches. It’s our code word for sex.”
 
   “Ohhh,” I say, realizing why Mason is blushing now. Michael did, indeed, find a way to pass his message along to Mason without causing me even more embarrassment.
 
   “Michael,” Mason says, facing where he knows Michael is but, of course, not being able to see him. “Why do you believe my making love to Jess will help her regain her memories?”
 
   Michael considers Mason thoughtfully while nodding his head.
 
   “He seems to think you asked a very good question,” I tell Mason.
 
   “Well, I hope so,” Mason replies, obviously thinking his question was an appropriate one to ask, given the situation.
 
   “Ok, he’s pointing to you,” I tell Mason, “and to me again. And now he’s… kissing his hand.”
 
   “The kiss did something?” Mason asks.
 
   “He’s nodding his head,” I report.
 
   “How do you know it did something to help Jess, Michael?”
 
   Michael points to me, and then to himself. He then bumps his two fists together and splays his fingers out.
 
   “He says it opened up something between him and me,” I tell Mason. “That must be why he tried to make me fly. He thought I would be able to access that part of myself after I kissed you.”
 
   Michael nods his head, letting me know that I am correct.
 
   “Well, you were able to allow him to take control of your body,” Mason says, considering this new information as proof of improvement of my condition.
 
   “Yeah,” I agree, as an uneasy tension begins to build between Mason and me.
 
   I see Michael waving his arms in the air to gain my attention. I look over at him as he points to me, crosses his chest with his arms, and then points to Mason.
 
   “I know I love him,” I say. “But it’s still a little awkward, Michael.”
 
   “Only for you,” Mason tells me, taking my hand. “I would love nothing more than to take you right here and now, but I know you’re not ready for it yet.”
 
   “I’m almost there,” I tell him. “The feelings are there. I just wish the memories were, too. I know you, but, then again, I don’t. I realize that doesn’t make a lick of sense, but it’s the way I feel.”
 
   “No, Jess, I understand. I get it. We’ll find a way to make this right for you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I’ll figure something out,” Mason promises. “Trust me.”
 
   “I do trust you,” I tell him, stepping into his arms for a hug.
 
   I just can’t remember you, I think to myself.
 
   After my near-death experience, the magic of Eden is broken for me. We dress quickly, and I ask Mason to take us back to the castle.
 
   He phases us directly back into Josh’s computer room, where all hell seems to be breaking loose.
 
   Well, maybe not hell, but certainly mayhem.
 
   There are over thirty people packed into the small room. Some of them I recognize and some of them I don’t. There is a beautiful Asian woman standing with Brand, off to the side. They’re talking in hushed tones, and I see her lean in and touch his arm intimately.
 
   “Is that Brand’s wife?” I ask Mason, nodding toward the pair.
 
   “No,” Mason replies, “she’s the Empress of China. I think all the commotion means her video is about to air.”
 
   “What video?”
 
   “She’s trying to start a worldwide uprising against Ravan. Josh has been working on a video of her speech. We were just waiting for you to bring back some footage of the real Ravan, so everyone can see who she truly is.”
 
   “You mean a complete bitch.”
 
   “See?” Mason says, winking at me. “Blunt.”
 
   “I’m just saying what she is. So this video, do you think anyone will be watching it, considering what’s going on in the world right now? Are there even still functioning satellites in the sky? Seems like all those meteorites I saw after I woke up on the dock would have destroyed them.”
 
   “Josh is connected to the Dragon Network. It’s Lucian’s way of controlling the media and anything else that’s transmitted over the airways. That line of communication is still functional, for now at least, and can transmit a message to every TV, radio, and computer that’s on in the world. We may not be able to connect with a lot of people, but we really don’t have any other choice. It’s pretty much now or never. I don’t think conditions will get any better here, only worse.”
 
   “I see you were successful,” Malcolm says, looking pointedly at the sword in Mason’s hand as he and Gabe approach us. “I’m glad to see that Jophiel left the sword here, too.”
 
   “JoJo was confident that Jophiel did,” Gabe tells me with a smile. His look turns to one of concern for me. “How are you feeling, Jess? Have you recovered any of your memories yet?”
 
   I shake my head, consumed by an odd sort of guilt because I still can’t remember any of my closest friends.
 
   “Not yet,” I reluctantly admit, feeling like a complete failure as a human being.
 
   “Everything will be all right,” Gabe says, making me want to believe him.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because I can see into the future, remember?” Gabe gently reminds me. “I’ve seen you back home, with the newest addition to the Collier family in your arms, and I know that’s a future that will definitely come true.”
 
   Gabe’s smile looks so self-assured that I can’t help but believe in his vision.
 
   “And we’re a go, people!” I hear Josh call out to everyone.
 
   Mason takes my hand, and we turn to watch the holographic monitor above Josh’s workstation.
 
   Josh turns in his chair to look at Brand. “Should I upload it now?”
 
   Brand looks down at the Empress of China.
 
   “Are you sure you’re ready for this, Jai Lin?” Brand’s worry for the empress is obvious by the strained expression on his face.
 
   Jai Lin holds her head up a little higher and nods. “It’s time we stood up to them,” she declares to everyone in the room. “Please, play it now, Josh.”
 
   Josh turns back around and hits a single button on his keyboard.
 
   With a single stroke, a true revolution is born.
 
   The screen turns black. The sweet notes of a flute invade the airwaves, and I know without having to be told that Chandler is the one who composed the music. I begin to feel a sense of loss until a single pinpoint of light ignites in the middle of the screen. The music slowly begins to change to a tune of hope. The light grows brighter as the camera zooms in on a solitary figure, Jai Lin. She’s wearing a simple, white, clean-cut dress and standing slightly off-center to the camera.
 
   As she looks directly into the lens, she says, “People of the Earth. It’s time for you to stop pretending the world is not coming to an end. Open your eyes and look at what has happened to us since Ravan Draeke became President of the United States. I know many of you viewed her as our savior when the world was thrown into chaos by the Great Quake. I am here to tell you that Ravan was part of the cause of that quake, and took advantage of you when you were at your most vulnerable.
 
   “She is not who she pretends to be, and neither are those closest to her. Deep down in your hearts, you know what I say is true. If you still doubt my words, please watch this video and see how little Ravan cares about humanity. She may be human, but she is in league with the devil himself. I implore you to keep an open mind, and consider everything that has happened since she came into power. Please, do not turn off your televisions or radios. What you are about to witness was taken by one of our operatives. I believe after you view this footage, you will see Ravan Draeke the same way I do, as an opportunist with an evil, world-ending agenda.”
 
   The video changes to the one I took of Ravan and Lucian. I can only imagine how angry Lucian is right now. I’m sure he’s viewing this message, just like the rest of the world is. His true nature is about to be uncovered for the entire world to see. He will be identified as the villain of the story, just as he should be.
 
   Once my part of the video ends, Jai Lin reappears on the screen.
 
   “What you just witnessed was not staged or fabricated. All of it is true.” Jai Lin turns fully to the camera and stares deeply into its lens, connecting with her audience. The music Chandler plays in the background of the video takes on a faster beat, like a drum of war, making my heart race with anticipation. “You and I must stand together and fight against Ravan and those who help her rule this world. If we don’t do something now, it’s quite possible we won’t have a world left to live in. Think about your children and loved ones. Don’t you want to leave them a world where a tyrant isn’t telling you how you should live, where you should work, what you can buy? I refused to allow my people to be marked by President Draeke’s red dragon tattoo. It is a symbol of evil, and I have not allowed it to be flown from any building in China. Tear down these symbols of hate, and show her that humanity is stronger than she thinks. Rise up and defend the world you live in. Stand by my side and fight alongside me and my people, to retake what rightfully belongs to us. Join our cause and save our world!”
 
   The screen goes black again. Everyone in the room begins to clap and whistle. They all turn to Jai Lin and bow in her direction. She, in turn, bows to them, showing her respect f or them as well.
 
   “How many people do you think just saw that?” I ask Mason.
 
   “Enough, I hope,” he replies, not sounding as confident as everyone else in the room seems.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s always dangerous to stir up a hornets’ nest,” he tells me. “And we’ve just rattled the largest one of all. If Lucian wasn’t out for our blood before, he certainly will be now. I’m not sure he’ll let any of us live if he ever catches us.”
 
   “Then we just don’t let him catch us,” I say, thinking it’s the perfect solution to the problem.
 
   “That might be easier said than done,” Mason counters. “First, we embarrassed him at the party for Xavier, and now this. I’m just glad he doesn’t know where we are right now.”
 
   “Well, maybe we shouldn’t dwell on things that we can’t exactly prepare for beforehand,” I tell Mason.
 
   He looks down at me and nods. “You’re right. We probably shouldn’t. We seem to have our own problems to work out at the moment.”
 
   “I wouldn’t exactly call it a problem. It’s just an awkward situation that we need to find the solution to.”
 
   “Solution?” Malcolm says to us, obviously overhearing our conversation. “What do you need help with?”
 
   “It’s really not something you can help with, Malcolm,” Mason replies, looking uncomfortable talking about my possible cure.
 
   “Try me,” Malcolm challenges. “I’ve never met a problem I couldn’t find a solution to. What do you need?”
 
   “Matches,” I say with a sigh, confident Malcolm won’t understand what I’m talking about.
 
   Malcolm looks at me in shock, causing me to laugh out loud.
 
   Apparently, our super-secret code word isn’t entirely secret; at least not to our friends. For that, I’m silently grateful because I really didn’t want to have to spell it out for him.
 
   Thank God, I didn’t have to mime it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
      “So you and Jess need to have sex,” Malcolm says matter-of-factly without lowering the timbre of his voice. Of course, his choice of words draws the attention of those around us. “What’s the problem? It’s not like the two of you don’t go at it like rabbits every chance you get.”
 
   “Malcolm,” Mason says, like a warning of imminent bodily harm, “Jess doesn’t exactly remember who she is, much less who I am. Not within context of our…habits, anyway.”
 
   “If you don’t mind me asking,” Gabe pipes in, making my humiliation complete, “how exactly is sex supposed to help Jess recover her memories?”
 
   “I’m not entirely sure,” Mason admits.
 
   “Hey, Rafe!” Malcolm yells across the room to our resident doctor, who is standing quietly in a corner of the room speaking with Nina. When Rafe lifts his head to look in our direction, Malcolm says, “We need a doctor’s opinion about something!”
 
   Rafe nods his head, letting Malcolm know he heard him and is on his way.
 
   I notice Rafe take Nina’s hand into his as they walk through the crowd towards us. It was such a natural gesture, that I immediately assume the two of them must be a couple. I’m sure that piece of knowledge is locked up inside my brain somewhere. It’s obvious neither of them is trying to hide the way they feel about one another.
 
   “What do you need my opinion about?” Rafe asks Malcolm, after he and Nina join us.
 
   “Michael thinks Jess needs to have sex with Mason in order to get her memories back,” Malcolm tells Rafe. “I’m assuming there has to be some sort of physiological reason behind it. What do you think?”
 
   Rafe doesn’t laugh at the theory like I thought he would. He considers it seriously before answering.
 
   “Well,” Rafe begins, “it could be that when Ravan tried to phase Jess into Heaven, her brain completely shut down during that time to protect her. Since our brains are a bit like computers, it could be that Jess needs something similar to a reboot.”
 
   “But how will having sex do that for me?” I ask, curious to know the answer.
 
   “When people have sex,” Rafe begins to explain to me, “the lateral orbitofrontal cortex in the brain shuts down. It’s the part of the brain that controls self-evaluation, reason, and control. With all of that disabled, you also shut down all of your fear and anxiety. If you’re able to have an orgasm while having sex with Mason, the activity in your amygdala and hippocampus will slow down to a point that you will enter into a trance-like state. A large amount of dopamine and a chemical called oxytocin will also be released into your system, which is believed to stimulate the love felt between lovers. There are a lot of other chemical reactions which occur during an orgasm, of course, but I think those two chemicals are the ones that might help reboot your brain and recover your memories. The closeness you share with Mason has always had the ability to open up your mind, Jess.”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Gabe says, “I remember Chandler telling me he helped Jess when you were still trying to find all us vessels. He said the closer you got to Mason, the easier it became to connect with us.”
 
   Malcolm slaps Mason on the back. “Think you’re up for the challenge?”
 
   Mason lifts one eyebrow as he looks over at Malcolm. “What do you think?”
 
   Malcolm shrugs. “Considering the way you two go on and on about matches and marshmallows, I have to assume Jess has always liked your style.”
 
   Marshmallows? I’m scared to even ask what that’s a code word for.
 
   I begin to bite the inside of my bottom lip, and quietly scan the room to see if there’s a table I can go hide underneath for the rest of my life.
 
   Mason casually grabs my hand. “If you would all excuse us for a moment, I think Jess and I should have a talk in private.”
 
   Mason doesn’t wait for any responses from our friends. He simply phases us up to our room.
 
   “You looked like you needed a minute away from all of that,” he tells me, standing still and letting me come to terms with the conversation we just had with the others.
 
   “It’s just weird,” I start to confess, “to think sex might be able to bring my memories back.”
 
   Mason rubs the tips of his fingers against the back of my hand. It brings me a sense of comfort, but doesn’t completely take away my anxiety.
 
   “Well, this is never going to work if you’re uncomfortable,” Mason sighs. I know he doesn’t blame me for the situation we find ourselves in, but I can’t deny the guilt I feel either.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I tell him. 
 
   “Don’t be, Jess. None of this is your fault. I promise I’ll find a way to help you.” He sounds so confident in his pledge to me, that all I can do is believe in him.
 
   “In fact,” he says, lowering his head as he considers something, “after hearing what Rafe just said, I think I might have an idea that will help.”
 
   “Which is,” I say as I let out an unintentional yawn. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that. I’m just feeling a little tired.”
 
   “Why don’t you lie down and try to take a nap?” Mason suggests. “It’ll give me some time to set things up.”
 
   “So are you going to tell me what you’re up to, or is it supposed to be a surprise?”
 
   Mason smiles. “Why don’t we let it be a surprise for now?”
 
   “Do I like surprises?”
 
   Mason shrugs. “Depends. I think you’ll like this one, though. Just put a little faith in me, Jess.”
 
   “I trust you,” I tell him earnestly. “I may not remember a lot about our life together, but trusting you comes naturally, just like loving you.”
 
   Mason brings me into his arms and holds me close. It’s a hug that expects nothing, but conveys everything. I feel loved and protected. A welling of love for Mason bubbles to the surface again, making me tear up with emotions. When I sniff, Mason tries to pull away, but I fiercely grab his shirt with both hands and keep him close as I rest my head on his chest.
 
   “No,” I tell him, snuggling my head against him, “don’t move. I’m all right.”
 
   Mason rubs my back in a comforting up and down motion. “Then why are you crying, Jess?”
 
   I shake my head a little. “It’s not because I’m sad,” I reassure him. “I’m just enjoying the feeling of being loved, so just keep holding me.”
 
   “I can do that,” Mason tells me, sounding pleased by my request.
 
   I’m not sure how long we just stand there. I feel too comfortable to want to move a muscle. Finally, I feel Mason pick me up in his arms, like I’m as light as a feather. He lays me on the bed and takes my shoes off before covering me with a blanket. He leans over and gives me a soft kiss on the lips.
 
   “Why don’t you rest for a little while?” he suggests. “I’m going to go get your surprise ready.”
 
   “Don’t let me oversleep,” I say, even as my eyelids close of their own accord.
 
   “I won’t. I promise.”
 
   I’m not sure how long I sleep, but I do dream this time. I dream about a red dragon chasing me down a dark city street. At one point, the road comes to an abrupt end, like a cliff. I look over the edge and see an ocean of black water, crashing in waves against the rock face. Breathing hard, I spin around and find that the dragon is so close I can feel and smell its acrid breath wash across my face.
 
   As I stare into its soulless eyes, my hatred for the creature standing in front of me overcomes my fear.
 
   “You won’t beat us!” I yell defiantly. “I’m stronger than you think. I know who I am. Do you?”
 
    The dragon rears back and lets out a furious roar. It lunges towards me, its open mouth filled with fire. I purposely lean backwards off the cliff and fall, waking up with a jerk.
 
   “Oh! She is awake!”
 
   Startled, I instantly sit up and look around to find JoJo, Leah, and Nina in the bedroom with me.
 
   “Umm, why are you all in here?” I ask, confused by their presence and Mason’s absence. For some reason, I expected him to be waiting for me to awaken.
 
   “We are here to help you get ready!” JoJo says happily as she comes to sit on my side of the bed. Leah and Nina gather behind her.
 
   “Ready for what?” I ask. “Mason’s surprise for me?”
 
   “Oui, mon ami,” JoJo says with a nod of her head.
 
   “Do you know what the surprise is?”
 
   “Oui,” JoJo says, but leaves it at that.
 
   “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what it is…”
 
   “I am allowed to tell you that Gabe and I will be joining you for supper,” JoJo says happily. “We are to have a double date. But beyond that, you will just have to wait and see.”
 
   I sigh, knowing it’s the most I will probably get out of JoJo.
 
   I look up at Nina and have to ask, “You and Rafe won’t be joining us for supper?”
 
   “I wish,” Nina says with a roll of her eyes, looking rather annoyed. “Rafe made me promise I would take him out so he can help heal people. I love him for the way he cares about others, but sometimes he scares me with his determination to help everyone all the time.”
 
   “So why do I need help getting ready?” I ask the trio. “Am I that bad at cleaning myself up?”
 
   Leah giggles. “No, Jess. Mason just didn’t want you to be alone, is all. He’s still working on your surprise. It’s taking him longer than he thought because he needs to get something from Xavier.”
 
   “What does he need to get from him?”
 
   Leah smiles. “You’ll just have to wait and see…”
 
   I sigh, knowing I won’t get any answers from my friends.
 
   “Well, I guess we’d better get started,” I tell them. “What do you need me to do first?”
 
   “Not to sound rude,” JoJo says, “but you need to shower yourself first. After that, we will handle the rest!”
 
   I didn’t take offense to JoJo’s suggestion. I was fully aware of my disheveled appearance.
 
   I take my time in the shower, feeling no need to rush through it. If this evening ends the way I hope it will, I definitely want Mason to find me thoroughly clean. Just the thought of making love with Mason instantly makes my heart begin to race, and my body feel a few degrees warmer. I turn up the cold water in the shower to help cool my skin off before hopping out.
 
   Even though I understand Mason and I have made love hundreds of times in the past, if not more, just thinking about his hands caressing my body and teasing certain parts expertly makes me feel flushed. The only problem with tonight is that everyone knows exactly what Mason and I are going to attempt. It is a little…no…a lot… embarrassing.
 
   The ladies do, indeed, help me get ready for my big night with Mason. Leah applies a little makeup to my face, but keeps it light and natural. I can only assume that it’s the way I normally wear it. Nina dries my hair with a towel and brushes it out straight for me, only using a flat iron to smooth out the ends.
 
   “I feel kind of silly sitting here and letting the three of you doll me up,” I confess.
 
   “Nonsense,” JoJo says with a wave of her hand in my direction. She continues to study three dresses I saw her lay out on the bed earlier. “Now, which one of these will be the easiest for Mason to remove…?”
 
   Involuntarily, I cough because I just choked on my own spit after hearing JoJo’s words.
 
   “Hey,” Nina tells me, “at least she’s not trying to decide which one he can rip off the fastest.”
 
   “Yeah,” Leah looks over at JoJo, “how come, JoJo? You’re normally all for the ripping off of dresses.”
 
   “Psshh,” JoJo says with another wave of her hand at us. “Mason will be a gentle lover tonight. I can tell by the way he looks at Jess.”
 
   “How is he looking at me?” I ask, embarrassed. “Like a wounded animal?”
 
   “Like he loves you more than anything else in this world,” JoJo says, as if correcting me. “And that is exactly the way he feels about you. If you had your memories, you would know that without question, mon cheri.”
 
   I sigh, wishing for the hundredth time that I could remember my life.
 
   “I’m going to get them back,” I say confidently. “I know I will.”
 
   It doesn’t take long to get ready after that. JoJo decides I should wear a sleeveless blue dress that is simple and elegant in design. She chooses to wear a white floral dress from the ones on the bed.
 
   I soon learn that I love being around JoJo. Her love for life is so infectious you don’t even realize when it is you started to smile while you’re with her. As she spins around, showing me how the skirt she designed flares out, I find myself giggling along with her.
 
   “I won’t be able to wear such pretty things for too much longer,” JoJo tells me, covering her belly protectively with both hands.
 
   “Are you pregnant?” I ask, understanding the universal signal of a new mother.
 
   “Oui,” JoJo says happily. “It’s so strange to break the news to you twice.”
 
   “Congratulations!” I tell her, giving her a hug. It just seems like the natural thing to do with JoJo.
 
   “Thank you, mon ami,” JoJo says, hugging me back.
 
   “Ok, well, I hate to brush hair and run,” Nina says to us, “but the longer I make my man wait, the grumpier he’s likely to get.”
 
   “Don’t let him do anything stupid, Nina,” Leah says. “Sometimes he seems to think about other people’s safety before his own.”
 
   “I’ve got his back,” Nina reassures Leah. “Don’t worry about him. I won’t let anything happen.” Nina looks at me. “Good luck tonight, Jess. Maybe tomorrow you’ll know who I am.”
 
   I nod. “I hope so.”
 
   Nina phases, and the rest of us decide to go downstairs.
 
   “You should eat with us, too,” I tell Leah.
 
   “Oh, that’s all right, Jess. I’ve got something else I need to go do anyway.”
 
   “Uh,” JoJo says in disgust as we descend the staircase to the first floor. “Why did they put you in charge of that devil woman?”
 
   “She’s not a devil woman, JoJo,” Leah says. “She just made a mistake, is all. She didn’t have to come back here and tell us what happened.”
 
   JoJo begins to string together a long line of French words that are completely lost on me. From her agitated state, I can only assume her words are not complimentary to whomever it is she’s talking about.
 
   “Who is she?” I ask. “And what kind of mistake did she make?”
 
   Leah looks at JoJo, as if to confirm that I should be told the truth. JoJo nods her head, giving Leah permission to answer my question.
 
   “It’s a Watcher from this world named Sophia,” Leah tells me. “She made a deal with Lucian that helped him get possession of the trumpets and Gabriel, who we had as our prisoner at the time.”
 
   “She betrayed us!” JoJo says hotly. “She is getting what she deserves!”
 
   “Why did she betray us?” I ask.
 
   “They were torturing her daughter,” Leah says, looking at JoJo like she should understand the impossible choice Sophia had to make. “I don’t think any of us can say what we would have done in a similar situation.”
 
   “She should have come to us first,” JoJo says emphatically. “We could have helped her get Logan back.”
 
   “She practically had to watch Logan be skinned alive, JoJo! What would you have done in that situation? I doubt she was thinking straight. I’m sure all she could think about was getting her daughter away from those animals.”
 
   “JoJo, what’s wrong?” Gabe says, walking out of the entryway from the library. “I could hear you swearing in French all the way in the other room.”
 
   “Sophia,” JoJo says, apparently knowing Gabe will understand her mood with that single word.
 
   “Ahh,” he says, fully understanding. “Well, why don’t we forget about her for now, so we can concentrate on Jess this evening?”
 
   JoJo takes a deep breath, as if it will help clear her thoughts. “Oui, you are right. Tonight is all about our Jess.”
 
   “I’ll see you guys later,” Leah says, before leaning up and giving me a kiss on a cheek. “Hopefully, tomorrow, you’ll remember that we’re sisters.”
 
   Leah walks away before I get a chance to ask her how we’re sisters. 
 
   “Mason isn’t back just yet,” Gabe tells me, “but he said we should start supper without him, since he wasn’t sure how long he would be.”
 
   I feel a great sense of disappointment that I have to wait to see Mason again. I begin to wonder if this is the way I always feel when he isn’t close by.
 
   Gabe takes JoJo’s arm and heads back towards the library. I follow behind, feeling like a wobbly third wheel.
 
   We end up walking through the library to another room that is connected to it. This room has bare wood floors and a wall of windows facing out towards a large body of water. 
 
   “Where exactly is this castle built?” I ask Gabe as he pulls out JoJo’s chair for her.
 
    “This island is part of the Thousand Islands in the Saint Lawrence River,” Gabe tells me.
 
   “I’m guessing geography was never my strong suit,” I tell Gabe as I take my own seat at the table. “Where is that exactly?”
 
   “It’s the river system that runs between upper New York State and Canada,” Gabe says as he sits beside JoJo.
 
   “Ahh, now that I understand. Thanks.”
 
   I look at the small round table adorned with a white tablecloth and a small bouquet of red and white silk flowers.
 
   There’s a momentary silence, as none of us seem to know what to talk about.
 
   “So,” I say, breaking the tension, “when do you think the baby is due?”
 
   “We’re not completely sure,” Gabe says, placing his arm across the top of JoJo’s chair as he turns into her. “I guess you should have some tests run as soon as you get home.”
 
   “Oui,” JoJo says happily. “I will need to know when our little bundle of joy will come into the world, so I can have his wardrobe ready.”
 
   “So you already know it will be a boy?” I ask.
 
   “I had a vision of him,” Gabe tells me with a proud smile. “He’ll be as handsome as his old man, too.”
 
   JoJo giggles. “Mon dieu! I will have to beat the girls off of him with my yard stick if he is as handsome as you.”
 
   Gabe chuckles. “Now someone should really take a video of that and post it on YouTube.”
 
   “Oh, you,” JoJo says, swatting playfully at Gabe.
 
   “What did I miss?” I hear Mason say as he comes into the room behind me.
 
   I turn in my seat as Mason walks up to my chair. He leans down to give me a small kiss. Involuntarily, I hear myself sigh; I’m slightly disappointed his kiss didn’t last a bit longer.
 
   Mason takes his seat beside me and reaches underneath the table to take my hand. He squeezes it slightly, as if silently telling me that he missed me as much as I missed him.
 
   “So why was JoJo hitting you, Gabe?”
 
   “I always miss the good stuff,” I hear Malcolm say as he walks into the room, rolling a silver cart with a soup tureen and four bowls on it.
 
   “Oh!” JoJo says, sniffing the air as the aroma of the soup fills the room. “Is that my favorite of your soups, Malcolm?”
 
   “Of course it is,” he replies, standing beside the table and taking the lid off the tureen, “but you’d better enjoy it while you can. I have a feeling food will be in short supply soon. I’m sure potatoes and kale will be hard to come by, much less sausage and heavy cream.”
 
   “Then I will savor every mouthful,” JoJo promises.
 
   “You cook?” I ask Malcolm, not hiding my surprise. “I didn’t peg you as the domestic type.”
 
   “Well, you know,” Malcolm says, scooping some of the soup into a bowl, “I figured if I ever decide to settle down, I might need to know how. The Brand on our world taught me everything he knows, so I would be prepared. I might as well practice, in case I ever meet my soulmate.”
 
   “I didn’t peg you as a hopeless romantic type either.”
 
   Malcolm hands the bowl of soup to JoJo.
 
   “Not hopeless,” Malcolm replies, “just hopeful.”
 
   As I look at Malcolm, I find myself hoping that he does meet his soulmate one day, and that they share a love that transcends anything he can imagine for himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   I soon learn that I’m a complete glutton at the supper table. While everyone else sips their soup, I down mine like a pig at a feeding trough. However, no one seems disturbed or offended by my eating habits, which tells me it’s just the way I normally eat.
 
   As Malcolm serves us the second course to our meal, a ground-beef casserole with rice and vegetables that tastes slightly Middle Eastern in origin, Gabe and JoJo tell me about their life, living between Paris and New York City. It sounds very jet-set and exciting, but not exactly conducive to a family life.
 
   “Do you think you’ll be settling in one place after the baby is born?” I have to ask.
 
   “Oui.” JoJo nods her head definitively, making her curls bounce against her shoulders. “We have decided to make New York our home during most of the year, and we’ll stay in Paris during the summer months. I see no reason to choose between two cities I love and gain so much inspiration from. Our son will have the advantages of both, and can decide where he wants to live when he gets old enough.”
 
   JoJo and Gabe fill me in on some details about their life and their plans. The love they have for one another is obvious, and being around them simply makes me happy. I now understand why Mason decided to invite them to have supper with us. I’ll admit I was slightly disappointed that we weren’t going to have a romantic dinner for two. But, now, I think I fully understand Mason’s intentions.
 
   His love for me is without limits, but so is the love my friends harbor for me. I need them just as much as I need him in my life. From what I was told, the bond between our Archangels is strong; at least strong enough to bring a group of strangers together from all around the world. It was powerful enough to pull my soul back into my body after Lucifer killed me, and it transported us all here to alternate Earth. Which made me wonder…
 
   “Do you think we could gather everyone together?” I ask Mason. “All the vessels?”
 
   “I’m sure we could,” he says, uncertain why I’m bringing this up while we’re all still having supper.
 
   “Didn’t you tell me earlier that, when we’re all together, we can make an inner realm?” I ask.
 
   “Yes,” Mason answers, waiting for me to say more.
 
   “Well, what if we make one right now? Maybe it can help me connect with Michael.”
 
   “Damn,” Gabe says across the table, “why didn’t we think of that? I’ll go get the others, Mason, but you’ll need to send someone out to get Rafe. I don’t know where Nina took him.”
 
   JoJo and I wait in the library together while Gabe and Mason work on bringing all the other vessels to me. In my heart, I can feel Michael jumping for joy. I feel sure that he wants to connect with the other Archangels as much as I want to finally hear him speak.
 
   About five minutes later all of the vessels are present, except for Rafe.
 
   “Do you know where they went?” I ask Chandler.
 
   “Not a clue,” Chandler shrugs. “I’m not even sure they were going to one particular spot.”
 
   “Why don’t we just call Nina’s phone?” Leah asks.
 
   “Cellphones don’t work anymore,” Zack informs us. “My guess is that the meteor shower took down too many cell towers and satellites.”
 
   “Even if we can save this world,” Gabe says, “it’s going to take them a long time to get back on their feet.”
 
   “Anybody else just really want to go home?” Leah looks at us all a bit guiltily.
 
   One by one, we all raise our hands, letting her know that she’s not the only one who feels that way. I may not remember home, but I know it has to be better than where we are.
 
   “It’ll be over soon,” Zack tries to reassure the group. “It can’t last forever. Though, if I miss the birth of my first born, Faison might just make me wish I had stayed here.”
 
   We all laugh at his joke, making the tension in the room a little less palpable. 
 
   When Mason walks into the room with Nina and Rafe beside him, I breathe out a sigh of relief.
 
   “Ok,” I say looking at everyone, “how do we do this?”
 
   “We usually hold hands,” Chandler says, taking one of mine while JoJo takes the other, “and stand in a circle.”
 
   “Once the circle is made,” Gabe says, “we all concentrate and combine our powers to make the inner realm.”
 
   “Oh!” Leah says, turning to the fireplace in the library and flicking her finger at it. I watch as a small ball of fire flies from her fingertip and lands on the pieces of wood there. “Almost forgot a crucial element.”
 
   “What’s the fire for?” I ask.
 
   “The sound usually helps us focus,” Zack answers.
 
   “Normally, we use a fire or the sound of the ocean at your beach home,” Rafe explains.
 
   “Ok. So I just need to concentrate on the sound of the fire and making an inner realm.”
 
   “Easy as pie,” Zack says to me with a wink. “We’ve done this so many times, it’ll probably come right back to you, Jess.”
 
   “We can hope so,” I reply uneasily, not nearly as confident as he is.
 
   Both Chandler and JoJo squeeze my hands to show their support and belief in me.
 
   “You can do this,” Chandler tells me quietly.
 
   I nod my head and close my eyes to concentrate on the pops and hisses coming from the fire. After about two minutes of trying to make this inner realm thing work, I peek through slit eyelids to see if anyone else is ready to give up.
 
   No one else has his or her eyes open, so I close mine again.
 
   I feel like an idiot.
 
   I have no idea what I’m doing wrong. I’m positive I’m the reason we can’t make the inner realm. Everyone else is probably just waiting on me to make the connection. I start to feel a panic attack threaten to take control of my body.
 
   Ok, ok, ok… they told me to concentrate on the sounds of the fire. Let’s try that again.
 
   I shut down each thought my mind is busy with, like you would close tabs in a browser window. Finally, only the sound of the fire is inside my mind. As I listen to this static noise, I feel as though I’m falling into a trance-like state. My breathing becomes more steady and my nerves less frazzled. I know exactly when we’re inside the inner realm, because I’m suddenly at peace.
 
   When I open my eyes, the other vessels are also just opening theirs. Standing behind each of my friends are people I don’t recognize from a memory, but I instinctively know that they are the archangels tethered to my friends’ souls.
 
   I let go of Chandler and JoJo’s hands. With a deep breath to steady my nerves, I slowly turn around to find out if Michael is standing behind me or not. I have my head bowed, so I end up seeing his black sneakers first. I quickly look up to meet his happy eyes.
 
   “Hey, Jess,” he says, smiling brightly.
 
   I immediately walk up to him and throw my arms around his neck. Tears of joy stream down my face, and I feel like I’ve just come home from a long trip after Michael wraps his arms around me.
 
   “I still don’t have any memories of you,” I whisper to him through my sobs, “but I remember you, if that makes sense.”
 
   “I’m a part of you, Jess,” Michael tells me. “Now a piece of you is back where it belongs.”
 
   I pull back and ask Michael, “What happened when Ravan tried to phase me to Heaven? How did that take my memories away and break our connection with one another?”
 
   “When she tried to phase us,” Michael begins to explain, “it was like she stretched our connection with one another to its very limits. I think I actually did see Heaven for a moment. It was during that split second of separation that our connection was damaged, but it was never completely broken. I was afraid it might be permanent, but thank God that isn’t the case.”
 
   In a whisper so low that only Michael can hear, I ask, “So you really think the whole ‘sex cure’ thing will work?”
 
   “I hope it will,” he whispers back. “It certainly won’t hurt anything.”
 
   “What if it doesn’t work? What if I’m stuck like this forever?”
 
   “I don’t think that’s your fate, Jess.”
 
   “But what if it is?” I ask desperately, on the verge of panic. “How can I be a good wife and mother to people I can’t even remember?”
 
   “Listen to me,” Michael grabs me by the shoulders, to make sure I’m looking at him. “No matter what happens, you are still the same person you always have been. Memories naturally fade over time. It’s what you do in the present and the future that matters most.”
 
   “But it helps if you know where you’ve been.”
 
   Michael doesn’t say anything, because he knows I’m right.
 
   “We’ll work through it together, Jess. If tonight doesn’t work, we’ll find another way to make things feel right for you.”
 
   I nod. “Ok.”
 
   I trust Michael to know my limits, because I don’t. I hug him one more time before returning to my circle of friends.
 
   “One problem fixed,” Chandler says to me as I take his hand.
 
   “One down and one to go I guess,” I tell him as JoJo takes my other hand. “Now, how do we get out of here? I have a date to finish, and some kind of surprise waiting for me back there.”
 
   “Just think about getting back to Mason,” Chandler tells me with a crooked grin. “That always works.”
 
   I smile at the mention of my husband’s name and close my eyes. A picture of him quickly forms in my mind.
 
   I know the instant we leave our inner realm and return to reality. Mason’s presence behind me brings me comfort, but also makes my heart race at the same time. When I turn to face him, his expression is expectant.
 
   “Michael can talk to me now,” I tell him, “but it didn’t help return any of my memories.”
 
   Mason doesn’t look as disappointed as I thought he would.
 
   “Well, then, maybe it’s time you saw my surprise for you.” Mason holds out his hand to me. “Are you ready?”
 
   “Yes.” I step up and place my hand in his. Before we leave, I turn to my friends and say, “Thank you for doing that for me. It helped more than you can imagine.”
 
   “We would do anything for you, Jess,” Gabe tells me. “Anything at all.”
 
   “Thanks,” I tell them once more before letting Mason lead me out of the room.
 
   “Where are we going?” I ask.
 
   “To our bedroom,” he tells me, which makes me miss a step. Mason chuckles. “Don’t worry; I won’t do anything you don’t want me to.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if that was a threat or a promise. There were certainly things I wanted Mason to do to me. I just wasn’t sure if I was ready to experience them yet.
 
   When we get to our room, I can’t help but smile. A neat arrangement of comforters is laid out on the floor at the end of the bed, with an array of pillows propped up low against the footboard. There are unlit white candles scattered around in the room. What looks like a wooden dinner tray sits on top of the blankets, with nine cellphones neatly arranged across its surface.
 
   Mason lets go of my hand and walks over to the fireplace mantle. I watch as he reaches for something on top of it just before I hear the striking of a match.
 
   I begin to laugh.
 
   Mason turns to face me with his lit match and smiles as we share in his little joke.
 
   “I thought you might find that amusing,” he tells me, before walking around the room to light all the candles. “Would you mind turning the light off?”
 
   I reach over and flip the switch down on the wall beside me. The room is cloaked in a darkness that is only chased away by the flames from the lit candlewicks.
 
   Mason places his box of matches back on the mantle and says, “Take a seat so I can give you your surprise.”
 
   I walk over to the edge of the pile of comforters and slip off my shoes. Mason sits down between the end of the bed and the wooden tray. I sit next to him and wait for him to explain why the cellphones are in our room.
 
   “Are we calling someone?” I ask as a joke, knowing that the phones won’t work because of the damage the meteorites did to the communications systems.
 
   “No,” Mason tells me, reaching for one of the phones. “We’re not making a call. We’re going to give you back some of your memories.”
 
   I sit up a little straighter at this news.
 
   “How?” I ask eagerly.
 
   “From the pictures and videos on these phones,” Mason says, sliding his finger across the screen of the phone to turn it on.
 
   “That’s brilliant!” I say excitedly. “I see why I love you so much.”
 
   Mason smiles. “Well, you have always loved the way I think.”
 
   “I’m sure that’s not all I love,” I tell him knowingly.
 
   “No, it’s not,” he confirms, angling the phone in my direction. “I have some photos from our wedding stored on my phone. I thought we would start there.”
 
   “You keep our wedding pictures on your phone?” I ask, wondering how many men in the world would do such a thing after seven years of marriage.
 
   “Of course I do,” Mason tells me. “It was one of the happiest days of my life. Besides, I always get a chuckle when I see you in your wedding dress.”
 
   “Why is that?” I ask, finding it a strange thing for him to say.
 
   Mason places his phone in my hands and says, “Take a look.”
 
   I look down at the screen and gape at myself in my wedding dress. I can’t help but giggle.
 
   “Why do I look like a giant marshmallow?” I ask. As soon as the word leaves my mouth, I realize I might have just discovered the source of our second code word. “Is that what we call a marshmallow? My wedding dress?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Mason replies as he leans over and whispers into my ear the exact meaning of the code word ‘marshmallow’.
 
   I involuntarily gasp from pleasure as Mason’s warm breath caresses the inside of my ear with his whisper. While he’s there, he gently tugs on my earlobe with his teeth, sending pleasurable tingles all through my body.
 
   “Oh,” is the only word I can utter after learning what a marshmallow is and attempting to stop my heart from racing out of control.
 
   Mason tilts his head and pays special attention to a rather sensitive patch of skin along my neck, one I feel sure he’s visited many times before. The sensations his lips invoke pull at hidden memories of moments spent very much like this one.
 
   “Keep looking at the pictures,” Mason urges me as he continues his gentle assault across my flesh.
 
   “How the hell am I supposed to concentrate on pictures at a time like this?” 
 
   Mason laughs softly and plants one last kiss on my neck before abandoning his efforts.
 
   “Keep looking,” he says again.
 
   I flip through the pictures that chronicle our wedding day.
 
   “We look so happy,” I say. “I don’t know why I should be surprised by that. It was our wedding day, after all.”
 
   “You were extremely nervous about walking down the aisle in that behemoth dress JoJo designed for you. But your dad suggested that you float so you wouldn’t trip. He promised he wouldn’t let you fall.”
 
   “Does he call me Jessi?” I ask.
 
   Mason’s expression perks up. “Yeah, he’s the only one who does. Did you just remember that?”
 
   I shake my head, feeling frustrated with myself for having to tell Mason, “No. I didn’t remember that just now. I’m sorry.”
 
   Mason looks slightly disappointed, but asks, “Then how did you know?”
 
   “Lucian said something about not letting me fall, and I heard another male voice in my head say almost the exact same thing, except he called me ‘Jessi’.”
 
   “You were remembering your dad, then. That’s a good thing, Jess.”
 
   I lay Mason’s phone down on the tray. “What else is there to see on these phones?”
 
   “I’m not completely sure,” Mason admits. “I gathered them from everyone who came with us to this reality; well, except for Jered and Tristan. They’re still out looking for the princes.”
 
   “Nina said you had to get something from Xavier. Why would you need his phone? Isn’t he from this Earth?”
 
   “Yes, but Malcolm gave Xavier his phone shortly after we arrived. I wanted to get it back because I knew it would have some videos of Lilly’s family. She’s Michael’s daughter.”
 
   “But why did Malcolm give Xavier his phone?”
 
   “Xavier lost his son a while back,” Mason explains. “Malcolm thought he would like to see the Sebastian from our world.”
 
   “How did Xavier’s son die?”
 
   Mason instantly looks uncomfortable with my question, but he doesn’t sugarcoat his words as he says, “You killed him.”
 
   Stunned doesn’t quite cover how I’m feeling. Before I go completely numb, I have to ask, “Why did I kill him?”
 
   “It happened when Faison went through the Tear,” Mason explains. “Sebastian was in wolf form when he came through to our reality. When he got there, he attacked you. You did what you had to do to defend yourself, Jess. He didn’t give you much of a choice.”
 
   “Then why did Xavier help me? He should hate me for what I did,” I say, wondering why he would willingly help someone who killed his child. I wasn’t sure I could act as nobly.
 
   “He’s actually grateful to you for not allowing his Sebastian to bite you. If he had, his soul would have been darkened and possibly lost forever. Xavier is a lot like our Malcolm in that regard. All either one of them has ever wanted was for their son to find peace. Malcolm’s Sebastian was granted the privilege of becoming completely human, and actually has a family of his own now with our Brand’s Abby.”
 
   “Which one is Malcolm’s phone?” I ask.
 
   Mason picks it up and hands it to me.
 
   It takes me a while to go through each phone’s pictures and videos. Many of them have footage of my last birthday party. Mason tells me that it was the same night we traveled to this reality.
 
   As I watch videos of my family back on our Earth, I begin to feel homesick. I see my children playing in the background of many of the videos. It makes me wish I could reach into the phone and pull them to me.
 
   When Mason hands me the last phone to look through, he says, “This one is yours.”
 
   I stare at the rather nondescript black device in my hand. I feel no sense of connection to it, but maybe I just wasn’t a phone person to begin with.
 
   “The morning of your birthday,” Mason says, “I took a video of the kids on it. We got so busy that day that I forgot to show it to you later.”
 
   “And it’s still on here?” I ask.
 
   Mason nods. “Yes, it’s on there. Are you ready to see it?”
 
   I feel my eyes begin to tear up at just the thought of seeing my children, even if it is only through a video. All I can do is nod my head, because I don’t trust my voice to remain steady.
 
   Mason takes the phone out of my hand to cue up the video for me. He then hands the phone back to me and says, “Just tap the screen when you’re ready.”
 
   I hold the phone in both hands. On the screen, in a perpetual state of stillness, are my children. Just looking at their sweet faces brings forth a well of emotions from deep inside my heart. With a shaky hand, I lightly touch the screen to start the video.
 
   “What is today?” I hear Mason ask the kids from behind the camera.
 
   “Mommy’s birthday!” Max and Brynlee say in unison, with smiles on their faces.
 
   “And what do we say to Mommy on her birthday?”
 
   Both my children look a little confused, but Max pipes up and says like a question, “Happy birthday?”
 
   “And…” Mason says, hinting there should be more for them to say.
 
   “We love you, Mommy!” Brynlee proclaims before her expression goes back to one of confusion. “But, Daddy, we say that every day. Not just on her birthday, silly!”
 
   I hear Mason chuckle off screen. “Very true, Brynlee. And why do we tell Mommy every day that we love her?”
 
   “Because she’s the bestest mommy in the whole world!” Brynlee declares proudly with a smile as bright as the sun on her face. “And she loves us more than anything.”
 
   Max and Brynlee’s faces begin to blur through a veil of unshed tears. I quickly wipe at my eyes because I don’t want to miss a moment of the video.
 
   “And who loves Mommy just as much?” Mason asks the kids.
 
   “We do!” They proclaim.
 
   Little Brynlee walks up to the camera and stares into it.
 
   “Mommy,” she says, staring at me like she’s peering into my soul. “If you have to go away on your trip tonight, I promise I’ll try not to cry. I’ll miss you, so don’t stay away too long, ok?”
 
   Brynlee kisses the screen, and the video ends.
 
   I drop the phone in my lap, unable to hold onto it any longer as I begin to sob uncontrollably. I feel Mason wrap his arms around me, holding me against him for support that isn’t solely physical.
 
   The images of my children stay clear inside my mind. I feel an intense jolt of longing to be with them again. Overwhelmed by this emotion, I begin to cry even harder.
 
   Out of nowhere, I begin to see visions of my children in scenes that weren’t captured in any video I just watched, or any picture I just viewed on the phones. I grip Mason’s shirt tightly with both hands as my mind is flooded with memories of them from the past. I can remember the first time I ever felt Max kick me and joking with Mason that I had an alien inside my belly. I remember holding my firstborn for the first time, right after his delivery, and having him look at me with eyes that reminded me so much of his father. Following this memory comes one of Brynlee as she takes her first step all by herself. A treasure trove of moments from my past begins to flash through my mind, bringing with them pieces I had lost of myself.
 
   Mason soon takes center stage within my thoughts, and the love I feel for him is quickly put into context. He’s not just my lover. He’s my best friend, my partner in life, and my rock when life threatens to give me more than I can handle. He is my anchor when storms of doubt threaten to whisk me out to sea. 
 
   As my memories return, my tears subside.
 
   I know who I am now. I know my purpose.
 
   I loosen my grip on Mason’s shirt, and lift my head from his chest to look up at him. I don’t have to say anything. I can tell by the look in his beautiful blue eyes that he knows what just happened.
 
   “You’re back,” he almost cries, grabbing me fiercely to him, as if he never intends to let me go again.
 
   I feel him tremble in my arms as he’s finally able to let go of all the worry he’s been bravely hiding from me all this time. It takes him a moment to compose himself, but finally he loosens his death grip on me enough to lean back and look me in the eyes.
 
   “How did you know that would work?” I ask him, marveling at my ingenious husband.
 
   “I didn’t,” he tells me with a small shrug, “but after Rafe explained the chemical changes your brain would undergo, I took a chance on trying to stimulate the same effect in a different way. I knew if you were able to connect with our kids on an emotional level, that your brain would produce a large dose of oxytocin and dopamine. I didn’t know if it that would be enough, but I prayed it would be.”
 
   “Why did you want to try this first?” I ask. “Why not just make love to me to make it happen?”
 
   “Because I wanted to make love to my wife,” Mason tells me. “Not someone who saw me as a stranger. I wanted my Jess back. I needed you whole.”
 
   “Now that you have me,” I tell him, leaning my chest against his, “what exactly do you plan to do with me, Mr. Collier?”
 
   “Everything,” Mason promises, phasing us to the bed without wasting any time.
 
   I expect him to ravish me, but, as usual, my husband decides to test not only my patience, but also my limits.
 
   He starts out maddeningly slow, with small kisses all over my face. Each kiss seems to be a declaration of his love. When his mouth finally covers mine, I hear myself whimper slightly as the sweetness of his tongue slips between my lips. Without warning, Mason pulls away from me, instantly making my body ache for his return.
 
   “Where are you going?” I ask breathlessly as he slips off the bed and walks over to the chair, where his backpack is laying.
 
   He looks over his shoulder at me with a playful grin. “Do you remember me saying that I brought something of yours to this reality?”
 
   I have to think for a moment, but the item in question comes to mind.
 
   “My black scarf,” I say with certainty, remembering him telling me that he brought it along on this trip. It was how Ava’s daughter, Mia, was able to find me while I flew around New York City after escaping Lucian the first time. She used my scent on the scarf while she was in wolf form to hunt me down.
 
   Mason turns around to his backpack and pulls out the item in question. With an end of the scarf gripped firmly in one hand, he faces me again and says, “Come here.”
 
   It isn’t exactly an order. Mason’s tone makes a familiar promise that compliance with his wishes will be richly rewarded.
 
   As I stand up from the bed, Mason strolls over to me and gently tucks the sides of my hair behind both my ears. I watch him closely as he takes the other end of the scarf into his empty hand and twirls it to make a blindfold. I close my eyes as he wraps the silky fabric around my head and over my eyes. After he ties the ends into a loose knot, my world suddenly becomes alive through a series of sounds and sensations.
 
   I feel Mason’s hands travel in tandem over my shoulders and down my arms. His touch disappears after he reaches my elbows, but I soon hear the soft brush of his pants as he takes a step closer to reach around me. His warm breath washes over the left side of my neck as he finds the zipper at the back of my dress. I hear the distinctive click of it being slowly drawn down. As my newly-bared flesh is revealed to him, Mason glides his other hand down its smoothness, as if he’s laying claim to it.
 
   When the zipper reaches its end, Mason lifts his hands to pull the straps of my dress off my shoulders, allowing it to drift down to the floor in a small pile at my feet.
 
   Mason’s hands leave my body, and I hear the soft rustle of fabric as he removes his own clothing. I stand completely still because I’m not sure what Mason intends to do next. If I know my husband at all, he already has a plan in mind, and far be it from me to mess it up.
 
   I feel Mason’s large hands grip the sides of my hips firmly as he comes back to stand in front of me. His fingers slip past the waistband of my panties. He uses his newfound leverage to tug them down my legs.
 
   After I step out of them, Mason’s hands rest on my hips again.
 
   “Sit down,” he instructs, gently pressing on my hips.
 
   When I do as instructed, I feel Mason’s hands converge inward, spreading my thighs apart. As his lips press against the sensitive flesh of one inner thigh, I take in a sharp breath. Mason’s lips never stay in one place for too long, and, with the blindfold on, I’m unable to see where his next kisses will land until I feel them. Yet, he continuously holds himself back from pressing his mouth on the one place I want him to the most.
 
   “Mason…” I moan, telling him with my tone instead of added words that I’m about to reach my breaking point.
 
   “Yes?” he says maddeningly, a small tone of triumph in his voice. “Is there something that you want, Jess?”
 
   I groan in frustration and hear Mason chuckle softly.
 
   “Stop torturing me,” I practically beg. “You know exactly what I want.”
 
   “Do I?” he asks innocently. “Maybe you should show me.”
 
   Mason lifts my right hand to his mouth and begins to suck on my index finger.
 
   “Do you want me to do that to another part of your body, Jess?”
 
   I nod my head, because speaking is out of the question. I’m having a hard enough time just breathing.
 
   “Then show me where…”
 
   Mason lets go of my hand, and I immediately slide my fingers over the sensitive flesh that is practically screaming for attention.
 
   “Mmm,” Mason says, resuming his previous position, “I thought you’d never ask.”
 
   As soon as Mason finds me with his tongue, I immediately lose what little control I had left. When my hips begin to squirm, Mason places his hands on them and gently quiets them down so he can continue what he’s doing. As my body reaches critical mass, I can’t help but cry out his name as tiny stars burst behind my eyelids, practically blinding me with their intensity.
 
   Mason gently brings me back down from the heavens, until I feel like a flower basking in the warm rays of an afternoon sun, languid and at peace.
 
   Mason makes a trail with kisses, from my hips to my mouth.
 
   “Was that all you wanted from me, Jess?” he breathes against my lips.
 
   “No,” I tell him, feeling an ache where his presence is required the most, “I want more.”
 
   “What do you want? Show me.”
 
   I reach down between us and gently guide him to exactly where I want him to be. 
 
   I hear Mason sigh in pleasure as he accepts my invitation, and drives home the fact that he’s happy to be there. As Mason’s strokes become more demanding, I grip his arms tightly just to keep myself from teetering into nothingness. Just as we reach the pinnacle of our passion at the same exact moment, I can’t help but rip off my blindfold in order to watch the man I love find pleasure inside me.
 
   Afterwards, Mason lays his head down between my breasts as we both try to steady our breathing.
 
   I may not have completely understood all of the physiological ramifications of having an orgasm, but I am absolutely sure of one thing.
 
   If I had any memories left to retrieve, what I just experienced should have uncovered them all. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
   Mason and I have spent countless nights in each other’s arms, but, for whatever reason, the night we just spent together seems more special than the others. I’m not sure if it’s because I almost lost who I was forever, or if we both realized how fragile life can be. Dying isn’t the worst thing that can happen to you. Forgetting who you are and those you love is far worse.
 
   Mason and I spend the entire night in our room, doing our best to block out what’s going on outside our small sliver of heaven. But, in the back of my mind, I know we have work to do. There are still six trumpets in play that we need to deal with, in order to stop the princes from making this a world for the dead. I just wish God would give us a small sign that would show us what we need to do next. Just one! That’s all I’m asking…
 
   After a tiring, but oh so worth the aches my body is experiencing, night, I wake up when someone knocks stridently on our bedroom door the next morning.
 
   “Jess?” I hear a familiar male voice say from the other side. “I know you’re in there. I heard your caterwauling last night.”
 
   Mason instantly awakens and phases to the door. He swings it open so hard I fear the hinges will pop off.
 
   Lucifer looks at Mason, as if my husband is the lowest form of life on the planet. I happen to notice that Lucifer has found some more clothes to wear. Instead of just jeans, he’s also wearing a plain black V-neck t-shirt and a pair of black suede tennis shoes now.
 
   “Where the hell have you been?” Mason asks harshly.
 
   “Oh, you know, frolicking in human misery,” Lucifer answers with a grim smile. “There seems to be an abundant amount of it on this Earth. A little too much, in fact…”
 
   “You didn’t keep your end of the deal,” Mason growls. “You were supposed to come back here!”
 
   “Well, as you can plainly see, I am here,” Lucifer says. “I don’t remember there being a clause in our agreement that said I had to return immediately. You know, if you want certain things from me, you really need to learn how to be more specific about the details, Mason.”
 
   “You knew what we expected,” Mason says darkly.
 
   “I can’t help it if you assume things that I do not.” Lucifer’s tone is rather self-righteous as he lifts his chin up. “Now, would you kindly step out of my way? I actually only came back here to speak with Jess.”
 
   “You can wait out here,” Mason says tersely, before slamming the door shut in Lucifer’s face.
 
   “Mason,” I say in exasperation as I get out of bed to find some clothes to put on, “was that really necessary?”
 
   “Yes,” Mason says unapologetically.
 
   “I can still hear you, you know!” Lucifer declares from the other side of the door. “I’m sure most of the castle could hear the two of you going at it like dogs in heat last night. Truly, you should probably find a more isolated location the next time you want to maul one another. Your mating ritual is quite disturbing!”
 
   I feel myself begin to blush profusely. Mason must notice, because he walks over and wraps his arms around me.
 
   “He’s just jealous,” Mason tells me.
 
   “No, I’m not!” Lucifer proclaims through the door.
 
   “We probably should find somewhere more private next time,” I whisper, hoping Lucifer is just exaggerating about the noise emanating from our room last night.
 
   “Whatever you want,” Mason tells me, kissing me tenderly on the forehead. “All you have to do is tell me.”
 
   Mason and I get dressed quickly. When Mason opens the door to our room again, we find Lucifer standing in the hallway, leaned up against the wall directly across from us.
 
   Lucifer looks between Mason and me, as if he’s making a conclusion about something.
 
   “I take it you have your memories back?” Lucifer asks me.
 
   “Yes,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. “No thanks to you.”
 
   “Me?” Lucifer questions, taken aback by my harsh words. “What did I do?”
 
   “Well, you could have helped rescue me, for one thing.”
 
   “I did!” Lucifer protests. “Who do you think phased everyone into that imposter’s sanctuary? Me!”
 
   “And then you left!” I point out. “You didn’t even stay to help get me out of there.”
 
   “What would have been the point? You had your own knight in shining armor to rescue you. You didn’t need me.”
 
   “But you didn’t even try to help!”
 
   “Like I said, what would have been the point? Besides, I had other things I wanted to do before I had to come back here.”
 
   “And what sort of mischief did you cause while you were out gallivanting around?” Mason asks accusingly.
 
   “I didn’t feel the need to do anything,” Lucifer says, sounding greatly disappointed. “There’s plenty of disorder out there without me having to lift a finger to help it along. So, I decided to come back here to speak with Jess.”
 
   “What about?” Mason asks suspiciously.
 
   “You are not the person I want to speak to about this.” Lucifer’s tone with Mason is like one of an agitated parent to a child. “Now, would you mind allowing me to speak with your wife in private?”
 
   “Yes, actually, I do mind that,” Mason says protectively.
 
   I place a hand on Mason’s arm. “It’s all right. I can handle him.”
 
   I watch as Mason’s jaw muscles tighten in annoyance.
 
   “If you hurt her,” Mason tells Lucifer, pointing a finger at him, “I will find a way to kill you, and that’s a promise.”
 
   Lucifer smiles at Mason, but it’s not a nice one.
 
   Before I know it, Mason drops to his knees, holding his head between his hands, grimacing.
 
   I look up at Lucifer and scream, “Stop it!”
 
   Lucifer’s lips tighten in defiance as he continues to look down at Mason with utter loathing. Finally he lets go of his hold over my husband, breathing out a sigh of relief himself.
 
   I remember Lucian doing the same thing to Mason and Brand during our first trip to alternate Earth, but I’ve never seen Lucifer do it before now.
 
   As Mason continues to catch his breath, I look back at Lucifer and ask, “What was that?”
 
   “A little lesson in pain,” Lucifer answers. “I try not to use it very often.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I end up feeling the same pain as my victim,” Lucifer admits. “I only use it when I’m feeling particularly sadomasochistic.”
 
   “Don’t ever use it on someone I love again,” I order Lucifer. “Or I can’t be your friend anymore.”
 
   “You make it sound like that’s a threat,” Lucifer scoffs.
 
   “It is,” I say, knowing exactly where I stand with Lucifer.
 
   Lucifer remains silent for a moment before shrugging. “Whatever. Like I said, I don’t like using it that much anyway.”
 
   I return my full attention to Mason. He rubs his head, as if he has an excruciating headache now.
 
   “Do you need to rest?” I ask him, worried that Lucifer might have scrambled his brain. 
 
   “I’m fine,” Mason tells me. “It’s almost gone.”
 
   “Can we go now?” Lucifer says, sounding like a petulant child who isn’t getting what he wants exactly when he wants it.
 
   “Go outside,” I tell him. “I’ll meet you over by the powerhouse. Wait for me on the brick bridge there.”
 
   Lucifer huffs, but says, “Fine.”
 
   After he phases away, I help Mason to his feet.
 
   “Are you sure you’re ok?” I ask, worried over the love of my life’s physical and mental well-being.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Mason assures me, taking his hand away from his temples. “But why are you giving him what he wants? He doesn’t deserve it.”
 
   I sigh. “I know, but I keep hoping that, if he’s around me enough, maybe he’ll change.”
 
   “Jess,” Mason says with a shake of his head in pity, “he won’t. He’ll never change. He’ll always put his own needs first. He didn’t even worry about your safety when we went to Lucian’s to get you out.”
 
   “Like he said, he knew you and the others could handle it. You should know by now that Lucifer doesn’t do anything unless he has to. I’m not sure if he just gets lazy or if it’s apathy, but he never does more than what’s needed.”
 
   “Still, I don’t like you being alone with him. I don’t trust him. I never will.”
 
   “Then trust me,” I say. “I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Mason finally accepts the fact that he won’t be able to change my mind. His only request is that I take my newly-acquired sword with me.
 
   “Why do you think it has blue flames?” I ask as I sheath the sword in the baldric on my back.
 
   “I have no idea,” Mason admits. “As long as it protects you, I really don’t care.”
 
   After I adjust my jacket, I say, “Can you take me down to meet him?”
 
   Mason doesn’t try to convince me not to go. He simply takes hold of my hand and phases us down to the powerhouse. It’s the same spot where Leah and I helped her mother pass on. I’m so grateful that we were able to do that before Ravan shut down the way into Heaven. Now all we have to do is find a way to open it back up.
 
   We find Lucifer standing on the bridge, waiting for me, just like I asked him to.
 
   The sky is dark, considering it’s morning. With all of the fires still burning all over the world, it’s apparent that the accumulating smoke in the atmosphere is the culprit. 
 
   “Do you want me to stay here?” Mason asks.
 
   “No. I’ll be fine.” I lean up and kiss Mason on his frowning lips. “Stop worrying. He isn’t going to eat me alive.”
 
   “You never know with him,” Mason grouses.
 
   “Why don’t you go find us something to eat for breakfast?” I suggest. “I don’t know about you, but I have quite an appetite after last night.”
 
   “All right,” Mason grumbles. “I’ll see what I can make us.”
 
   He phases away quickly.
 
   I walk across the bridge to its middle, where Lucifer is waiting for me.
 
   “So, what’s so important that you had to wake me up to talk about it?” I ask.
 
   Lucifer leans back against the waist-high brick wall of the bridge as he faces me.
 
   “I’m feeling…conflicted…” he says, as if we’re in a confessional and I’m playing the part of his priest.
 
   “Conflicted about what, exactly?”
 
   Lucifer lifts his eyes and looks up at the darkening sky. “All of this. What Lucian and the others are doing here.”
 
   “Doesn’t it make you happy to see humanity suffer?” I hold my breath, waiting for his answer, because I’m hoping to receive one I don’t expect.
 
   “Of course it makes me happy,” Lucifer tells me, dashing my hopes. “It’s just that…well…I don’t see the point of any of it. Where’s the fun? It’s like the humans are injured dogs, and Lucian is simply kicking them while they’re down. I see no sport in that! It would have been more entertaining if he could have found a way to pit them against one another instead. Humans are nothing if not greedy, petty creatures. Destroying them like this just seems to be letting them off the hook too easily. He should have found a way to divide them and force them to destroy each other. Now that would be fun to watch.”
 
   “Are you telling me you never plan to open the seals in our world?” I ask hopefully.
 
   “I wouldn’t say never,” Lucifer tells me honestly. “But, if this is the result, it won’t be anytime soon.”
 
   “Why do you do that?” I ask, feeling my heart sink lower inside my chest. “Every time there’s a shred of hope that you’ll change, you grind it under your feet into dust.”
 
   “You should stop trying to change me, Jessica. It’s a lost cause.”
 
   “I don’t believe that.”
 
   “Then you’re a fool. I am who I am, and I make no apologies for that.”
 
   “At least you’re honest,” I say, finding what I just said to be amusing. “Kind of strange, since people call you the great deceiver all the time, don’t you think?” 
 
   “People only call me that because they can’t take responsibility for their own actions. I don’t deceive them. They know exactly what it is they’re doing when they enter into a bargain with me. How often have I lied to you?”
 
   “Never, as far as I know.”
 
   “Exactly. Irresponsibility is a human trait. It will lead to their downfall one day. If they allow me to play on their weaknesses, that’s their own fault. Not mine.”
 
   I feel as though we’ve run the course of this conversation, but I don’t want Lucifer to go just yet. He might actually have information that will prove useful to me.
 
   “Is there a way for us to stop the princes from using the trumpets?” I ask him, not expecting help from the devil, but hoping he hates Lucian’s plan enough to want to see it derailed. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Lucifer says to me, looking sincere. “I don’t believe there is.”
 
   “Could you make this the one and only time you lie to me?” I don’t want to believe we don’t have a chance of stopping the end of this world.
 
   “Jessica,” Lucifer says, turning very serious, “we need to leave this world now, before it’s too late. Once the seventh trumpet is blown by Gabriel, you’ll die. All of you will. I couldn’t care less about the others, but I don’t want to see you lose your soul to a lost cause.”
 
   “You know I can’t do that,” I say, wondering if Lucifer knows me at all. “I can’t leave without trying everything possible.”
 
   “Then promise me that, after the fifth trumpet is blown, we will leave. Once it gets that far, there’s nothing that can stop Judgment Day from happening. With Heaven closed off to this world, your soul could be doomed to wander aimlessly here or be drawn down to the depths of Hell. Trust me; you don’t want to be trapped down there. It’s far worse than you could ever imagine it being.”
 
   “Are you trying to scare me into doing what you want?”
 
   “No,” Lucifer says, reaching out to touch my arm, “I’m trying to protect you. I do care what happens to you, Jessica, and being trapped here shouldn’t be your fate. I would drag you home myself if I could, but, as it is, I’ll be trapped here, too, if we stay.”
 
   “Are you worried about me, or yourself?”
 
   “I’m worried about both of us,” Lucifer admits openly. “I have no desire to stay here, and neither should you.”
 
   “Of course I don’t want to stay here, but I’m not leaving until I know there’s nothing else I can do!”
 
   Lucifer studies me for a moment, as if he’s silently debating whether he wants to tell me something. I see his gaze focus on the sword on my back.
 
   “Your sword…it looks different.”
 
   “It is different.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   I tell Lucifer what happened to my sword, and how I obtained my new one.
 
    “Are you going to let Ravan keep your sword?” Lucifer asks.
 
   “Hell no,” I reply, feeling slightly offended that he would even think such a thing. “I’m going to get my sword back, even if I have to rip it out of her cold, dead hands.”
 
   “Well, dead is certainly preferable,” Lucifer agrees, showing no love for Ravan. “Though, you may not have to do it yourself. I don’t see Lucian putting up with her much longer, since she’s served her purpose.”
 
   “He did seem rather annoyed with her the last time I saw them together.”
 
   “Annoyed… a mild way to put it. He hates her.”
 
   My head tilts of its own accord. “Why does he hate her so much?”
 
   Lucifer shakes his head. “It’s a long story. One I would rather not go into. Just trust me when I say there is no love lost between the two of them. Ravan should keep as low a profile as possible while she’s around him. She’s outgrown her usefulness, and Lucian won’t hesitate to kill her if she annoys him too much.”
 
   “Then maybe Lucian will actually do something nice for me for once.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “So,” I say, knowing our time together is coming to an end, “what was your deal with Mason exactly? I assume you bargained for your permanent release from the cell.”
 
   “I did,” Lucifer confirms. “I also told Mason I would stay here on the island.”
 
   “But you don’t want to do that, do you?” I ask knowingly.
 
   “I would like to continue observing things out in the world for a while, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Are you asking me for permission?” Amused is too mild a term for the way I feel.
 
   “I don’t like breaking my word once it’s given. I will stay here if I must, but I believe I would be of more use to you out there,” Lucifer says, nodding to the world in general. “Maybe I’ll see something that will help. Maybe I won’t. But keeping me here is ridiculous, Jessica. I’m not your enemy in this reality. The only way I can return to our world is if the rest of you survive, especially you. You’re the key to our return. Use me as one of your instruments to make that happen.”
 
   “Mason isn’t going to like me giving you permission to roam around.”
 
   “No, he won’t. But you and I both know he only sees red where I’m concerned. You’re smarter than that. You don’t see me in such a one-sided way.”
 
   “I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.”
 
   “Neither am I,” Lucifer says truthfully.
 
   I sigh because I know Mason is going to yell at me, but Lucifer made some good points. He will be more useful to me out in the world than he would be trapped here. As it is, I need all the help I can get.
 
   “Go,” I tell him, “but come back at least once a day to let me know if you’ve found anything.”
 
   Lucifer salutes me, like any good little soldier would.
 
   “I shall return as instructed each day.”
 
   “Like you used to on my front porch?” I ask, remembering those times fondly.
 
   “Perhaps…” Lucifer begins, but then seems to think better of what he was about to say. “I’ll see you later, Jessica. Take care of yourself. The worst is yet to come.”
 
   With those less than encouraging words, Lucifer phases to points unknown. 
 
   I don’t know if letting him go was the wisest decision, but my heart tells me that it was the right one.
 
   As I walk back up to the castle, the spine-chilling resonance of the second trumpet’s blare fills the air. With my heart pounding inside my chest, I instinctively look up to search the sky for the next stage of the Apocalypse.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
    “Jess!” I hear Mason yell frantically. 
 
   I look back over to the powerhouse, and see Mason standing where he left me earlier. Before I can even blink, he’s right beside me.
 
   “The second trumpet,” I say. I know Mason understands what it is we’re hearing, but saying it aloud helps me wrap my mind around what’s about to happen next.
 
   “Come on.” Mason grabs one of my hands and phases us to Josh’s computer room. We find Brand and Malcolm already there.
 
   “Can you see it?” Brand asks Josh anxiously as our computer genius feverishly types away on his keyboard.
 
   “Give me a minute,” Josh says, almost sounding irritated for having to take the time to explain things. “Hacking into the Dragon Network’s radar system is harder than hacking into their telecommunications.”
 
   “I don’t know if we have a minute, Josh,” Brand’s voice becomes even more frantic. “It’s imperative that we know what direction it’s heading.”
 
   It’s only because I’ve studied the Book of Revelation that I know what the ‘it’ Brand is referring to is.
 
   According to the Bible, after the second trumpet is blown, a large asteroid is supposed to land on Earth. Depending on how large it is, I’m not sure it’s going to matter what direction it comes from. Obviously, it won’t cause a global extinction event similar in scope to the one that obliterated the dinosaurs way back when. We still have four more trumpets destined to be blown. They can’t be used if we’re all dead.
 
   Most of my friends begin to walk in, filling the room to capacity because they want to see what’s going on too. Jered and Tristan even come back from their search for the princes, both looking dejected.
 
   “No luck, I guess,” I say to Jered as we wait for Josh to finish cracking the Dragon Network’s radar system.
 
   “None whatsoever,” Jered confirms, sounding like a defeated man. “Conditions are so bad out there, it’s impossible to do a proper search in all the chaos.”
 
   I knew it would be bad, but, from the look on Jered’s face, I can tell it’s worse than anything I can imagine. I almost feel guilty for having a safe place to stay. Well, I suppose safe is a relative term. There’s no guarantee we’ll be safe for much longer. For all we know, the meteor is heading straight for us. This unsettling thought makes me look over at Josh’s holographic monitor. 
 
   Unfortunately, all I see there is a lot of programming code that doesn’t make a lick of sense to me. Considering the way Josh is zipping through it, though, it obviously means something to him.
 
   “There!” Josh says as he bangs his hands against his desk triumphantly.
 
   A 3-D representation of the Earth floats in the air, with the moon slowly revolving around it. Other than that, I don’t see anything to indicate what direction the asteroid is coming from.
 
   “Where is it?” Malcolm asks, taking a step closer to the image of this world, as if it will help him see something that isn’t there.
 
   “Wait,” Brand says, also taking a step closer to the display. “I think I see it coming into view.”
 
   Brand points to something behind the moon and slightly to the left of it.
 
   “Can you tell by its trajectory where it will land, Josh?” Brand asks calmly, in a less than calm situation.
 
   “Yeah,” Josh says, dragging his eyes away from the harbinger of doom. “Give me a few minutes.”
 
   I turn to Mason. “What can we do? Is there any way to stop it?”
 
   “I don’t see how we can stop a meteor hurtling through space from landing,” Mason says, looking worried.
 
   “Jess,” Leah comes up to me, grabbing my arm, “can we destroy it?”
 
   It takes me a moment to understand what she’s saying, but, when the light bulb finally does goes off in my head, I feel a healthy dose of adrenaline flood my body.
 
   “It makes sense,” I say to Mason, who also heard Leah’s suggestion. “If we can annihilate things that aren’t meant to be in this world, and are only brought in because of the princes, maybe we can destroy the asteroid before it lands.”
 
   “You destroyed things the seals brought about, Jess,” Mason reasons. “We have no idea if the same principle applies in this situation.”
 
   “Do you have a better suggestion?” I ask, already mentally going through what needs to be done before Leah and I can try her clever plan.
 
   The look of worry on Mason’s face tells me that he doesn’t.
 
   “I just got you back,” he tells me in an urgent whisper.
 
   “You’re not going to lose me,” I promise him, knowing in my heart that I’m right. “You know we have to try this. Think of all the lives that could be lost if that thing is allowed to make impact. I’m not about to just stand around, twiddling my thumbs, while Lucian strengthens his grip on this world. The souls he could reap from this could reach into the millions, Mason. You know we can’t let that happen.”
 
   “We don’t even know if your new sword will work with Leah’s fire,” Mason points out.
 
   “I feel confident it will. And we have to try something.”
 
   Finally, Mason nods, agreeing that I’m right but still not liking it.
 
   We quickly tell the others what our plan is. No one likes it, of course, but they all know it’s the only option we have that might actually work.
 
   As Leah and I quickly get situated in the harness contraption we used while flying around to kill the infected flocks, Josh works as quickly as he can to determine where it is we need to go.
 
   “You’re going to need to keep as much distance between you and the asteroid as possible,” Mason tells me as he buckles one of the belts tying Leah and I together. “When it comes through our atmosphere, it’s going to be like a huge fireball. You need to stay as far away from it as you can.”
 
   “Right,” I say, taking this information in, since I’m the one in charge of positioning us in the air.
 
   Mason’s hands stop as he begins to tug on a second belt.
 
   “What is it?” I ask, knowing the expression on his face well. “What did you just think of?”
 
   “If this doesn’t work,” he says, fastening the belt more slowly now, “you’ll both end up dying when it strikes the ground. You won’t have time to fly out of the impact zone. Maybe I should come with you, so I can phase you away if something goes wrong.”
 
   I look over at the holographic representation of the Earth, and see that the asteroid is practically touching the Earth’s atmosphere now.
 
   “We don’t have time to strap you to me,” I tell him. “Besides, if you were attached to my back, I would lose a lot of maneuverability. We’re just going to have to have a little faith that this will work.”
 
   “I’m trying to, Jess,” Mason says, but he isn’t able to hide how upset he is.
 
   “Close your innocent eyes, Leah,” I warn. “I’m about to give my husband a kiss.”
 
   Mason comes to stand to the left of me. I reach up and caress the side of his face. My eyes begin to tear up when I see that his are already filled with them.
 
   “Don’t you dare cry on me,” I whisper to him. “I’ll be all right.”
 
   Mason doesn’t say anything, because he doesn’t have to. He just nods his head and leans in to kiss me on the lips. It’s a tender kiss, showing his love without him having to say any words.
 
   “I’ve got it!” Josh exclaims.
 
   “Where will it land?” Brand asks anxiously.
 
   Josh gives Brand the piece of paper with the coordinates.
 
   “Malcolm,” Brand says in a composed voice as he continues to look at the piece of notebook paper in his hands, “would you please go to Beijing and tell Daniel to bring Jai Lin here as a precaution?”
 
   Without question, Malcolm phases to do as Brand requested.
 
   “Where is it going to land?” I ask, only knowing that it must be close to China.
 
   “India,” Brand tells me, “but it’s too close to China for me to take a chance with her life.” Brand crumples the piece of paper in his hand and throws it onto Josh’s desk. “Are you ready, Jess…Leah?”
 
   “Let’s do this,” I say, plucking up my courage and focusing my mind on succeeding at the task ahead.
 
   “I’m coming with you,” Mason informs me, and I don’t argue. I might need his advice, and I’ll definitely need his support.
 
   As Mason and I clasp hands, Brand rests one of his on Leah’s shoulder to phase us all where we need to be.
 
   When we get to the location, fires are burning all around us. I practically choke on the thick plumes of smoke as it threatens to fill my lungs. Brand quickly phases to another spot in the same vicinity where the smoke is thinner.
 
   I look around us and feel surprised when I recognize the spot Brand has phased us to.
 
   On one of our whirlwind dates, Mason and I visited the Taj Mahal without the kids. I remember thinking what a beautiful testament to love it was. On this Earth, it’s been broken in half and lies crumbled in ruins. The once-perfectly manicured gardens surrounding it are burning fiercely. As we all look up into the sky, the asteroid hurtles towards us, taking on the role as a bringer of death. The moon hangs in the sky, like a witness to our imminent demise. 
 
   “How much longer before the asteroid enters our atmosphere?” I ask Brand.
 
   “No more than ten minutes,” he warns me.
 
   “And how big is it?” I ask.
 
   “By Josh’s calculations,” Brand hesitates before saying, “it’s almost 1000 meters in diameter.”
 
   “And what sort of damage can that do?” I have to know.
 
   “It would be equivalent to having a thousand nuclear bombs go off at one time in one spot.”
 
   “Ok,” I say, letting out a long breath. “So, basically, this part of India is just going to become one big-ass crater if it lands.”
 
   “Basically,” Brand confirms.
 
   I lean up and give Mason a quick kiss.
 
   “I’ll be back,” I promise him.
 
   Mason squeezes my hand, hard. “I’m counting on it.”
 
   Before I lose my nerve, or any more time, I fly Leah and me straight up into the sky.
 
   “You ok, little sis?” I ask her as we quickly make our ascent.
 
   “Nervous,” she admits.
 
   “Good,” I tell her. “I would be worried if you weren’t.”
 
   As we approach the thin layer of smoke covering the sky, I tell her, “Close your eyes, and hold your breath for as long as you can until we get through this!”
 
   I gulp in enough air to fill my lungs, and close my eyes as we fly through the black layer of smoke. It ends up being thicker than I initially thought it would be, but, just as my lungs begin to burn for more oxygen, we pass through it to the other side, where a clear night sky welcomes us. Traveling to a different part of the world can be a little disconcerting with the differences in time. Even though it’s morning back at the castle, on this side of the world it’s close to midnight.
 
   Almost directly overhead, I see the asteroid. From what Brand told me, its diameter is close to the length of two cruise ships positioned end to end. Being mindful of what Mason told me about the heat generated by its entry into our atmosphere, I decide to keep us directly underneath the asteroid. The shortest distance between two points is a straight line. The sooner the asteroid meets with our combined flame, the better.
 
   “Jess,” Leah says to me, “I think we should name the flame we make together.”
 
   “What do you want to name it?”
 
   “I was thinking ‘Heaven’s Fire’.”
 
   I smile and nod. “Good name.”
 
   As the asteroid approaches, a loud, almost-deafening roar begins to reverberate in the air, making my eardrums feel like they’re about to explode. Unfortunately, it isn’t loud enough to drown out the blare of the third trumpet being sounded.
 
   At the end of its melody, small clusters of green stars begin to fall through the sky, like sheets of rain.
 
   I’ll admit it; I don’t think I’ve ever been this scared in my life. Who wouldn’t be terrified if a mountain was about to crash down on top of their heads while green stars fell from the sky? I feel like I’m trapped inside a nightmare that is never-ending and coming up with new ways to scare the hell out of me at every turn.
 
   “I’m with you, Jess,” Michael says, materializing beside me to give me added strength and comfort in my time of terror.
 
   I hope Uriel is doing the same thing for Leah in this moment. I can feel her body trembling against mine. If I could do this alone, I would spare her this madness. But I can’t. I need her to stay strong, and I have no doubt, whatsoever, that she will.
 
   The only good thing about the asteroid being right overhead is that its bulk prevents the green stars from coming anywhere near us. In the distance, I can see that the falling stars have stopped just as abruptly as they began. Whatever their purpose was, it didn’t take them long to accomplish it.
 
   As the asteroid gets closer, the roar of its entry into our world becomes deafening. 
 
   There’s no way Leah will be able to hear me, so I pull my new sword from its sheath on my back and point it straight up towards the sky in front of Leah. She, in turn, lifts her staff, shooting off a long stream of fire against the blue flames of my sword. I happen to notice that the blue of my new sword’s flame is the same color as the combined fire Leah and I make. As the asteroid comes crashing down towards us, I end up holding my breath as we wait for it to come into the range of our Heaven’s Fire.
 
   The heat emanating from the asteroid initially feels like a warm breeze, but, as it gets closer, I feel like I’m completely naked and baking directly underneath the sun’s rays. As I keep my focus steady on the end of our flame, I almost wish the asteroid would fall faster than it is. The heat is sucking the oxygen from my lungs, making it impossible to draw a full breath. I feel my skin begin to draw up on my face and hands, making me feel as though I’m on the cusp of being roasted alive. I try not to scream, because Leah is doing enough of that for the both of us. As our flesh begins to burn, I can feel Leah’s trembling become more violent. I fear she’ll pass out from the excruciating pain we’re both experiencing before our job is complete. 
 
   Just as I fear we might both lose consciousness, or burn to a crisp under the intensity of the boiling temperature, the front of the asteroid slams into our flame. When it does, it completely disappears, but not without leaving behind one last parting gift. An intense shockwave ripples through the air, propelling us through the sky, making us topple end over end.
 
   The force of the wave is so strong, I’m not sure I’ll be able to stop our momentum on my own or if we’ll have to hit something first.
 
   “Jess!” Michael yells inside my mind. “You need to concentrate! Work with the current, not against it!”
 
   I’m having a hard enough time just staying conscious, much less figuring out how to make the current work for me.
 
   “Michael, I need you,” I tell him, relinquishing control of my body to his expertise.
 
   Michael wastes zero time. As I let go, he immediately chooses the right moment to push off the wave of energy like a springboard, to propel us straight above it. The gravitational force of such a move almost makes me pass out. Poor Leah does pass out, and goes as limp as a noodle in my arms. Just before my vision turns completely dark, Michael slowly veers our trajectory to the right, so we’re not shooting straight up like a rocket anymore. The tension in my body begins to ease. Eventually, the velocity of our flight slows down, and Michael is able to gain complete control over our maneuverability.
 
   He flies us back through the layer of smoke covering the sky until I’m able to see the ground again.
 
   I feel him attempt to give control of my body back to me, but I tell him, “No. Get us to the ground first.”
 
   Like any good friend, he doesn’t ask why. He just does what I need him to.
 
   The force of the shockwave propelled us a great distance away from where we originally started, but, eventually, Michael is able to return us to the Taj Mahal, where Mason and Brand are still waiting for us.
 
   As soon as our feet touch the ground, I learn that my body is too weak from my injuries to keep me upright. The men are there in an instant to help untether Leah from me.
 
   “Oh, my God, Jess,” I hear Mason say as he cradles me in his arms like a broken doll. 
 
   “We need to get them to Rafe to heal their burns,” I hear Brand say as I realize the pain from my injuries is becoming too much for me to bear.
 
   Just before I completely black out from the pain of my wounds, I hear something that makes my moment of triumph short-lived.
 
   The sound of the fourth trumpet blowing resonates around the world, making my heart feel like it just dropped into my stomach. Its eerie blare resonates in the air, warning us that something sinister is coming our way, and we won’t be able to stop it this time, no matter what we do.
 
   As soon as the trumpet’s unnerving song ends, a loud boom strikes the air, like a sledgehammer cracking a ball of marble. 
 
   “What was that?” I hear Mason ask Brand in alarm, a sound I almost never hear from my husband.
 
   When I look at Mason’s face, I see that he’s staring at something in the sky, with a look of complete awe and horror. I force myself to look up, and feel sure I would have gasped at the sight if I had any extra air to give up.
 
   The moon, our celestial partner in this vast universe, has been ripped apart, straight down the middle. One half of it hurtles towards the Earth on a mad course to destruction, while the other half hangs in the sky, forever broken.
 
   I have no idea what it all means, and the agony my body is experiencing doesn’t allow me to dwell on the implications for too long.
 
   Against all odds, I become amused when I realize that I’ve been a terrible influence on my husband as I hear him say, “Crap.”
 
   Blissfully, the sweet oblivion of sleep takes over, allowing me to forget our troubles for a little while.
 
   Unconsciousness definitely has its advantages.  
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   My blackout ends up being short lived. My eyes remain closed, due to exhaustion, but I can hear the worried voices of my friends all around me after Mason phases us back to the castle. If I wasn’t in so much pain, I would have wept right along with JoJo. As it is, every nerve ending in my body feels like it’s on fire. I gave birth to Brynlee without the help of medication, but even the pain of natural childbirth comes in a close second to what I’m experiencing now.
 
   “Heal Leah first,” I hear Mason tell Rafe urgently. “Otherwise, Jess will beat us all to a pulp when she wakes up.”
 
   His correct assumption is just further proof that my husband knows me well.
 
   After only a few minutes, I feel Rafe’s healing touch. It feels like a wave of fresh spring water washing over my wounds, dousing the heat of my injuries to bring me sweet relief.
 
   When my pain subsides, I’m finally able to take a deep breath.
 
   “Jess,” I hear Mason say anxiously.
 
   I’m tired, but I force my eyes to open because I don’t want Mason to worry any more than he already is.
 
   “I’m fine,” I tell him, but, just as soon as the words leave my mouth, the world feels like it’s about to shake apart.
 
   “Earthquake!” I hear Brand shout. “Take cover!”
 
   Mason quickly grabs me around the waist and snatches me off the table I’m lying on. It’s only then that I realize we’re in the kitchen. As we huddle underneath the dining table along with Leah, Rafe, and Nina, I hear Mason begin to pray in a whisper.
 
   “Father,” he almost begs, “please let us make it back home.”
 
   It’s the first time I’ve heard Mason doubt that we’ll survive our time on this alternate Earth. His doubt makes me wonder if I’ve been deluding myself. Maybe we won’t make it back. Even though Gabe has seen some of us return home, it doesn’t mean that we all will, or that any of us will for that matter. Gabe’s visions of the future are ‘possible’ futures, not written in stone. As he’s always telling me, the future is fluid, and one tiny deviation can cause a ripple effect along the timeline of our lives. It’s entirely possible that we’ve already created splinters in reality, causing branches of even more alternate universes to form. I just pray we’re in the one that leads us back home.
 
   In actuality, the earthquake only lasts a couple of minutes, but it seems like it goes on forever. The glass in the bay window behind us shatters, spraying us all with its remnants as the force of the quake pushes it inward. When the earth finally does stop trembling beneath us, we crawl out from under the table to check the damage to the castle.
 
   “Is everyone ok?” I ask, looking around the room at all my friends. I don’t immediately see anyone injured.
 
   “Just a few scratches,” Zack tells me, dusting off his clothes as he crawls out from underneath the kitchen counter. “Are you ok, Jess?”
 
   “Yeah,” I sigh, looking around at the glass and general mess the quake has left from shaking everything out of its place. “I just wish this nightmare would end.”
 
   “Amen to that,” Chandler says, looking discouraged.
 
   In fact, all of my friends look like there’s no hope in hell that we’ll be able to save this world. To be honest, I don’t see how we’ll be able to either. Maybe Lucifer was right. Maybe we need to leave while we still can. He warned me that after the fifth trumpet is blown, the window for our safe return home would be very short. Once Gabriel blows the seventh and last trumpet, Judgment Day would be upon us, and there will be no going home for any of us.
 
   Malcolm unexpectedly phases into the kitchen from wherever he was during the earthquake. He isn’t wearing a shirt, which isn’t particularly unusual for him, but, under the circumstances, it seems out of place. 
 
   “Rafe, grab your staff,” Malcolm tells him with a great deal of urgency as he walks toward Rafe.
 
   Rafe picks his staff up from the floor. “What’s wrong? Who’s hurt?”
 
   “A lot of people,” Malcolm says, looking at the rest of us. “Desmond and Slade are here with some of the people from their headquarters.”
 
   “Some?” I say, picking up on that word.
 
   “When the quake hit, the salt mines started to collapse,” Malcolm tells us. “They’re bringing all of the survivors they can find here, but a lot of them are injured. Desmond and Slade are trying to phase as many people as they can to the castle before the whole cave system crumbles. They need our help, now.”
 
   “Where are they putting the injured?” Rafe asks.
 
   Malcolm places his hand on Rafe’s shoulder. “The living room.”
 
   Malcolm phases Rafe. Mason grabs my arm and phases us to the living room, too. Sobs of desperation and pain from the frightened and injured fill the space. Malcolm immediately kneels down on the floor in front of the child he phased Rafe to first. The little girl is crying as she sits leaned up against her mother, who is trying to calm her baby even if the look in her own eyes is frantic. I soon learn where Malcolm’s shirt ended up. The mother is holding it in her right hand, and has it pressed firmly against her daughter’s abdomen. The once-blue shirt is now soaked red with blood, and I instinctively look away just as the mother pulls the makeshift bandage away from her daughter’s wound for Rafe to examine.
 
   “Jess,” Mason says, “I need to go help Desmond and Slade evacuate people out of the tunnels.”
 
   “Go,” I say, rising up to give him a quick kiss on the lips.
 
   Mason wastes no time, and phases to the Wieliczka Salt Mine in Poland.
 
   After he leaves, I do what I can to bring comfort to those who are injured and terrified. Of course, Rafe heals the ones who are critically injured first. Mason and the other Watchers phase in and out at a constant rate, until the castle is practically bursting with people.
 
   Chandler does what he can to bring calm to the situation by playing a song for everyone. The music helps, but sometimes not even his gift is enough to take people’s minds off their troubles. An image of the moon being torn in half keeps replaying in my mind. I can only assume that the earthquake was an after-effect of half of it crashing down to earth. I don’t think it had the impact that the asteroid would have had. Since it lacked the velocity to completely punch through our atmosphere, the gravitational forces surrounding the Earth probably broke it down into smaller pieces. Still, those pieces would have affected the surface tremendously as they landed.
 
   I catch sight of Tristan helping to feed some of our mine refugees, and decide to find out if I can be of any help doing that. I catch up to him on his way back to the kitchen.
 
   “Anything I can do to help?” I ask him as we walk side by side.
 
   “Of course, Jess,” Tristan says with a melancholy smile. “I wish there was more that I could do here, though.”
 
   I get the feeling Tristan’s statement has a double meaning. He doesn’t seem to only be referring to this particular moment, but his whole time on this alternate Earth in general.
 
   “You’ve done a lot,” I reassure him. 
 
   “Not enough, it seems. I wasn’t even able to help Sophia and Logan.”
 
   “None of that was your fault, Tristan. Sophia made her own decisions. To be honest, I understand why she did what she did. A good parent will walk through the fires of Hell itself for their kid. I don’t agree with how she handled the situation. I think she could have found a better way to help Logan without betraying us, but I get it. She did what she thought she needed to do in order to save her daughter’s life.”
 
   “I don’t know how she can be so different from my father,” Tristan says, looking confused by the dichotomy. “I mean, they’re basically the same person. Well, except for the difference in gender thing. How did my dad end up being so cruel and cynical, while Sophia is loving and optimistic? It just doesn’t make a lot of sense to me.”
 
   “Your dad obviously led a different life from the one Sophia has,” I reason. “Sometimes it’s not just our soul that defines us. The events we live through affect us just as much, if not more. Maybe you shouldn’t give up on him too soon, Tristan.”
 
   “I don’t know if he can be saved, Jess,” Tristan admits to me, coming to stop just outside the kitchen so our conversation remains private. “Or if he even wants to be. You just don’t understand how absolute his contempt for God is. He tried to make me hate Him just as much, but I never could. It just wasn’t in me to believe God was as cruel- hearted and merciless as my father made Him out to be.”
 
   “A lot of the Watchers had a hard time forgiving Him for the curse. Some of them resented Him even more for cursing their children.”
 
   “I don’t think my father cared too much about me and my brother being cursed. In fact, I think he saw it as the only good thing that came out of the whole ordeal. I can’t tell you how much it tears me up inside to know my little brother is still with him.”
 
   “Have you had a chance to speak with your brother about leaving your father and coming to live with you?”
 
   “No,” Tristan sighs. “I’m not even sure he would talk to me, Jess. I know Jasper better than anyone. It’s going to take some time before he forgives me enough to sit down and have a civil conversation. That’s the main reason I haven’t asked to be human yet. I can’t do that until I know I’ve tried everything possible to help him. If it takes one or a hundred years, I’ll wait.”
 
   “Well, hopefully, it won’t take that long, Tristan. You’re a nice guy. You deserve to have a good life.”
 
   “I can’t just yet,” Tristan replies with a shake of his head. “Not until I help Jasper. And I haven’t totally written off my dad either. Maybe I can find a way to help him get past his grudge against God. He’s not all bad. There have been moments in my life where I actually have seen glimpses of good in him. Maybe if I can find a way to bring that side of my dad out more, he’ll change.”
 
   “No one changes just because you want them to, Tristan,” I warn. “They have to want it for themselves as much as you want it for them.”
 
   “I know,” Tristan acknowledges, “but I need to keep holding onto my hope, Jess. Sometimes that’s all a person needs to change the world around them.”
 
   “Well, I can’t argue with that,” I tell him. “If you ever need Mason or me to help you, just let us know, ok?”
 
   “Sure,” Tristan says, sounding uncertain.
 
   “What?” I ask, digging a little deeper. “You don’t think we can help you?”
 
   “It’s just that… well…isn’t Mason going to ask God to make him human once we get back home?”
 
   “We can still try to help you even after he becomes human.”
 
   “You have to admit, though, it’ll become more dangerous for the two of you once he is,” Tristan points out. 
 
   It’s a thought I’ve had more than once, but I’m not going to admit that.
 
   “He wants to grow old with me,” I say, verbalizing one of Mason’s deepest desires.
 
   “I can understand that,” Tristan replies. “If I fell in love with someone, I would want to live out a normal life with them, too. However, I don’t see that happening anytime soon.”
 
   “Especially not with you living out in the boonies of Russia. How long do you plan to stay out there, anyway?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know,” Tristan admits. “I feel safe out there. I guess I’ll stay until I don’t feel that way anymore. At least I know I won’t hurt anyone where I am, and I don’t have to be locked inside a cage every night.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see how that would be something you wouldn’t want to give up.”
 
   I make a mental note to keep track of Tristan over the next few years.
 
   I want him to succeed in his mission to save his brother… maybe even his father, but I don’t want to see him waste his life on hopeless pursuits. He’s too good a person not to find a nice girl to settle down with and start a family of his own. I don’t plan to rush him, though. I know his choices will lead him down the right path. Besides, who knows, maybe he’ll be fortunate enough to recognize his soulmate one day.
 
   “Hey,” Leah says, walking out of the kitchen and catching us lurking in the hallway, “we have a lot of plates made up if the two of you want to help hand them out.”
 
   “Sure thing, little sis,” I say, looking at the solitary plate and glass of water in her hands. “Who is that for?”
 
   Leah hesitates before answering, “Sophia.”
 
   Well, speak of the devil.
 
   “Why don’t you let me take that down?” I say, not so much as a suggestion but as a fact of what I am going to do. “I wouldn’t mind having a few words with her.”
 
   “Should I be worried about her safety?” Leah asks, handing me the plate and glass.
 
   “No,” I assure her. “I just want to talk to her. Why don’t you help Tristan while I’m gone?”
 
   I don’t wait for an answer. I just head straight to the basement and into the graviton cage, where I was told Sophia was being kept.
 
   I find her sitting on the cot behind the bars. When she looks up to see who stepped through the door, I can tell by the look of surprise on her face that she wasn’t expecting to see me.
 
   “I brought you something to eat,” I tell her, closing the outer door to the large graviton cage.
 
   Sophia stands from her seat, straightening her dark green and yellow leather jacket before walking up to the bars.
 
   “I’ve heard the trumpets being blown,” she says to me, looking as ashamed as she should be. “What’s going on out there?”
 
   “Besides this world quickly meeting its doom? Well, let’s see…the first trumpet brought some earthquakes and, oh yeah, it rained blood. The second one made an asteroid appear out of thin air and almost destroyed India and parts of China, but Leah and I were able to take it out before that happened. What in the hell the third trumpet did exactly, I don’t know yet. All I saw were green stars falling from the sky. Oh, and guess what? The moon was torn into two halves. I think you just felt the half that floated free crash to earth. Now you’ll only ever have half a moon floating in the sky. But who knows how long that will last? In the grand scheme of things, it might not even matter, because this world seems destined for complete annihilation.”
 
   “I had to help Logan,” Sophia says as tears spill from her eyes. “I thought we would have time to stop them from using the trumpets.”
 
   “Well, you thought wrong, because they’re blowing them quicker than a kid with a fresh piece of gum blows bubbles. It looks like you gave Lucian exactly what he needs to doom us all, Sophia.”
 
   “What else was I supposed to do?” she cries. “They were torturing Logan. You would have done the same thing in my place.”
 
   “Maybe,” I relent, “but I hope I would have had enough common sense to trust my friends to help me make the right decision. You didn’t even attempt to tell one of us what was going on, Sophia, and look where your recklessness has gotten us! This world is dying, and it’s partially your fault. You can’t deny that, so don’t even try to rationalize what you did. I understand the love a mother has for her child, but maybe you should have thought things through first. Every decision we make has consequences, especially considering the state of things here. It’s just that your choice decided the fate of this world, and not for the better.”
 
   “I know,” Sophia says remorsefully. “And if I could go back in time with the knowledge I have now, I would make a different decision. But I can’t do that, Jess. I have to live with what I did, for the rest of my life. The lives and souls that have already been lost because of what I did will always haunt me. You may never be able to forgive me, but I want you to know that I’ll never be able to forgive myself either.”
 
   I know Sophia isn’t a horrible person. She just made a cataclysmically bad choice. Who of us hasn’t done that at some point in our lives? It’s the fact that her unilateral decision signed this world’s death certificate that is unpardonable. I don’t see how we’ll be able to stop what’s already been set into motion. Barring some miracle, I fear our time here has been a wasted effort. 
 
   Not having much else to say to her, I slide her plate underneath the bars and hand her the glass of water through them.
 
   I turn to leave, but stop at the sound of Sophia’s voice.
 
   “Have you seen Logan?” she asks me hopefully.
 
   I turn around. “No. I haven’t seen her yet. Is she supposed to be here?”
 
   “Yes. She and Dillon should be here somewhere. I just wanted to know if she was all right.”
 
   “No one has told me otherwise. I would assume if something happened to them, I would have been told, but I’ll check on them for you, if you want.”
 
   “I would appreciate that,” Sophia says with a melancholy smile.
 
   As I exit the graviton cage, I can’t help but feel sorry for Sophia. I understand the strength of a mother’s love; it’s what brought back my memories. But what she did is inexcusable in my eyes, and could very well spell the end of us all.
 
   When I close the door to the graviton cage, I hear a familiar voice say, “Are you feeling any better?”
 
   I look up and see Lucifer sitting on the steps leading up to the first floor. He’s leaned over with his elbows resting on his thighs, looking at me with concern.
 
   “Yes,” I tell him. “I survived. I guess I don’t have to tell you what happened.”
 
   “No,” Lucifer says. His eyes study me carefully, as if he’s searching for any injury to my body. “I saw what happened. I was there.”
 
   “I didn’t see you.”
 
   “You were a little preoccupied at the time,” he points out with a half-smile. “I’m glad to see you made it without any permanent damage.”
 
   I fall silent for a while, because I hate to admit what I’m about to say.
 
   “You might be right,” I tell him.
 
   Lucifer sits up at this news. “Do tell. What am I right about?”
 
   “We may not be able to stop what’s going to happen here,” I say, feeling like a miserable failure. “Maybe this is what’s supposed to happen on this Earth.”
 
   “That very well could be, Jessica,” Lucifer says, agreeing with me, but not as wholeheartedly as I expected him to.
 
   “You’ve thought of something we can do, haven’t you?” I ask, my heart racing because I know I’m right.
 
   “Perhaps,” Lucifer says reluctantly. “But it’s a last resort measure, and not one you’ll want to take.”
 
   “What is it?” I ask desperately. Any kernel of hope is something I need to grab onto.
 
   “I’ll tell you when there’s no more hope left, Jessica. Not until then,” Lucifer says.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you’re not going to like what has to be done. You have until the fifth trumpet is blown. After that, I’ll tell you what you will have to sacrifice to save this world.”
 
   “Why do you always mention the fifth trumpet? Why not the sixth?”
 
   “Because I don’t see Lucian waiting very long after the sixth trumpet is sounded to have Gabriel bring about Judgment Day. And you’ll need time to decide how much this world and its people mean to you.”
 
   “Do you think your plan will work?”
 
   “I’m certain of it,” Lucifer says, without a shred of doubt. “Whether or not you’re strong enough to let it happen is another question.”
 
   “Why don’t you tell me?” I ask, frustrated with him. “If we can do it now and end things, we should.”
 
   “As I said, after the fifth trumpet is blown, I will tell you what must be done. Not until then, Jessica, so stop asking.”
 
   “You infuriate me sometimes,” I say, unable to keep my aggravation with him out of my voice.
 
   Lucifer grins. “I know.”
 
   It’s obvious I won’t be able to get anything else out of Lucifer, so I don’t even try. Nevertheless, he has a plan. Apparently it’s one I won’t like, but at least someone has thought of a way to save this world, even if it is Lucifer.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   When I go upstairs, I run into someone I didn’t expect to see at the castle: Xavier.
 
   “You look a lot better than the last time I saw you,” I comment dryly.
 
   Xavier smiles. “I’ve always considered my chest my best physical feature, but I suppose it doesn’t work without a head attached to my neck.”
 
   “A head helps,” I agree.
 
   “So your memory is back, I hear.”
 
   I nod. “Yes. I’m better now. Thank you for taking care of me while Lucian was parading me around like his prized pet at the party.”
 
   “It was my pleasure, and protecting you actually helped me earn more of Lucian’s trust. Having my head ripped off while protecting you in his place has proven to be advantageous, in more ways than one.”
 
   “How?” I ask, noticing a twinkling in Xavier’s eyes, like he has a secret he’s dying to tell me. “What have you learned?”
 
   “I can tell you that it will be a while before the fifth trumpet is blown. You sort of forced Lucian’s hand by destroying that asteroid the way you did. He wasn’t planning on sounding the fourth one so soon, but he became so incensed over your interference that he blew it himself. Plus, I think he feared you would interfere with what ended up happening to the moon. He didn’t want you to make the pieces that crashed to earth go poof, too.”
 
   “Hello, Xavier,” Mason says as he comes to stand with us.
 
   “Is the evacuation over?” I ask my husband.
 
   “We got out as many people as we could find from the mines,” Mason tells me, hinting that not everyone could be saved.
 
   I decide to change the subject because, if I dwell on those who have died, I’ll get upset.
 
   “Xavier was just telling me that Lucian plans to hold off on blowing the fifth trumpet for a while.”
 
   “I thought he would want to end things as quickly as possible,” Mason says to Xavier, perplexed about the delay.
 
   “He wants to enjoy the fruits of his labor first,” Xavier begins to explain. “Plus, he thinks waiting will give him the power to dig down into the deepest bowels of Hell after he blows the fifth trumpet.”
 
   “What exactly does he want to bring up from Hell?” Mason asks.
 
   Xavier shrugs. “I don’t know. He isn’t saying. All he’s told us is that it will be like literally having Hell visit Earth.”
 
   “Hell visit Earth?” I ask, baffled by the wording. “You make it sound like Lucian views Hell as a real person or something.”
 
   “You know, sometimes I think he does.” Xavier shakes his head in dismay, as if he thinks Lucian is a fool. “Every once in a while he’ll refer to it as ‘she’, for whatever reason. I don’t know. Maybe he actually has lost his mind.”
 
   “Was there ever any doubt about that?” I ask, not as a joke because I’m completely serious.
 
   “Not really,” Xavier agrees. “He’s always been a bit off his rocker, but lately it seems to be getting worse.”
 
   I notice Nina walk in through the front door, looking somewhat puzzled about something.
 
   “What’s wrong Nina?” I ask her as she comes to stand with us.
 
   “Well, besides the world coming to an end, I think I just figured out what those green stars did.”
 
   “Wonderful,” I say sarcastically, knowing whatever it is won’t be good. “What were they for?”
 
   “Planting.”
 
   “Planting?” I ask, to confirm I heard her correctly. When Nina nods, I have to ask, “Planting what, exactly?”
 
   “You really need to come outside to see it for yourself,” she tells us. “I could tell you, but seeing it would be better.”
 
   The three of us follow Nina outside. When I see the river, I begin to wonder if there’s something wrong with my eyesight.
 
   “What is that? Grass?” I ask, staring at the large green clumps of some leafy plant now growing in the St. Lawrence River.
 
   “Wormwood,” Nina answers. “More specifically, Artemisia pontica.”
 
   “Ok,” I say, thinking back to what I know about the Book of Revelation. “I know wormwood is supposed to be poisonous to the water supply, but I never looked into why. I honestly didn’t think things would get this far. I had hoped we would be able to stop one of the seals from being opened to break the chain of events.”
 
   “Wormwood excretes an oil which contains a chemical called thujone,” Mason begins to explain. “In small doses, it’s relatively harmless, but in large quantities or taken over an extended period of time, it can cause muscle spasms and convulsions, which can lead to death.”
 
   “Do you think all of the water on this planet has been poisoned?” I ask.
 
   “I would wager a large majority of it has been,” Mason replies. “Underground springs and such should be fine, but most people don’t have access to those. At a time like this, people will drink whatever is easiest to find.”
 
   “Is there anything we can do?” I ask, now understanding why Lucian is so eager to wait a while before blowing the fifth trumpet. He’ll be able to kill a vast portion of the world’s population through their necessity for water. All he has to do is sit back and wait for the bodies to start piling up.
 
   Mason looks thoughtful about the conundrum we find ourselves in. “There might be one thing we can try…”
 
   I wait for him to finish his thought but he doesn’t. To prod him along, I ask, “What are you thinking?”
 
    “Well, I’m wondering if Rafe can do something to ‘heal’ the waters. He’s able to control water, to an extent. We really haven’t tested to see what all he can do with that aspect of his powers.”
 
   “I don’t see how it could hurt to try,” I say before looking at Nina.
 
   I don’t have to say anything to her. She phases into the castle, but phases back a few seconds later without Rafe.
 
   “He said to give him a few minutes,” she reports. “He has a couple more patients to attend to first. He’ll have Malcolm bring him out after he’s finished.”
 
   I return my attention to the water, and mentally go through any other options we might have at our disposal to get rid of our latest problem. I do consider the possibility of Leah and me using our Heaven’s Fire to get rid of the weeds in the water, but quickly squash that idea. Odds are, we would just evaporate all the water in conjunction with getting rid of the plants. That would just end up causing a whole other set of problems.
 
   No. Rafe is our safest and best bet to counter this latest move by Lucian and the other princes. I just hope it works.
 
   “Jess,” Xavier says to me while we wait, “I heard about what Horace did. I want you to know he’ll pay for his betrayal after all of this is over.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” I ask. “Kill him?”
 
   “Death isn’t always the worst thing you can do to someone,” Xavier says ominously. “He will be dealt with. You have my word.”
 
   I nod, trusting Xavier to handle Horace’s punishment. I still can’t believe the Horace of this world betrayed us and made a deal with Lucian in order to get his ring back. I don’t understand why he didn’t trust us to do it. He must have thought he would gain some brownie points with Lucian for giving him an opportunity to capture me. I hope whatever Xavier’s plans are for Horace are painful and last a very long time.
 
   About 10 minutes later, Rafe and Malcolm phase in close to our location. We tell Rafe our plan, but he instantly looks doubtful.
 
   “I’m not sure that’s going to work,” he says. “I can’t ‘heal’ water.”
 
   “It’s not exactly healing,” Mason says. “Think of it as purifying instead. It’s worth a shot, Rafe. Millions of people will die in the next few days if we don’t figure something out quickly.”
 
   “Nothing like adding a little more pressure,” Rafe says, not sounding optimistic about his ability to pull off such a miracle.
 
   Without much faith in himself, or his ability to help solve the problem with the world’s water supply, Rafe walks up to the edge of the island and just stares out at the vast river for a moment. When he scratches his head like he doesn’t know where to start, Nina goes to him.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I hear her ask him.
 
   “Look at all this,” Rafe says to her, nodding his head towards the river. “How am I supposed to do something about that?”
 
   “You’re not,” Nina tells him bluntly. “Haven’t you figured it out yet?”
 
   Rafe leans forward on his staff as he looks at Nina thoughtfully. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Your power isn’t really yours.”
 
   “I know. It’s Raphael’s gift to me.”
 
   “It’s not really his either.”
 
   Rafe looks even more confused. “I’m not following you.”
 
   “All of your powers come from one person: God,” Nina explains. “Now, are you going to stand there and tell me that you don’t think God could heal these waters? Do you think His power is that limited?”
 
   “Well, no…” Rafe says, standing up straight again.
 
   “Do you think it was Moses who actually had the power to part the Red Sea with that staff in your hands? He was just a man, Rafe, like you. It was God who actually did the heavy lifting. You need to use the power He’s given you to take the poison out of this river. Stop thinking you’re not powerful enough because you’re just His conduit. He’s the one actually performing a miracle.”
 
   Nina’s pep talk seems to make Rafe feel better.
 
   Rafe stands a bit taller and holds his staff out beside him. He lifts his staff and thrusts the bottom end of it into the water’s edge. Nothing happens for the first 30 seconds, but then Rafe’s staff begins to vibrate like a tuning fork. A ripple, like a small wave, flows out from Rafe’s staff and floats out towards the rest of the St. Lawrence River. As soon as the wave hits the infected areas, the wormwood disappears like it’s being erased from existence, and the water turns blue again.
 
   “Damn,” Xavier says in awe, “I didn’t think it would actually work.”
 
   “I never had any doubt,” Malcolm says smugly.
 
   “I guess I’m just not used to seeing miracles happen like you are,” Xavier says, sounding envious. “There hasn’t been much on this world to make people remember that God still exists. A lot of them have forgotten about Him.”
 
   “Well, maybe we can change that,” I say. “Maybe it’s time they were reminded that He’s still watching.”
 
   “Maybe,” Xavier agrees.
 
   Once the river is purified, at least for as far as we can see, Rafe turns back around to face us. 
 
   “Now what do I need to do?” he asks us.
 
   “I think you need to go to as many places as possible to cleanse water supplies for people,” Mason says. “Nina, you know this world best. I’m sure you can take Rafe to all the major tributaries and such. Highly-populated areas would also be a good place to start.”
 
   “Lucian is sure to get wind of this,” Malcolm says. “Rafe will need to be protected by more than just Nina.”
 
   “I hate to admit it,” Nina replies, “but Malcolm’s right. Lucian has the numbers behind him to overrun us. I’m good, but I can’t take on hundreds of rebellion angels all at once. We’re going to need back-up.”
 
   “I’ll go with you,” I volunteer.
 
   “You should be resting,” Mason says, unable to hide his worry. “You’ve done enough for now, Jess.”
 
   “I need to go,” I say resolutely. “If I just sit around here, waiting for something to happen, I’ll end up feeling useless and will just get depressed. At least out there, I’ll feel like I’m actually doing something productive. Besides, it’s time I saw what was happening in this world. I feel like I’m hiding in my shiny white castle here, where nothing can touch me. The people out there,” I say, nodding to the world in general, “aren’t as lucky as us. I’m here to help, not hide away in the safety of my own fortress.”
 
   Mason sighs, because he knows no matter what argument he makes he won’t be able to dissuade me from my decision.
 
   “All right. I guess we’re going out into the real world then,” he says to me in a resigned voice.
 
   “I need to get back home before Lucian misses me,” Xavier tells us. “I wish you all the best of luck.”
 
   “Good luck to you, too, Xavier,” I say, holding out my hand to him.
 
   Xavier shakes my hand. “Be careful out there. Some of the people of this world have gone completely mad. They’re all in survival mode at the moment. Watch your back. Don’t trust anyone.”
 
   “I’ve got her back,” Mason assures Xavier. “We’ll be careful.”
 
   Xavier nods, accepting Mason’s declaration of protection.
 
   “I wish you both luck then,” he tells us, before phasing back into the lion’s den.
 
   “I like him,” I declare.
 
   “As much as me?” Malcolm questions in a playful voice.
 
   “You’re family,” I say. “I have to love you whether I want to or not.”
 
   Malcolm puts his hands over his heart. “You wound me, Jess. And here I thought you loved me voluntarily.”
 
   “You’re such a goofball sometimes,” I tell him through a smile. “Come on. We need to get our team together.”
 
   It doesn’t take us very long to assemble a good team to back Rafe up on his mission. We add Isaiah, Baruch, Jered, Chandler, and Zack to the team. I’m hesitant to bring Chandler and Zack, but Isaiah and Baruch seem adamant in bringing them along with us.  
 
   “They’ve been invaluable to us on our supply runs,” Isaiah tells me. “Zack’s daggers keep the rebellion angels who find us from phasing away, and Chandler’s music has prevented some fights from happening altogether.”
 
   “I didn’t realize you guys had to fight so much on these supply runs of yours,” I admit, having been under the misconception that the expeditions for supplies were uneventful.
 
   “Some of them have been interesting,” Zack says. His expression tells me that he’s glad he can finally come clean with their little secret.
 
   I know why he and Chandler never mentioned the danger they faced while helping scavenge supplies. If they had, I probably would have asked them to stop. Not because I thought they couldn’t handle themselves, but because I would have constantly worried about them. It makes me wonder if Mason’s judgment about my character is right. Did the events of my past shape me into a person who is extraordinarily cautious when it comes to the safety of those I care about? Or is that just the way I am? Either way, I don’t see a problem with caring for the ones I love. Friends are supposed to have each other’s back. Otherwise, what’s the point?
 
   Before we set out on our mission to cure the world’s water stores, I receive a pleasant surprise.
 
   The Andre of this world phases to the castle to speak with Brand and Jai Lin.
 
   “What’s left of the Italian Army has mobilized to take down all of Ravan’s strongholds in Rome,” this reality’s Andre informs us. “The reports I’ve been receiving from other Watchers around the world seem to indicate people are finally waking up.”
 
   “I’m sure the destruction they’ve witnessed has helped them realize Jai Lin was speaking the truth in her video,” Brand adds.
 
   “It certainly forced the non-believers to open their eyes,” Andre agrees.
 
   “And has anyone seen Ravan?” I ask them. “Do we know where she is?”
 
   “From the last report I received,” Andre tells me, “she’s still in the White House. I think it’s the one place she feels safe. Odds are, she’ll try to ride out the rest of the Apocalypse there.”
 
   “Hopefully, she’ll come out on her own,” I tell Andre. “I really need to get my sword back.”
 
   “We’ll get it, Jess,” Mason assures me. “I don’t intend to leave this world until we do.”
 
   “I need to return to Beijing to help my people,” Jai Lin tells Brand. “We need to show strength, now more than ever.”
 
   “I’ll go with you,” Brand says, taking her hand. “I’m not letting you out of my sight until this is all over.”
 
   “That’s a good idea,” Mason tells them both. “Like we’ve discussed, the world will need someone they can trust after we win this war. If the two of you can show a united front, maybe the world will allow the Watchers here to help repair things afterwards.”
 
   Silently, I’m wondering if Jai Lin and Brand will ever get the chance to lead the survivors of this world into a brighter future. Right now, it’s not looking very promising. Nevertheless, Lucifer’s earlier words give me hope that all is not lost. He said he knew a way to turn the tide of this war in our favor. I’m not sure what his plan entails, but at least there’s a glimmer of hope for this world, no matter how slim it might be. All is not lost… at least not yet.
 
   As we gear up to go out into the world, I get a visit from someone I didn’t think I would see again during my time in this reality. I had all but forgotten that John Austin and the rest of the folks from Cypress Hollow had been taken to the salt mines to wait out Armageddon. Unfortunately, it had found them there and chased them out of what was supposed to be a secure place to hide.
 
   “Is there anything we can do for you?” John Austin asks me as I’m packing a small backpack with a few snacks for our excursion.
 
   I look up and see that he and the others are looking at me eagerly. I do a quick count, and breathe a sigh of relief to see that all of them survived the salt mine collapse.
 
   “Just help out wherever possible,” I tell them. “Conditions are changing all the time, so I don’t know where you will be most needed. Desmond and Slade will be staying here to run things. If you see one of them, I’m sure they can find you something to do. Though,” I look pointedly at Beau, “do you happen to make cinnamon rolls?”
 
   “The best ones you’ve ever put in your mouth,” Beau declares proudly.
 
   “We have some flour. If you could bake some for people, I think that would help morale a great deal. I know it would lift my spirits a hundred percent.”
 
   “Then consider it done!” Beau proclaims.
 
   “If there’s anything you need from us,” John Austin says to me, “all you have to do is tell us. We owe you our lives. I don’t think we could have survived any of this without the help of you and your friends.”
 
   “I think you would have. People are a lot stronger than they think they are. Sometimes they just need to face overwhelming adversity before being able to realize their true potential.”
 
   Mason walks into the kitchen and asks me, “Ready?”
 
   “Yes, I’m ready to go.” I zip up my backpack and sling it over one shoulder. “We’ll see you all later.”
 
   The gang from Cypress Hollow wishes us well on our mission, and I realize I’m happy they’re with us. I thought I would feel uncomfortable seeing them here, especially John Austin. But they’ve brought a little bit of home with them to the castle, reminding me what I have to go back to.
 
   “Where are we going first?” I ask Mason as we walk to the library.
 
   “The others decided we should try to cleanse the oceans first. The sea life is going to have a hard enough time enduring the difference in tides, now that half the moon is gone.”
 
   After we arrive in the library, we find everyone who signed up for this mission ready to depart.
 
   “Where to first?” Rafe asks Nina.
 
   “We’re going to phase over to the Pacific Coast, near Santa Barbara,” she tells him. “We don’t really know how far your power can reach. We’ll probably have to phase to a few places to make sure we get the maximum effect.”
 
   “Ok,” Rafe says, tightening his grip on his staff. “Ready when you are.”
 
   After we all join hands, Nina phases us to a beach near Santa Barbara. What welcomes us is…unexpected, to say the least.
 
   I can see where the ocean used to be. There is a wet line in the sand indicating where the water met the shore, but where the water has gone, I’m not too sure about. I knew with only half the moon exerting its gravitational force on the Earth that the tides would be affected in some way, but I had no idea it would do this much damage to the natural ecosystem.
 
   I look towards the horizon, in search of the ocean that’s supposed to be here, but only see sand, rocks, and the corpses of dead fish and other marine life that wasn’t able to make it out to sea with the tide.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I say to the others. “Where’s the water?”
 
   “It wasn’t here when we got here either,” a stranger’s voice says behind us.
 
   When we turn to look at the person who spoke, I find that we are definitely not alone on the beach. There must be at least a thousand people scattered around in small groups, and all of them are watching us with a great deal of apprehension. And why wouldn’t they? It’s obvious some in our group are Watchers, since we just phased in. It probably doesn’t help matters much that we’re all armed to the teeth, ready for a fight.
 
   The woman standing in front of us is covered in soot, just like most of the people behind her. Fires are burning just past the beach area, and I can only assume these people came here to get away from the flames, which are still blazing out of control.
 
   I take a step forward and hold my hand out to her.
 
   “Hi,” I say, wondering if this woman recognizes me from the news or not, “I’m Jess. We’re here to help you.”
 
   The woman looks at all of us cautiously before turning her attention to my outstretched hand. Without as much hesitation as I feared, she shakes my hand.
 
   “I’m Marie,” she says. “I hope you guys are as put together as you look.”
 
   I have to grin at that. “Yeah, I hope so, too.”
 
   Marie smiles and looks over my shoulder. “I don’t know what happened to the water. We just came here, because there really wasn’t anywhere else safe to go… seems like the world is going to hell in a handbasket awfully fast, though.”
 
   “This isn’t good,” Jered says, staring out towards the horizon, frowning. “In fact, this is very, very bad.”
 
   “Why?” I ask, recognizing the worry in Jered’s voice. If Jered’s worried, things are definitely serious. He isn’t one to rattle easily.
 
   “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Malcolm asks Jered as he stares out at the horizon, too.
 
   “What are you guys looking at anyway?” I ask them, not seeing anything of note.
 
   “Nothing,” Jered replies. “That’s the problem.”
 
   “The water didn’t just disappear,” Mason says.
 
   “There!” Jered yells, pointing at something across the wasteland of sand in front of us.
 
   I have to strain my eyes, but I do end up seeing something appear on the horizon. It’s glimmering slightly, but I can’t quite make out what it is.
 
   “What is that?” I ask, still clueless.
 
   “A wave,” Mason tells me ominously.
 
   “That can’t be…” I begin to say, but then realize what it is I’m really looking at. “A tsunami?”
 
   “Yes,” Jered answers, his voice filled with dread. “The largest one I’ve ever seen. And it’s coming straight towards us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   My first instinct is to tell Mason to phase us back to the castle. Unfortunately, that isn’t actually an option for us anymore. I turn around to look at all the innocent people trapped on the doomed beach. With a raging fire in the background, and now a tsunami heading directly towards us, there’s nowhere for them to escape.
 
   “Do we have time to evacuate these people?” I ask, even though I fear I already know the answer to my own question. In the background, I can hear the distant roar of the mountainous wave heading straight for the beach like a freight train.
 
   “There isn’t enough time,” Mason tells me. “I’m not even sure where we would take them. We’re already running out of space at the castle.”
 
   “I might know of somewhere,” Nina says just before she phases. Within a few seconds she returns, “It seems safe there. At least there aren’t any fires burning. Besides, I don’t think beggars can be choosers today.”
 
   “If we start now,” Jered says, “we can at least save some of them.”
 
   “I think we can save them all,” Nina declares, turning to Rafe. “When we were in the salt mines, I saw you morph water into different shapes with your power.”
 
   I remember the moment Nina is talking about. It was the time Rafe was entertaining everyone by making different animal shapes from the water in the underground lake.
 
   “I’ve never tried to control this much water before,” Rafe says, like Nina’s suggestion is an impossible one.
 
   “You don’t have to control it all,” she tells him. “Just control enough to make a dome of water over us. While you protect us, we can phase these people to a safer place.”
 
   “Where, exactly?” Mason asks.
 
   Instead of answering, Nina grabs Mason’s arm and phases. They both phase back almost immediately. 
 
   “As good a place as any, I suppose,” Mason says, not sounding too enthusiastic about the location Nina has chosen. “We need to get these people closer together, though, so we can phase large groups of them at one time.”
 
   I look out at the faces of the strangers on the beach as they watch the horror of the approaching tsunami.
 
   “They’re too scared to listen to us,” I say to the group.
 
   “Maybe I can help with that,” Chandler suggests, drawing out his flute from his back pocket and immediately bringing it up to his lips.
 
   The song Chandler plays fills me with a few different emotions, telling me that he’s weaving together more than one tune at once. I instantly feel at peace, even with the largest tsunami in recorded human history about to crash down over our heads. I also feel a need to gather with the other humans on the beach, as if our closeness to one another will insure our survival. I physically see the effect Chandler’s music is having on the others as they walk towards us.
 
   I turn back around, bracing myself for what I’m about to see because the roaring has just gotten a lot louder. The wave reminds me of the first time I saw the Empire State Building. Just as I had to do then, I have to crane my neck back so far I feel like the back of my head is touching the tops of my shoulders. I can’t say I’m not scared witless, because I totally am.
 
   I feel Mason grab my right arm, but I instantly snatch it out of his grasp, recognizing his intensions.
 
   “I’m not leaving until Rafe does,” I tell him stubbornly.
 
   I see Mason’s jawline tense. It’s his tell for when he gets aggravated. However, he knows me well enough by now to realize arguing is going to be a waste of time. If he really wants to get me out of harm’s way as quickly as possible, he’ll need to evacuate every human present first so Rafe can leave.
 
   “Let’s get these people to safety!” Mason shouts to the rest of the Watchers.
 
   Mason and Nina quickly phase the other Watchers to her safe spot, so they know where to go.
 
   I notice Chandler is playing his music more stridently. When I look at the faces of the people in the crowd, I can see how terrified they are. Some of them have completely stopped moving. I look over my shoulder at the wall of water that’s almost upon us. Rafe lifts his arms in the air towards the tsunami, preparing himself to use his power of manipulation to form a protective dome over us.
 
   I run up the beach towards the five people who have been frozen into place by their own fear.
 
   “Come on!” I yell at them as I pull at their tattered clothing. “Move your asses!”
 
   I’m not sure if it’s my crude language or me pulling on them that does the trick, but the group of five finally runs towards the others by the shore. I understand that it’s counter-intuitive to be running towards a wall of water that’s the size of a mountain, but, in this instance, it’s the only way to survive.
 
   Just as we reach the group, Rafe pulls water from the tsunami and forms a dome around us. I instantly feel as if I’m underneath a glass bowl.
 
   While Mason and the other Watchers continue to phase people to safety, I feel Zack come up next to me and take a hold of my hand. We watch with horrified fascination as the tsunami washes over us. Through our looking-glass, we watch as dolphins, sharks, and a sundry of fish are tossed overhead by the power of the wave crashing against the western edge of the United States. I don’t know how much of this area will survive a tsunami like this one. I can’t imagine much will come out unscathed.
 
   “I don’t even know what to say,” Zack says to me, in complete awe of what he’s witnessing.
 
   “That makes two of us,” I tell him, unable to pull my eyes away from the spectacle of destruction. “I think we need to remember this, Zack. We need to remember just how bad things can get.”
 
   “I’m glad we were able to deal with the princes in our reality before they ever had a chance to release the seals there.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, now worrying about the future.
 
   We know from Gabe’s vision of the far future, that Caylin’s descendent will be the one who has to prevent the princes from unleashing the power of their seals. I pray that she’s able to do it, because no one should have to witness the devastation that we have in this reality. It’s beyond the imaginings of human beings. No sane person should have to watch the destruction of his or her own world.
 
   I look over at Rafe to see how he’s holding up and notice that his body is shaking. I’m not sure if he’s simply frightened, or if the strain of keeping the dome of water over us is draining him of strength.
 
   Still holding Zack’s hand, I walk us over to Rafe. When we reach him, I let go of Zack, and we both place a comforting hand on Rafe’s back. His trembling quickly subsides and eventually stops.
 
   “Thank you,” Rafe tells us, sounding as grateful as his words imply.
 
   “That’s what we’re here for,” I tell him.
 
   Rafe may be receiving a little extra power from our touch, but we’re also receiving the gift of comfort from him. As vessels, we’ve always been stronger together than apart. This moment is no exception. As long as we stand united, there’s nothing we can’t handle.
 
   After the final group of humans has been evacuated, Mason comes up to me and phases us away without saying a word.
 
   We soon find ourselves standing on a stone terrace. As I look around our new surroundings, I see that it’s actually part of a medieval castle.
 
   “Where are we?” I ask Mason.
 
   “Cardona, Spain,” he replies, looking around the ruins of what remains of the castle. “On our Earth, this castle was turned into a hotel for tourists. Here, though, it looks like it was abandoned.”
 
   Abandoned is right. There are barely any walls left standing. The people we rescued are either milling around aimlessly among the ruins or huddled together in small groups crying. My heart goes out to these lost souls who literally just saw everything they know be washed away in a blink of an eye. I have to hold back my own tears as I witness their pain.
 
   “Thank you,” Marie says as she comes to stand with Mason and me. “You were a true God-send for us. We would have all died if you hadn’t shown up.”
 
   In the back of my mind, I have to wonder: if we had picked another beach, would we have saved a different group of people? Sometimes life leads you to exactly where you need to be, at exactly the right moment. It’s obvious to me that God wanted us to save these people. I don’t know why. I may never know His true intention. Maybe one of them has a destiny that goes beyond the scope of my understanding. In the end, it doesn’t really matter. They’re all safe for the time being, and sometimes you just need to be thankful for what you have in the moment and not worry so much about the future.
 
   Isaiah and Baruch come up to us and say, “It might be safer for these people to stay up here instead of going down into the lower levels of the castle tonight. Odds are there will be more earthquakes happening in the next few days. Baruch and I can go find them some tents to use for now.”
 
   “That sounds like a good idea,” Mason tells them. “The two of you handle making these people more comfortable while the rest of us continue the mission. You can catch up to us later.”
 
   Isaiah nods before he and Baruch phase to find provisions for the survivors.
 
   “Just let Isaiah and Baruch know if your group needs something,” Mason tells Marie.
 
   “Thank you,” Marie says gratefully. “We will.”
 
   “Well,” Nina says, her hands on her hips, “I think we should stay away from the oceans for the time being and try to stay inland as much as possible. I’m sure that wasn’t the only tsunami to result from the last earthquake. It probably won’t be the last either.”
 
   “Do you think we should start checking beaches to see if we can save other people?” I ask.
 
   “That’s not very practical,” Mason says. I can hear the regret in his voice as he continues, “We can’t save everyone, Jess. It’s just not possible. In the long run, I think our time is better spent making sure people have drinkable water.”
 
   “But we could save a few…” I begin to argue.
 
   “Yes, we could possibly save a few thousand people,” Mason agrees. “Or we can save a few million by making sure they’re not poisoned. I know it sounds heartless of me, but sometimes you have to look at the bigger picture during a war, Jess. Make no mistake about it: we’re fighting for the survival of humanity here. Some decisions are going to have to come down to a numbers game. We have to do what will save the most lives.”
 
   I understand what Mason is telling me. I might not like it, but I do agree with his logic.
 
   “All right,” I say, resigning myself to the fact that there are limits to what we can do to help the people on this Earth. “Where do we go next?”
 
   For the next few hours, we traverse the globe and act as Rafe’s bodyguards as he decontaminates the major water supplies of the world. It seems like each place we go to is in the same apocalyptic boat. No one is doing very well, and almost every person we meet looks shell-shocked. Surprisingly, we don’t meet with any resistance from Lucian’s followers. However, I’m sure it’s only a matter of time until we do. Then they’ll start to hunt us down and try to stop what we’re doing. 
 
   Unfortunately, it doesn’t take long before I learn my assumption is right on the money.
 
   When we phase to the Pepacton Reservoir, the largest reservoir in the New York City water supply system, we come face to face with this world’s Will Kilpatrick.
 
   When he sees us, Will smiles brightly, like we’re old friends he hasn’t seen in a long time.
 
   “Well, this must be my lucky day. I can’t believe I just happened to pick the exact right spot to find you. I told Lucian you people would probably come here at some point,” Will says to us, his boyish good looks doing nothing to hide the danger in his eyes. “I can’t believe I’m the lucky one who gets to hand you over to him.”
 
   “A little cocky, considering you’re outnumbered,” I say, doing a quick scan of the rest of the area to make sure he is indeed alone.
 
   “Not for long,” Will says, phasing away for a few seconds before returning with a hundred rebellion angels behind him. “See? If nothing else, we’re very efficient about organizing our troops at a moment’s notice. Now look who’s outnumbered.”
 
   I see Will focus on Rafe.
 
   “Just so I understand this correctly, as long as we take you out,” Will says, nodding his head at Rafe, “we eliminate your group’s healer and the person who’s going around making the water drinkable, right?”
 
   “You’re completely delusional if you think you’re laying one hand on Rafe,” I tell Will. “I suggest you and your little friends leave now before we kill all of you.”
 
   “No,” Nina says, taking a step forward towards our attackers. “I want this fight. The more of you we kill, the fewer we have to deal with later. I’m worth a hundred of you, and you all know it,” Nina declares proudly. “If you think you can win against me and my friends then bring it on. But I can promise none of you will leave here alive, and that includes you, Will.”
 
   Surprisingly, Will doesn’t respond with a pithy retort, which tells me he knows Nina is speaking the truth. I knew War Angels were badass, but I didn’t really think one could strike fear into a hundred rebellion angels with a single threat. I have to admit. I’m impressed.
 
   “And yet,” a new voice says, joining the conversation, “it only takes one Archangel to destroy a little War Angel.”
 
   The rebellion angels in front of us part like the Red Sea as Mammon walks up between them. His cocky smile is, to say the least, irritating, and I feel Nina bristle as she watches Mammon warily. Nina is very proud of her War Angel status. I don’t think she likes hearing anyone, especially not a prince of Hell, belittling her angelic class.
 
   “Well… this should be interesting to watch,” I hear Lucifer say, immediately capturing everyone’s attention.
 
   He’s standing on the rocky shore of the reservoir, watching the standoff between us and Lucian’s minions. He looks amused by the prospect of the fight to come. I don’t know why I always hope for more from Lucifer.
 
   “Enjoying the show we’re putting on in our reality?” Mammon asks Lucifer tauntingly. “Are you feeling brave enough to try to match our accomplishments in the Origin yet?”
 
   Lucifer lifts an eyebrow in Mammon’s direction. “Are you really that dimwitted?”
 
   Mammon stiffens at Lucifer’s question, but remains silent.
 
   “I guess that answers my question,” Lucifer says in a resigned voice, with a disappointed shake of his head. “Honestly, you people need to learn how to play with your food, not just gulp it down all in one swallow. The lack of self-control you have is truly mind-boggling. In fact, I think I’m getting a headache just trying to understand this idiotic plan of yours.”
 
   “What’s so hard to understand?” Mammon asks sarcastically. “Who exactly is the dimwitted one here?”
 
   Lucifer’s eyebrows rise after Mammon’s last taunt.
 
   Mammon soon falls to his knees, holding his head with both hands as he screams out in pain. Lucifer stalks up to Mammon and grabs the angel’s head with both hands. I hear Lucifer quickly say some words before he twists Mammon’s neck, effectively breaking it.
 
   I’m pretty certain that I just witnessed Lucifer use a favorite punishment of his. When I see Mammon’s body begin to twitch on the rocky shoreline, my suspicions are confirmed. Lucifer just trapped Mammon’s soul inside a now-dead human body.
 
    “I suggest you think before you speak to me again,” Lucifer says, staring down at Mammon as he rolls over onto his back to look up at Lucifer. “As it is, why don’t you leave and take your little peons with you? Tell Lucian these people are under my protection now. If he wants to continue with his little party in this reality, he needs to leave them alone.”
 
   Mammon sits up. “Sounds like an empty threat to me. It’s not like you can actually do anything to him.”
 
   “Can’t I?” Lucifer says threateningly.
 
   Mammon stands. “I’ll deliver your message, but I don’t think it’ll make any difference. It’s only a matter of time before he has everything he needs to make his plan work.”
 
   “It won’t work,” Lucifer says with certainty. “It will never happen, no matter what he does.”
 
   “You don’t know that!” Mammon shouts, like a madman.
 
   “Watch your tone with me, boy,” Lucifer tells Mammon, like he’s speaking to a spoiled child. “I can’t help it if your glorious leader didn’t think things through first.”
 
   From the scathing look Mammon is giving Lucifer, it’s obvious he wants to kill him.
 
   Mammon looks over at us. “It doesn’t matter what you do. Go ahead and waste your time making the humans’ water drinkable. We have another way to get what we need anyway. It’s only a matter of time before things are set into place.”
 
   Mammon phases, which seems to be the rebellion angels’ signal to leave also.
 
   “What do you think he meant by that?” I ask Lucifer.
 
     Lucifer turns to look at me. “I have no idea.”
 
   I’m not sure whether I should believe Lucifer, but I do. At this point, if he knows something useful, he needs to learn how to share.
 
   “Well,” Malcolm says, “it seems obvious that Lucian has a back-up plan of some sort.”
 
   “If he does,” Mason says, “then he’s probably keeping it a secret, and only telling his inner group. Maybe Xavier will be allowed in on the secret soon.”
 
   I silently pray that he does learn what else Lucian has up his sleeve. Mammon sounded too cocksure of Lucian’s fallback plan. Whatever it is, I know it won’t do this world any favors.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   For two days straight, we travel around the world with Rafe. Fortunately, Lucifer’s threat to Lucian seems to have done the trick. We don’t meet with any more angelic resistance. 
 
   When we phase into the safe house in New York City, we discover the warehouse has been burnt to the ground in a firestorm that seems to have destroyed over half the city. The night sky isn’t the only thing that has been changed. The city skyline is now missing more than a few buildings. As I survey the destruction, I begin to wonder if this world will ever recover from what happened. The only thing I am certain of is that it would never be the same again. How could it be? Half the moon was gone!
 
   Without the other half of the moon, the days on this Earth were becoming shorter. The planet’s rotation was almost twice as fast now without the moon’s gravitational pull.
 
   Speaking of which, as I look up at the sky, it seems to me like the moon is getting closer to the Earth. It could just be my imagination, but, then again, maybe it isn’t.
 
   “What are you thinking?” Mason asks as he comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my shoulders.
 
   “Does the moon look…bigger?” I ask, wondering if my question sounds stupid.
 
   Mason looks up and studies what’s left of our celestial partner for a moment.
 
   “Now that you mention it,” he says, loosening his hold on me, “it kind of does.”
 
   “What do you think it means?” I ask, worried over this new development.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Mason says, “but I think I have an idea.”
 
   Mason runs his hands down my arms. “Come on. Let’s get back to the castle and see if Josh has noticed anything out of the ordinary about its orbit. Hopefully, it’s just an optical illusion. Either way, we should check to make sure everything is ok.”
 
   As we return to our friends, Rafe is pulling his staff out of the freshly-cleansed bay.
 
   “You guys ready to head back to the castle?” Mason asks the others.
 
   “Yeah,” Chandler says with a big yawn. “Sorry; I guess the last two days have taken more out of me than I thought.”
 
   “I think we could all use some rest,” I tell him, stifling a yawn of my own. “Let’s return to the castle and get some sleep. I’m not sure what else we’ll have to deal with in the coming days.”
 
   When we return to Boldt Castle, Mason and I seek out Josh in his computer room before retiring to our room for some rest. When Mason asks Josh if he’s noticed anything odd about what’s left of the moon, Josh looks confused. 
 
   “What do you think it’s doing?” he asks, turning back to his computer and punching some keys on his keyboard. He quickly pulls up the 3-D hologram of the Earth and what’s left of the moon on the Dragon Network’s radar.
 
   “Hmm,” Josh says, looking at some numbers flashing across the screen on his desk. “That’s definitely not good.”
 
   I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t.
 
   “You can’t just say something like that and leave us hanging,” I tell him, sounding more irritated than I intended to.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” Josh says, spinning around in his chair to face us. “According to these numbers, the moon is slowly moving closer to Earth.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s not good,” I say, agreeing with Josh’s earlier assessment. “What’s going to happen? Is it going to crash into us?”
 
   “At its current rate of descent,” Josh says, “it won’t have enough momentum to crash onto Earth. It’ll hit the Roche Limit at too slow a speed to punch through it and stay intact.”
 
   “Roche Limit?” I have to ask.
 
   “Basically, it’s the point where the moon will get ripped apart by the Earth’s tidal forces. When the rest of the moon hits it, it’ll disintegrate, and the material will disperse to form a ring around the planet.”
 
   “Like the rings around Saturn?” I ask, trying to visualize such an event.
 
   “Yes, like those,” Josh confirms.
 
   “How long before that happens?” Mason asks.
 
   “I’m not sure. I can do some calculations to try and get an estimate.”
 
   I sigh heavily as a thought occurs to me.
 
   “What are you thinking?” Mason asks, having heard me.
 
   “I’m thinking it sounds a lot like a countdown to the end of this world,” I admit. 
 
   Neither Josh nor Mason says anything for a moment as my words sink in.
 
   “I’ll work on the calculations,” Josh says, turning back to his computer. “It might take me a while, though. I may even need to call Wayne to see if he can help me do the math. Some of this is just going to have to be guesswork. We have no idea what the mass is of what’s left of the moon, so my calculations could be way off. I’ll need to watch its descent for a while so I can get a better idea of how fast it’s moving.”
 
   “Let us know when you have something figured out,” Mason tells Josh.
 
   My husband places his hand on the small of my back and phases us to our bedroom. I slip my boots off while Mason helps me remove my baldric and jacket.
 
   “Are you hungry?” he asks, massaging my shoulders.
 
   “No. Just tired,” I say through a yawn.
 
   Mason leads me over to the bed and pulls the covers back. I notice a slim silver- wrapped treat lying on my pillow. When I pick it up, I spot the word ‘jouir de’ written on it with a black marker. 
 
   “What’s this say?” I ask Mason, showing him the piece of candy.
 
   “Enjoy,” he tells me.
 
   “I don’t know why JoJo thinks I understand French,” I say, opening the thin chocolate mint and doing as JoJo directed.
 
   Mason chuckles. “You understand some.”
 
   “Some being the operative word in that sentence.”
 
   I rest my head on the pillow and close my eyes while I chew the sweet treat. I don’t know how JoJo found candy in the middle of an apocalypse, but I don’t question the small miracle. I just enjoy it, as my friend told me to.
 
   I feel Mason’s weight push the other side of the bed down as he lies beside me. When I turn to face him, he does the same, and we hold onto one another. With the soft comfort of the bed underneath me, and the warmth of Mason’s body infusing my own, sleep quickly follows.
 
   I’m not sure how long we sleep, but, at some point, we’re woken up by a knock on our bedroom door. I say a silent prayer, hoping that the person on the other side of the door isn’t Lucifer again. I feel sure Mason would lose his head to madness if it were.
 
   Mason disentangles himself from me and stands from the bed to walk over to the door. When he opens it, I breathe a sigh of relief to see that it’s Brand standing out in the hallway.
 
   “I’m sorry to bother you two,” Brand apologizes, “but I thought you would want to hear what Xavier and Noel have to tell us.”
 
   “They’re both here?” Mason asks, surprised by this news.
 
   Generally, one of them would stay behind to cover for the other while he or she came to report anything important to us. The fact that they both decided to come seems to indicate that something big is going down.
 
   “Where are we meeting?” Mason asks.
 
   “In the library.”
 
   “We’ll be there in just a minute.”
 
   Mason closes the door and I reach for my shoes and jacket.
 
   “Why do you think they both came?” I ask Mason as I zip up my boots.
 
   “I don’t know, but it can’t be to tell us anything good,” Mason says truthfully. There’s no reason to sugarcoat things… not if you consider all the bad we’ve already seen in this world.
 
   “I’m feeling a little apprehensive.”
 
   “You’re not the only one,” Mason admits as he takes my hand. “Ready?”
 
   “No,” I confess, “but we need to know what they came to tell us.”
 
   Mason phases us directly into the library, where most all of our friends have gathered. Xavier and Noel stand together in front of the fireplace as they wait for everyone to take a seat.
 
   “So, what’s happening?” Brand asks, taking his place behind Jai Lin’s chair to stand. “It must be important, or both of you wouldn’t be here.”
 
   “Well, once I tell you what we just learned,” Xavier says, “I’m afraid neither Noel nor I will be able to go back home.”
 
   “And what do you have to tell us?” Mason asks.
 
   “For the past couple of days,” Noel begins, “the princes have been trying to repair the Dragon Network.”
 
   “I didn’t realize there was something wrong with it,” I say.
 
   “The fallout from the moon crashing to Earth caused an interruption in international telecommunication services. All of the fiber optic cables suffered some sort of damage, especially those buried in the seabed between the United States and Europe. They’ve been repairing the cables like madmen for the past few days.”
 
   “Why?” Brand asks, looking confused.
 
   Xavier takes a deep breath, and I know I’m going to hate what he has to say next.
 
   “It turns out that the red dragon tattoos weren’t only to keep track of people’s movements,” he begins. “Apparently, the nanites were engineered to release a poison into the people who have them.”
 
   A collective gasp can be heard in the room. I’ve seen some of the humans living here at the castle marked with Ravan’s tattoo.
 
   “How is the Dragon Network connected to the tattoos?” I ask.
 
   “The nanites can only be activated by playing a particular frequency over the Network,” Xavier explains. “Once they have it up and running, they plan to play it across all open channels. I think the original plan was to use the Network’s satellites to broadcast the signal, but all of those have been destroyed by one thing or another. Some people won’t be in range of the radio signal, of course, but many will. We’re probably talking millions, at the very least.”
 
   “That’s why they weren’t worried about us decontaminating the water supplies,” I say, now understanding what Mammon meant by Lucian having a back-up plan.
 
   “There’s really only one thing we can do,” Noel tells us. “We have to destroy the Network before they can use it.”
 
   “How close is it to being repaired?” Mason asks.
 
   “Very,” Xavier tells us. “That’s why we’re here. We both came because, once it’s destroyed, Lucian and the others will know that we told you where the core facility of the Dragon Network is housed.”
 
   Josh practically jumps out of his seat.
 
   “No way,” he says, looking stunned. “No one knows where the core facility was built. Every hacker in the world has tried to find its location.”
 
   “Lucian took us all to it,” Xavier says. “I’m not sure if he was just trying to show it off, or what, but we know where it is now and can take you down to it.”
 
   “Do you think this is a trap?” I ask, not trying to be pessimistic, just practical. “Maybe he showed it to you to lure us all there.”
 
   Xavier shakes his head. “I don’t believe that’s the case, but, of course, I can’t be certain. I think he did it to show off and tell us the next step of his plan. Apparently, only a select few knew about the poison the nanites were engineered to carry. But we need to go as soon as possible to destroy the facility. We need to wipe it off the face of the map so Lucian can’t ever use it again.”
 
   “I don’t think we need to physically blow it up,” Brand says thoughtfully. “We can just use a powerful EMP pulse to fry everything.”
 
   “An EMP isn’t a permanent fix,” Xavier says. “The best thing we can do is take the facility out of commission by blowing its fusion reactor to hell and back. By doing that, we can permanently destroy Lucian’s ability to activate the nanites because he has all of his information about them stored on the computers there.”
 
   “Too bad you’re not as smart as your counterpart in this reality, Malcolm,” Lucifer says, unexpectedly showing up to the meeting.
 
   Lucifer stands leaned up against the doorway of the room leading into the foyer. With arms over his chest and legs crossed at the ankles, he looks rather comfortable in a room where most of the people despise him. 
 
   “Can’t you find someone else to push your unwanted attentions on, Lucifer?” Malcolm questions grumpily. “We don’t exactly have time to cater to your narcissism today. We’re a little too busy trying to save the people of this world.”
 
   Lucifer smiles, but the expression never reaches his eyes.
 
   “Narcissism,” Lucifer says, slowly rolling the world over his tongue. “Well, you should certainly know the meaning of that word, Malcolm. In fact, I’m surprised you can love anyone more than you do yourself.”
 
   “At least I can,” Malcolm snaps back, heavily implying that Lucifer is incapable of such a selfless act.
 
   “Oh, my God, Xavier,” Noel says, grabbing his arm as her eyes grow wide with realization. “I completely forgot they had their own Lucifer.”
 
   Xavier’s eyebrows furrow, as if this fact brings new light to the situation.
 
   “What do you think Lucifer can do for us?” I ask them.
 
   Xavier looks over at our Lucifer before looking back at me.
 
   “How much control do you have over him?” Xavier asks me, tilting his head in Lucifer’s direction.
 
   “Helllooo,” Lucifer says. “I’m standing right here in the same room, you know. I can hear you. I don’t appreciate being talked about as if I’m Jess’s pet.”
 
   “Obviously, I have no control over him,” I tell Xavier as I roll my eyes at Lucifer. “Why? What do you need our Lucifer to do?”
 
   “If you can persuade him to help us,” Xavier says, “destroying the core facility will be much easier. Lucian has a biometric alarm system set up, leading into the room where the fusion reactor is stored. We could try to blow it up from the outside, but if we can set the charges off on the inside, we can ensure its destruction.”
 
   “Of course I’ll do that,” Lucifer says, like it’s a no-brainer, but the smile on his face tells me his cooperation isn’t going to come without a price.
 
   “And what exactly do you want in exchange for your cooperation?” Mason asks suspiciously, knowing as well as I do that Lucifer never does anything out of the goodness of his heart, not even for me.
 
   “Hmmm,” Lucifer says, tilting his head as if he’s considering all his options, “let’s see…what…do… I …want…?”
 
   We wait for a moment then Lucifer snaps his fingers as if he’s hit upon the perfect idea.
 
   “I’ve got it!” he exclaims. “What about the soul of your next-born child, Mason?”
 
   I instantly feel Mason tense and prepare to pounce on Lucifer.
 
   Lucifer begins to chortle. “I’m just playing with you. Don’t get your panties in a wad, Mason. Hmm, now…let me think…Oh! I know. Every year for the rest of her life, Jess has to spend a whole 24 hours with me. However, I should warn you that it will be on a different day each year and completely random. I do hate being predictable, and this is in addition to the hour she already has to spend with me on her birthdays.”
 
   I sit there, finding it strange that Lucifer keeps bargaining to spend time with me. First, he wanted an hour on my birthday. Now, he wants to spend a whole day with me. Considering the fact that he threatened to kill me a few years back, this new development seems peculiar. However, I view the time spent together as opportunities to influence him a small bit. He seems to think these little bargains of his are to be viewed as punishments, but I see them as potential moments between us. He may not realize it, but his need to be close to me is an evolution in his character. He knows my values and beliefs, yet he still wants to be around me. Perhaps he unknowingly craves the effect I have on him. 
 
   “I’ll do that,” I tell him, having no problem accepting his request.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I see Mason lower his chin towards his chest. I don’t even have to look at him fully to know his jaw is as tense as a piano wire.
 
   “Wonderful!” Lucifer says, smiling like the cat that ate the canary. “When should we leave?”
 
   “We’ll need some time to get the explosives together,” Brand tells us. “Give us a couple of hours and we should be ready to go.”
 
   “Until then…” Lucifer says before phasing away.
 
   The word ‘coward’ rattles in my brain as Lucifer runs off, leaving me to deal with the fallout of our bargain. It’s probably for the best. Mason isn’t going to be in any mood to have Lucifer around anyway.
 
   When we stand up from our seats, Mason grabs my arm a little roughly and phases us outside, near the powerhouse. I wonder why he didn’t just take us up to our room until he starts to yell.
 
   “Why do you keep giving into his demands?” Mason practically screams. His sudden outburst takes me aback. It’s one of the few times I’ve seen Mason truly mad at me.
 
   “Stop yelling,” I tell him in a calm voice. “I love you more than life itself, but I won’t be yelled at like I’m a child you’re trying to scold.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Mason apologizes, taking a deep breath in an attempt to calm his nerves. “But you drive me crazy where Lucifer is concerned. It’s like you have blinders on and can’t see the danger he poses to you.”
 
   “The worst thing he could do is kill me.”
 
   “No,” Mason says, shaking his head, “the worst thing he can do is poison you against the rest of us.”
 
   “He could never do that…”
 
   “I know you think he can’t because you love us so much, but the more time you spend with him, the more he’ll try to manipulate you, Jess. He’s very good at making his opinions sound like the right ones. He can take a kernel of hate or doubt and cultivate it over time. I don’t know why you think you can trust him. You can’t. He isn’t looking out for your best interest. He will always look out for his own first. I don’t know exactly what he hopes to accomplish with these little visits with you every year, but I do know he’ll use them to his advantage somehow.”
 
   I walk up to Mason and wrap my arms around him.
 
   “I need you to trust me,” I tell him. “I understand the pitfalls when it comes to getting close to Lucifer better than anyone, but I can’t turn my back on him, Mason. I know you hate it when I say I think of him as a friend.” To prove my point, Mason’s body tenses in my arms. “But you need to realize that I have an opportunity to influence him as much as he does me. I may not be the one who turns him back to God, but at least I can remind him that his father still loves him. I think he needs to know that more than he realizes.”
 
   Mason rests his forehead against mine and closes his eyes, sighing heavily.
 
   “Why are you the eternal optimist where Lucifer is concerned?”
 
   “Because with him,” I say, “there’s nowhere to go but up.”
 
    
 
      
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   As soon as we step back into the castle, my olfactory receptors are assaulted by a reminder of home. I practically drag Mason to the kitchen in my haste to snatch one of Beau’s cinnamon rolls before they’re all gone. If I’d been thinking straight, I would have just asked my husband to phase us there, but sometimes it’s the extra effort exerted to get something you really want that makes reaching your goal all the more sweet. 
 
   When we reach the kitchen, my heart drops when I see that there is already a long line of people waiting to partake of the sinful goodness of Beau’s confectionary efforts.
 
   “Hey, Jess,” Leah says, walking up to me with a plate of four delectably-sweet treats. “I was just looking for you. Beau told me to make sure you got these.”
 
   “Have I said how much I love and adore you?” I ask Leah, kissing her on a cheek before taking the plate of rolls from her hands.
 
   “Yes,” Leah giggles, “but it’s always nice to hear.”
 
   I study Leah’s lovable smile, realizing we haven’t spoken much since our last adventure together.
 
   “How are you holding up?” I ask. “Are you feeling any side-effects from our last mission?”
 
   “I’m fine, Jess,” Leah tells me as her smile turns to one of reassurance. “We did what we had to do, and I wouldn’t change a thing. We saved lives. That’s what we were sent here to do.”
 
   “You’re a brave...” I stop myself short because I was about to say ‘girl’, but think better of it, “woman, Leah. And the bravest of us women always deserves a cinnamon roll.”
 
   I hold out the plate to Leah, which makes her laugh, making me smile in return.
 
   “I’ve already had one, but,” Leah says reaching out to pick one up off the plate, “I can’t say no to a second one when it’s offered.”
 
   “What in the world is that intoxicating smell?”
 
   I look up to see Logan, Sophia’s daughter, and Dillon, Peyton’s daughter, walking down the hallway together, towards the kitchen. I feel a pang of guilt flutter inside my chest at the sight of Dillon. Even though it wasn’t any of my doing, I still feel guilt over Peyton’s mutilation of her own daughter. The memory of Peyton pulling Dillon’s wings out of their sockets is a haunting image that will stay with me forever.
 
   “Cinnamon rolls,” I tell Logan, holding out the plate to the girls. “You’re welcome to try one.”
 
   As the pair comes to stand in front of us, I can tell they’re both apprehensive to take anything offered by me. Logan eyes the rolls with open curiosity before licking her lips and reaching to take one off the plate.
 
   “These things are probably filled with calories,” she says, “but I have to eat one before the smell drives me crazy.”
 
   Dillon plucks one from the plate, too, without much reservation. “Considering that we’re transforming so often now, I wouldn’t worry about the extra calories, Logan.”
 
   I’d completely forgotten that with the shorter days, the children of the Watchers would also be forced to change into their werewolf forms more frequently. 
 
   “Have you gone to see your mother yet?” I have to ask Logan.
 
   Logan chews on the piece of pastry in her mouth for a little longer than she needs to before answering, “No.”
 
   “After all she did to save you, you’re repaying her with your apathy?” I ask, unable to hide my aggravation.
 
   “She shouldn’t have bothered,” Logan says. Her tone doesn’t exactly sound ungrateful. It sounds more like she’s resigned to the real possibility that this world is doomed, and all Sophia did was allow her to live on borrowed time.
 
   “She’s your mother,” I tell her. “She did what she thought she had to in order to protect you. The least you can do is go say hello to her. She deserves that much respect from you.”
 
   “If she hadn’t given Lucian what he wanted, none of this would be happening,” Logan argues. “I was only one life, Jess. She could have saved millions, but she just wasn’t strong enough to let me go.”
 
   “If you’re ever given the gift of having a child of your own one day, you’ll understand the pain she went through when she saw what they were doing to you. I can’t condone what she did, but I certainly understand it. I’m not sure I wouldn’t have done the same thing if I saw one of my children being tortured. I would rather die than watch something like that happen.”
 
   “She’s right, Logan,” Dillon says, licking the icing off her fingers, having finished her roll in record time. “My mom is the one who actually did torture me, and I can still forgive her for what she did. At least your mom cared enough to save you from it.”
 
   “Why don’t you go down and see her?” I suggest to Logan. “You can even take her this last cinnamon roll as a peace offering.”
 
   I extend the plate to Logan. She takes it, albeit reluctantly.
 
   “I’m not even sure what to say to her,” Logan admits to me.
 
   “Would you like me to go with you, for moral support?” I ask.
 
   “Do you have time?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got the time.” I turn to Mason. “I’ll meet you in our room afterwards.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting,” Mason promises.
 
   I begin to feel a selfish guilt. I’m a little sad that I won’t be able to enjoy one of Beau’s cinnamon rolls, but I feel as though my sacrifice isn’t in vain. If it brings Logan a little closer to her mother, it will all be worth it in the end.
 
   Dillon accompanies us, which doesn’t surprise me at all. From what I was told, the two girls have been practically inseparable for a long time. Since Dillon was supportive of Logan patching things up with her mother, I see no reason that she shouldn’t come along, too.
 
   “Hey,” Dillon says to me as we walk down the stairs of the basement, “sorry about the way I acted at my party. I just didn’t realize what was happening at the time. I still can’t believe my parents are helping to end the world. How screwed up is that?”
 
   I wonder if I should tell Dillon that I just saw her father, Will. I decide against it. She seems to be acclimating to life here at the castle, and I don’t want to do anything that will remind her of her old life.
 
   When Logan steps into the graviton cage, Sophia hastily stands up from her cot and rushes to the bars of her cell.
 
   “Oh, sweetie,” Sophia says, “I was hoping I would be able to see you again.”
 
   “Before the world ends, you mean?” Logan asks sarcastically. “You should have just let me die, Mom. Now you’ve doomed everyone to an early death.”
 
   “I couldn’t leave you with them,” Sophia laments, twin tears falling from her eyes. “You’re my baby. I couldn’t just stand by and let them hurt you like that, not when I had the ability to stop it from happening. Please, Logan, tell me you understand why I did what I did. Even if no one else can forgive me, I need for you to.”
 
   “You placed the burden of this world being destroyed on my shoulders, Mom,” Logan tells her, shaking her head in dismay. “The deaths of the people who have died since the first trumpet was blown are all on me. There’s nothing that can change that now.”
 
   “No,” Sophia says resolutely, wiping at her tears. “None of this is your fault. All of it is mine.”
 
   “But that’s not completely true, and there’s nothing you can do to change the facts.”
 
   Sophia stares at her daughter for a long time. The yearning for Logan’s understanding is plainly written on her face.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Sophia tells her daughter. “I never meant for you to feel any guilt over what I did. All I can ask for is your forgiveness. Please, Logan, say you can forgive me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom,” Logan says. “I just don’t think I can.”
 
   Logan turns and hands me the plate with the cinnamon roll on it. She quickly exits the graviton cage, Dillon close behind her.
 
   I hear Sophia begin to weep, as if Logan has just ripped her heart out and taken it with her. In reality, that’s probably exactly how Sophia feels. I only know one way to help her. I lay the plate on the cell floor before running back upstairs.
 
   When I find Tristan, he’s in the kitchen helping Jered wash the dirty dishes from the impromptu cinnamon roll gathering. As I walk over to get his attention, I’m once again thankful that we were forced to relocate to our small island hideaway. Not only are we isolated from most of the world, we are also in a place that is self-sufficient. Since we have our own powerhouse to generate electricity, and a private water supply, the calamity that was affecting most of the world left us practically untouched.
 
   “I need your help,” I tell Tristan in a low voice as I go to stand beside him near the sink.
 
   Tristan immediately washes the suds from his hands. While he’s drying them with a towel, he turns to me and asks, “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Sophia needs you.”
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Tristan tells Jered.
 
   “Take your time,” Jered replies, full of understanding. “I can handle the rest of this.”
 
   Tristan follows me down to the basement, where we find Sophia beside herself with grief. I feel directly responsible for her emotional breakdown. I shouldn’t have forced Logan to come down here before she was ready to talk to Sophia. If I had been smart, I would have just planted the seed of forgiveness in Logan’s mind and let it germinate for a while, instead of trying to force it out into the sun.
 
   I open the cell door so Tristan can go in to comfort Sophia.
 
   When he sits down beside her on the cot, her crying subsides somewhat.
 
   “She’ll never forgive me,” Sophia laments to Tristan. “Never.”
 
   “She will,” Tristan says consolingly, “she just needs some time.”
 
   “What if we don’t have that much time? The princes might win, and we’ll all be lost.”
 
   “You can’t think like that, Sophia,” Tristan tells her, ever the optimist. “She’ll come around.”
 
   Sophia shakes her head vigorously. “No. She won’t. She’ll always see me as a villain, not a hero.”
 
   Before I know what’s happening, Sophia jumps up from the cot and makes a mad dash for the open cell door. Instinctively, I try to slam it shut before she reaches the opening, but I’m too late and too weak to stop her. Like a madwoman on a mission, Sophia pushes the door so hard as she exits, that I end up losing my grip and flying across the small area until my back hits the far wall.
 
   Sophia makes it outside the graviton cage before even Tristan can reach her.
 
   I’m certain she probably phased as soon as she left the confines of the graviton cage. Saying a few choice curse words to myself for my stupidity, I stand up and yell to Tristan, “Go get help!”
 
   I know we only have a small window of opportunity for one of the other Watchers to follow Sophia’s phase trail. 
 
   I berate myself for not being more careful where Sophia is concerned, while Tristan races upstairs to find someone to help us. Within a few seconds, Jered phases back into the basement with Tristan.
 
   Jered doesn’t say anything to me. He immediately follows the phase trail Sophia left behind.
 
   “Where do you think she went?” Tristan asks worriedly.
 
   “I have no idea,” I say in bewilderment. “But I’m afraid she’ll do something stupid to prove herself to Logan.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I reply, attempting to keep my apprehension to myself.
 
   Sophia is so desperate to gain her daughter’s love and approval again that she might do anything to achieve her goal. When someone is so focused on one thing, that person can become a danger not only to themselves but also to others.
 
   I feel like I need a do-over for the last hour. It seems like if there was a wrong decision to be made, I made it. Not on purpose, of course, but whatever Sophia does from here on out will be my fault. I feel like I might have just given Lucian the keys to the kingdom if Sophia tries to go to him again. Even if her plan is to try to help us in some way, the odds of it working out the way she thinks are not in her favor.
 
   Jered returns alone a few minutes later, looking troubled.
 
   “Well?” I ask anxiously, unnerved by the frown on his face.
 
   “I followed her as far as I could,” Jered tells us. “She tried to lose me a couple of times by not phasing from the same spot she phased into, but I was able to find her departure points.”
 
   “And where did she end up?” I ask, holding my breath as I wait for Jered’s answer.
 
   “Her last phase trail went directly into the White House,” Jered tells us, voicing my worst fear. “I didn’t follow her, though, since I couldn’t exactly tell what would be waiting for me on the other side. I thought it was more important to report where she was than to go on a fool’s errand in there.”
 
   “You did the right thing,” I say. “We don’t need to lose you, too.”
 
   “Now what do we do?” Tristan asks me.
 
   “I wish I had an answer for you,” I reply, feeling lost. I have no idea what our next step should be. “We’ll just have to pray she doesn’t give them information that will compromise us.”
 
   “I don’t believe Sophia would do that,” Jered says. “From what I know about her character, she always has good intentions. It’s simply the way she handles things that are questionable.”
 
   “Well,” I say sighing heavily, “I guess we should go tell the others about my screw-up.”
 
   “You shouldn’t blame yourself, Jess,” Tristan tries to console.
 
   “Yes, I should,” I say, turning towards the staircase. “This whole thing has been my fault, from beginning to end.”
 
   After we make it back upstairs, Jered and Tristan go off to find the others. I know where Mason is, in our bedroom. I don’t want to tell him how badly I screwed up, but I know I have to so we can figure out what to do next. When I step inside the room, I find Mason lying on our bed, a small plate holding a single cinnamon roll across his hips.
 
   “I have something sweet for you to eat,” he says to me cheekily. The smile on his face quickly fades as he continues to study mine. He moves the plate from his lap and sets it on the nightstand beside him.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asks, sitting up on the side of the bed as I close the door behind me.
 
   I inhale deeply, and tell Mason exactly what I did.
 
   “Come here,” he says to me, patting a spot on the bed next to him.
 
   I go to sit down beside him.
 
   “You didn’t know what she was going to do. In fact, I don’t even think she knew until she did it.”
 
   “It’s still my fault she escaped.”
 
   “You were just trying to help her, Jess. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
 
   “I should have been more careful. I should have never opened the door in the first place.”
 
   “Stop,” Mason says, pulling me into his arms. “You can sit here and second-guess yourself all day long. It’s not going to change anything. We’ll deal with Sophia when the opportunity presents itself. You’re going to have to let this go. We have enough to worry about right now without trying to guess what she’s up to.”
 
   “I don’t believe she’ll do anything to put us in danger. I think she wants to prove to Logan just how much she loves her.”
 
   “Then maybe she’ll do something that will work in our favor,” Mason suggests, with more optimism than I can muster. “Like I said, we can’t sit here and try to figure out what’s going on in her mind. We’ll deal with it like we do everything else: together.”
 
   I hold onto Mason and soak up his warmth. Unburdening my worries to him has always made me feel better. No matter what life throws at us, I know that, as long as we have one another, nothing is impossible to overcome.
 
   Mason kisses my left temple and says, “I think someone needs a cinnamon roll.”
 
   He lets go of me so he can lean back and grab the plate from his nightstand. When he hands me his offering of sweet decadence, I just lay it on my lap and stare at the roll for a moment. I don’t feel like I’ve earned the right to eat it, but I know if I don’t, I’ll feel guilty for letting it go to waste.
 
   Mason seems to understand my inner turmoil. He carefully pulls off a piece of the pastry and feeds it to me. I open my mouth and accept it, but only because it seems rude not to.
 
   “Don’t let one mistake make you doubt yourself, Jess,” Mason tells me in a half-chastising, half-exasperated voice. “Now isn’t the time. Our work here is almost done. We’ll be able to go home soon.”
 
   “Do you really believe that?” I ask, wondering if our work here will ever come to an end.
 
   “Of course I do,” my husband says, like there is no question of if, just when. “Don’t you?”
 
   “I guess I would if things would start to work for us instead of against us.”
 
   “I don’t think my father would send us here on a one-way trip, Jess.”
 
   “No, I don’t either,” I agree, realizing for the first time in a while that all hope is not lost.
 
   God knows how important my family is to me. He wouldn’t be so cruel as to send me to a world filled with strangers without the possibility of ever returning home.
 
   There is a way to make things right in this reality again, and, as soon as we find it, we can all go back home.
 
   A little while later, Mason and I go back downstairs to see how much longer it will be before we’re ready to go to the core facility. I’m glad to learn that we’re keeping the group we’re taking small in number. Besides Mason, Lucifer, and me, only Xavier, Noel, Malcolm, and Nina will be traveling there.
 
   “The fewer people we take the better,” Xavier tells me. “I’m hoping since we have your Lucifer helping us, we can be in and out before the guards know what’s happening.”
 
   “We can hope,” I say, without much enthusiasm. I may be too cynical for my own good, but if I don’t get my hopes up, I’m never disappointed when things take a turn for the worse.
 
   “The sooner we get this done,” Malcolm says, watching a group of humans pass by the entrance to the library, “the better I’ll feel. Enough people have died because of Lucian. I don’t want to see any more perish just because they got the dragon tattoo so they could provide for their families.”
 
   “You have to admit, though,” I say, “it is an ingenious plan; an evil-to-the- core plan, but a brilliant way to ensure the deaths of a large number of people all at once, and at a time of his choosing.”
 
   Brand walks into the room with three black backpacks in his hands. He hands one to Malcolm, one to Xavier, and the last one to Nina.
 
   “Each one has a timer set for 10 seconds,” Brand warns them. “Once you push the red button on the detonator, phase out.”
 
   “This should be an easy phase-and-dump operation,” Xavier says.
 
   For some reason, I feel like his words have just jinxed us.
 
   “Am I just in time for the party?” I hear Lucifer say.
 
   When I direct my gaze to the doorway, I see him leaned up against it, looking at us with an amused expression.
 
   “Why do you look like you’re the only one in on a joke?” I ask him, even more suspicious of his motives for agreeing to help us.
 
   “Oh, no particular reason, Jessica,” Lucifer answers with a shrug of one shoulder. “I’m quite excited to see how this little adventure of ours will turn out.”
 
   I narrow my eyes at Lucifer, because something just doesn’t feel right. Not that much does when he’s around, but it’s like he’s the boy in class who refuses to share a secret with the rest of the students. I was already uneasy about our mission, and Lucifer’s attitude isn’t helping matters.
 
   “Shall we go?” Lucifer suggests pleasantly.
 
   I turn to Xavier. “You’re positive this isn’t a trap of some sort? Happy-Go- Lucky over there is just looking a little too enthusiastic about this little trip of ours.”
 
   Xavier glances in Lucifer’s direction, frowning when he sees Lucifer smile.
 
   “I can’t be certain, of course,” Xavier says, looking troubled. “I suppose it depends on whether or not Lucian suspects me of being a part of the resistance. None of them have shown any indications that they do, but I can’t be one hundred percent sure of that.”
 
   “Either way,” Mason says, “we have to go to the core facility and destroy the fusion reactor before Lucian executes the next step of his plan. Let’s just go there assuming that it is a trap, and be prepared to leave quickly if we have to.”
 
   “For once,” Lucifer chimes in, “I agree with Mason. You people are just wasting time standing around here wondering about things. It’s always much better to meet your demons head-on.”
 
   “You being the expert on demons,” I snap. “What do you know, Lucifer? From where I’m standing, it looks like you know a lot more than you’re saying.”
 
   Lucifer’s smile broadens. “Why, Jessica, you really do give me a lot of credit for being ahead of the game. I know as much as you do at this point. If I look as if I understand more about the situation, it’s just because I know what I would do if I were in Lucian’s position. I mean, he’s me, in a weird, twisted sort of way.”
 
   “And what would you do?” I ask, hoping to gain a little insight into Lucian’s mind.
 
   Lucifer shakes his head. “You know I can’t tell you that. Besides, what if I’m completely wrong? I do so hate being wrong about things. It’s not a very becoming look on me.”
 
   “You’re wasting your breath, Jess,” Mason says, having given up on Lucifer a long time ago. “He’ll never tell you anything if it doesn’t benefit him in some way. I’m sure he’s hoping this mission will fail, so he can gloat about it later.”
 
   “You make me sound so childish, Mason,” Lucifer chastises lightly. “I’ll have you know that I only have Jessica’s best interests at heart.”
 
   “I’m not sure if I should be flattered or worried,” I tell Lucifer.
 
   Lucifer looks me straight in the eye and says, “Both.”
 
   “Let’s just go and get this over with,” Malcolm says, frustrated by Lucifer’s lack of cooperation.
 
   “This must be a day for miracles,” Lucifer says in amazement. “I’m in complete agreement with the mangy mongrel who just spoke.”
 
   “You know,” Malcolm says to Lucifer, “I’m starting to think Jess might be in line for sainthood, since she’s able to put up with your smart ass.”
 
   “Takes one to know one,” Lucifer counters.
 
   “Ok, boys,” I tell them both, “let’s put away our petty differences for once and concentrate on doing what needs to be done right now. Xavier, can you go through the plan one more time?”
 
   “It’s pretty simple,” Xavier begins, “Noel and I will phase all of you down to the core facility. Lucifer will open the door to the reactor room, and those of us with explosives will place them around the fusion reactor while the rest of you keep you guard. If everything goes as planned, we should be in and out in less than a minute.”
 
   It all sounds too easy. Easy is nice when it works, but things are rarely so cut and dry.
 
   I pull out my sword.
 
   “All right,” I say to the others as they pull out their weapons as well, “let’s go, but everyone needs to keep their eyes open. I have a feeling things aren’t going to be as simple as they should be.”
 
   Once everyone has their weapons readied, Xavier and Noel phase us all down to the core facility.
 
   We phase into a long hallway that is made mostly out of steel, from floor to ceiling. The wall to my right looks like one long sheet of glass, closing off a room with a silvery-looking ball about eight feet in diameter sitting in the middle of it. All of it would be rather spectacular- looking if not for one thing.
 
   Lucian is standing in the hallway, staring at the fusion reactor, his arms crossed in front of him. 
 
   Keeping his gaze directed towards the reactor, Lucian says, “I was wondering how long I was going to have to wait here before you showed up.”
 
   When Lucian does look over at us, I can’t help but cringe inwardly. He’s smiling at us, but, unlike so many of Lucifer’s smiles, Lucian’s does reach his eyes.
 
   Lucian looks directly at Lucifer before saying, “You’re just in time for the show, brother.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   “I’m not your brother,” Lucifer is quick to clarify. “However, I did have a feeling we might see you here.”
 
   “And that little piece of information wasn’t important enough to share with the rest of us?” I ask Lucifer, unable to hide my aggravation with him.
 
   “Like I said, I wasn’t completely sure I was right,” Lucifer says unapologetically. “It wouldn’t have made a difference to you anyway, Jessica. You would have still insisted on coming here to play the part of the hero. I knew there wouldn’t be anything I could say that would dissuade you from following this course of action.”
 
   Lucifer’s assumption was correct, but that didn’t change the fact that he could have at least given us a heads-up that he suspected Lucian would be here waiting for us.
 
   “I must admit,” Lucian says to Xavier, “I’m quite disappointed in you. Gabriel told me he didn’t trust you very much. He had a vision of you betraying us, but I was certain it was only a possible future that wouldn’t come to pass. I’m saddened to see that he was right about you, Xavier. Now I’ll have to hear Gabriel gloat about it for all eternity. I can’t say I’m looking forward to that very much.”
 
   “Sorry to disappoint you,” Xavier replies, not sounding sincere in his words.
 
   “No matter,” Lucian shrugs. “It turns out that this little scenario has worked out in my favor anyway.”
 
   “How do you figure that?” I ask.
 
   “Now I get to see your faces as the next phase of my plan is implemented.”
 
   “Not if we blow this reactor up first,” I counter as I hold up my flaming blue sword, preparing to attack him in order to clear the way for the others to set the charges.
 
   Lucian tilts his head as he looks at my newly-acquired weapon.
 
   “My, my, but you do have the best toys, Jessica. Ravan is still frustrated that she can’t get your sword to flame for her. Poor thing is beside herself with anger.”
 
   “I hope she’s not getting too attached to it,” I state. “I plan to get it back from her.”
 
   “Good luck with that,” Lucian replies with a crooked smile. “She’s become rather fond of it, I’m afraid. You may have to kill her first, because I honestly don’t see Ravan giving it back to you of her own free will.”
 
   “I have no problem with that,” I tell him honestly. “As far as I’m concerned, she’s been living on borrowed time anyway. No human should live as long as she has, especially when their immortality comes at the expense of their own children’s lives.”
 
   “You do seem to live on a very high horse, Jessica. Sometimes people simply do whatever they have to in order to survive. I admit I have no love for Ravan, so do what you want to with her. She has outlived her usefulness to me and is no longer under my direct protection; though Gabriel has always loved her, for some inexplicable reason. He might cause you difficulties.”
 
   “Speaking of Ravan,” Lucifer says, “I’m surprised you’ve been able to work with her for this long, considering who she really is.”
 
   “I used her for my own purposes,” Lucian replies smugly. “I have no problem killing her, now that she’s done what I needed her to do. If I can slay the Guardian who created her soul, I can certainly kill her easily enough.”
 
   I expect Lucifer to come back with some witticism or smart-ass remark, but he doesn’t. He remains completely silent, which isn’t like him at all.
 
   When I look over at Lucifer, I see a mixture of horror and disbelief on his face.
 
   “No,” Lucifer says, shaking his head resolutely. “You couldn’t have.”
 
   Lucian chuckles, drawing my attention back to him.
 
   “Are you telling me that you left your Heaven before finishing the job?” Lucian asks in disbelief. “Typical. You’re even weaker than I thought you were,” he spits out. “No wonder you haven’t brought the Origin to its knees yet. Grow some balls why don’t you, and end our father’s little experiment once and for all! Even if I fail here, at least you can finish it for all of us. Aren’t you tired of living with these dirty little monkeys? Don’t you want to see them all die for what they did to us?”
 
   Lucifer remains silent. What Lucian said seems to have completely taken him by surprise. I don’t understand what it all means, but whomever Lucian killed seems to have been someone important to Lucifer, or he wouldn’t be acting the way he is. Who did Lucian kill in his version of Heaven to shock Lucifer so badly? From what I’ve been told, Lucifer killed a host of angels during the war. Whose life there actually meant something to him?
 
   “You’re completely lost,” Lucifer finally says. “There’s no hope for you at all.”
 
   “And are you so delusional that you think there’s still hope for you?” Lucian counters heatedly. “Come on, brother, even you know our soul was damned the moment we were cast out of Heaven. Are you actually holding out hope that yours can be saved?”
 
   Lucifer remains silent, making me wonder if I’m finally seeing a part of him that wants to be forgiven by his father. Does he harbor a secret desire to find a way to mend the broken bridge between him and God one day? I may not be able to follow what’s going on in this conversation, but the way Lucifer has reacted gives me hope for his redemption.
 
   “You’re no brother of mine,” Lucifer tells Lucian, “so stop calling me that. What you’ve just said proves to me that you’re just a cheap imitation.”
 
   “I am superior to you in every way possible!” Lucian storms, red in the face with his anger. “Can you honestly stand there and tell me you’ve accomplished as much as I have in your reality?”
 
   “You’re an amateur when it comes to truly knowing how to torture humans,” Lucifer says scathingly. “Physical pain means nothing in the long-run. Sure, you can gain in the short-term, but for a true end game scenario to play out, you need to understand that it’s the lasting effects of rage and sorrow that will win in the end. What you’re doing here is a desperate act of an unimaginative mind.”
 
   “If it wouldn’t kill me, too, I would strangle you where you stand for saying that to me,” Lucian says through gritted teeth.
 
   “I can’t be killed by a dead man,” Lucifer tells him, almost sounding like he pities Lucian. “You killed the only thing that was keeping you alive inside.”
 
   “No, I simply decided to direct my energy towards bringing Hell to Earth.”
 
   “I wish you luck in achieving your goal, but I don’t think you’ll ever see it come to pass.”
 
   “It will happen,” Lucian says with a madman’s certainty. “Just watch, and envy my success!”
 
   “I can’t envy a hollow shell like you,” Lucifer replies, leaving it at that.
 
   Lucian looks incensed at Lucifer’s words. I watch as he looks up at a camera mounted on the wall and nods his head once.
 
   Xavier and Noel immediately gasp in pain. I look at them and see that they’re both holding onto their right hands, where their red dragon tattoos are. I know then that Lucian has just killed a large portion of the world’s population with a single nod of his head. The nanites have delivered their poison and lain waste to those who accepted Ravan’s mark.
 
   “Don’t worry, Jessica,” Lucian tells me, “even if you had been able to blow up this compound, which is what I’m assuming your plan was, it wouldn’t have stopped me. This isn’t the Dragon Network’s core facility. It was only a beta site. I simply allowed Xavier and Noel to believe that it was. I wanted them to drag you here so I could see your faces as I bring this world one step closer to total annihilation.”
 
   The echo of the fifth trumpet being blown strikes the air, sounding like the next-to-last nail in this Earth’s coffin. 
 
   “Thinking that I would allow anyone to know where the core facility is was your first mistake,” Lucian tells us. “If there is anything I’ve learned in this life, it’s that you can’t give your trust to many people, not even those closest to you. You really shouldn’t stay cooped up in here, though. There’s quite a show going on outside that you simply must witness. You’re welcome to join me. I can assure you that you’ll want to watch what happens next. Gabriel and Levi have a wonderful surprise you should all see; especially you, Jessica. It might make you rethink staying in my world and causing trouble in a place you don’t really belong.”
 
   Lucian phases, leaving us to wonder what the hell he’s talking about.
 
   “We should follow him,” Nina says. “We need to know what he’s up to in order to plan our next move.”
 
   “He sounded like he’s about to make a move we won’t be able to fight,” I say to the others.
 
   “Though I hate to follow him anywhere,” Mason replies, “Nina’s right; we need to see what he’s doing and what this last trumpet unleashed.”
 
   I take a deep breath because I know whatever we see next won’t be pleasant.
 
   “Let’s go,” I say to the others.
 
   Mason takes hold of my arm and phases us, following Lucian’s trail.
 
   I gasp when I see where we are. It’s like having a moment of bad déjà vu.
 
   We find ourselves standing on the grass of the National Mall in Washington D.C. I know no one else will recognize this scene because I’m the only vessel present. Michael materializes beside me, letting me have someone to share this terrible moment with.
 
   “It’s just like Gabe’s vision when we asked what would happen if Lucifer won,” I say to Michael.
 
   “This is what you saw?” Mason asks me. He may not have been inside our inner realm when this possible future was revealed to us, but I did tell him about it afterwards.
 
   “It’s very close,” I say, looking up at the sky. There might not be a Tear in the fabric of space here, but the red dot leading straight to Hell is staring down at us like a large, ominous eye. The historical buildings and monuments surrounding us have all been damaged in some way or another. The silhouette of the Capitol building is missing most of its dome, almost making it unrecognizable. Half of the Washington Monument lays strewn across the lawn.
 
   “I’m so glad you all decided to join us to witness this momentous occasion,” I hear Lucian say, his voice coming from the right of us.
 
   When I turn my attention to Lucian, I see Gabriel and Levi standing on either side of him. They’re each holding a trumpet in their hands. My heart races because I see an opportunity to bring an end to things here and now. If we can snatch the last two trumpets before they’re used, we can stop what’s happening and give this world a chance to put its shattered pieces back together.
 
   I hear a low growl reverberate in the air, drawing my gaze away from the three standing in front of us to the orange-red opening in the sky. A monster, which has visited my nightmares often since I learned of its existence, slinks from the opening. Its red, serpentine body undulates out of the deepest corners of Hell, seeking innocent prey to fill its transparent gullet. Its lipless mouth is filled with razor-sharp silver teeth. I know what this creature is. It’s a leviathan.
 
   One leviathan after another, more than I can keep count of, begins to gush out of the portal. They scatter in the wind like leaves, journeying to parts unknown. The very last one of them to exit Hell makes its way straight down towards us. It’s larger than the others of its kind, making me think it must be the leader of the pack.
 
   We all take a few steps back, not knowing what the creature’s intentions for coming down are. In mid-flight, it halts, looking between Lucian and Lucifer like it’s suddenly become confused and doesn’t know which one of them is its master. Finally, it veers off to the right towards Lucian. Like a pet, it lands on its belly in front of Lucifer’s counterpart.
 
   Lucian reaches out a hand and glides it along the lower portion of the leviathan’s jaw like any master would to a prized minion. Considering the creature is as big as a cruise ship, the gesture seems like a futile one, but the leviathan’s body trembles like it’s experiencing pleasure from the action.
 
   “Isn’t she beautiful?” Lucian yells out to us, above the sound of the leviathan’s breathing. “One of Hell’s better creations, if you ask me. So willing and able to do as I ask.”
 
   “And what exactly are you asking her to do?” I shout back, needing to know what the purpose of the leviathans is, even though I already have a pretty good idea.
 
   “Why, capture souls, of course,” Lucian responds, as if I’ve asked a silly question. “Unfortunately, the gateway to Hell will only be open for a short time. They’ll have to go back in a few days, but it should be long enough for them to harvest enough souls for the next step of my plan.”
 
   Lucian steps back from the leviathan and looks over at Levi and Gabriel.
 
   “You know what to do,” he tells them.
 
   I immediately assume that Lucian has just given the two princes the go-ahead to blow their trumpets. We all start running towards them, determined to stop what’s about to happen next. Xavier and Noel have obviously been here before, because they simply phase over to Lucian and the others. Lucian blocks them both by calling upon his black sword, keeping them away from the other two princes. 
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I notice that Lucifer doesn’t move an inch. I thought he would help us, since he can’t return home if I’m dead, but he doesn’t seem concerned about my safety at all.
 
   Before the rest of us are able to reach the fight, I see the leviathan open its mouth, revealing its razor-sharp teeth. Levi and Gabriel approach the creature and do something quite unexpected.
 
   They throw the trumpets into the mouth of the leviathan.
 
   Their actions bring me up short, and I come to a complete stop.
 
   Levi and Gabriel phase to points unknown, while Lucian continues to fight Xavier and Noel. From the excited expression on his face, he seems to be enjoying the exertion of the fight immensely.
 
   When Nina joins the battle, I hear Lucian say, “Three was company, but four is definitely too much of a crowd.”
 
   With one mighty kick in the gut, Lucian sends Noel spiraling straight into the leviathan’s gaping maw. I watch in horror as her body is sliced in half by one of the leviathan’s teeth. The two halves of the Watcher tumble into the transparent stomach of the creature, where its gastric juices immediately begin to dissolve her flesh. I’m not sure if what’s happening to Noel can kill her or not, since she’s technically immortal. However, I do know that she can’t possibly phase out of her predicament in her current condition.
 
   Screaming Noel’s name, Xavier abandons the fight with Lucian, leaving Nina to take care of Lucian alone. Xavier charges towards the leviathan, sword raised, as if he intends to gut it, but the creature does something I didn’t expect it to do.
 
   It phases up to the blazing red eye in the sky and slinks back through the portal, returning to Hell.
 
   I hear Lucian begin to laugh with glee just before he phases away, too.
 
   I stand there, stunned and nauseous by what I just witnessed. I don’t know what to do. I feel completely numb because I don’t understand what just happened.
 
   “Why did they do that?” I ask aloud, not really expecting a response, but getting one from Lucifer anyway.
 
   “I believe I know what’s he’s doing,” Lucifer tells me as he comes to stand beside me. “It’s just further proof that he and I are not the same, but I feel confident I understand his thought-process in this situation.”
 
   Xavier and Nina phase back to us.
 
   “How do we get Noel back?” Xavier demands of Lucifer, still breathing hard from the fight with Lucian.
 
   Lucifer shakes his head. “There is no getting her back. She’s in Hell now.”
 
   “There must be a way!”
 
   “There isn’t,” Lucifer says calmly in the face of Xavier’s wrath. “You’re going to have to accept that fact and move on.”
 
   “Can you go there and bring her back here?” I ask Lucifer.
 
   “This isn’t my reality, Jessica,” Lucifer says. “It’s his Hell, not mine.”
 
   “Why did Levi and Gabriel throw their trumpets into the leviathan?” Nina asks, looking as bewildered by the turn of events as I feel.
 
   “He mostly did that so all of you could witness it. Lucian seems to be a bit of a drama queen.”
 
   “But why do it at all?” Mason questions. “Why not blow the trumpets and end all of this here and now?”
 
   “He’s waiting,” Lucifer replies ominously.
 
   “Waiting for what?” I ask, dreading the answer, but needing to know it.
 
   “I can only guess, but I think my supposition is an educated one,” Lucifer begins. “If he truly wants to bring Hell to Earth, he will need to feed it all the negative energy he can before he blows the trumpets and that will take some time to cultivate. The sixth one will open an even larger and more permanent door to Hell. Once Gabriel blows the seventh and last trumpet, Judgment Day will take place, and every soul that seeks sanctuary away from the Earthly plane will end up in Hell, since Heaven is closed off. With all those souls and all that negative energy, he can do pretty much whatever he wants. If he accomplishes that, it will feel like a final victory against our father.”
 
   “Couldn’t he have just phased the trumpets to Hell himself?” Malcolm asks. “What was the point in having the leviathan take them there?”
 
   “Like I said, he wanted you all to see where they were being kept. Of course he could have taken them there himself, but that wasn’t enough for him. He wanted you to see it for a reason.”
 
   “What reason?” I ask, dreading the answer.
 
   “I assume,” Lucifer says, “he wanted you to know that they were being kept somewhere you can’t reach them, no matter how hard you try, Jessica. He is in control of what happens here and when it happens.”
 
   “When?” I ask, catching that turn of Lucifer’s phrase. “Is the when important?”
 
   “He’s telling you that he can wait you out,” Lucifer explains. “He can wait until you are either dead by his hand or by natural causes. I imagine he wants to kill you himself one day. I suppose he isn’t that much different from me in that regard. He likes to play with his opponents as much as I do. He could wait a hundred years, and it wouldn’t make a difference to him one way or another. He might even do it just to spite you, Jessica. Lucian knows you want to go back home, but he also knows you probably won’t if this world is still in peril. He’ll either wait you out or try to pick you off one by one, so you can’t make the portal to go back home.”
 
   I don’t doubt a word Lucifer said because it sounds exactly like something he would do to his own adversaries. 
 
   “No,” I say, refusing to believe that I will be stuck on alternate Earth indefinitely. “There has to be another option. We didn’t come here to lose. You told me that there is a way to save this world. Were you lying to me, or do you know how to do it?”
 
   “I don’t lie to you, Jessica,” Lucifer says. “And, like I told you earlier, you won’t like the solution.”
 
   “How do we save this world?” I demand. “We need to know.”
 
   “Are you prepared to do whatever needs to be done?” Lucifer asks, sounding uncertain that I have the willpower to go through with what he’s about to suggest.
 
   “I hope I am,” I reply, swallowing hard and trying to steel myself to hear Lucifer’s answer.
 
   “Very well.” Lucifer pauses before saying, “You will need to sacrifice one of your friends if you truly want to stop this apocalypse.”
 
   I stare at Lucifer as my mind refuses to accept what he just said. I automatically begin to shake my head.
 
   “No,” I tell him. “We’re not sacrificing anyone.”
 
   “I told you that you wouldn’t like the answer,” Lucifer tells me, standing his ground.
 
   “Who?” Mason asks, but, from the way he asked his question, I think my husband already knows the answer; he just wants Lucifer to confirm it.
 
   “Gabe has to permanently take Gabriel out of the equation,” Lucifer says. “With one touch, your friend can remove the only person who can sound the final trumpet and bring about Judgment Day. Moreover, I think the ascension of an Archangel’s soul will be enough to heal the rift between this Earth and Heaven, allowing human souls a chance to go there instead of Hell. You have to see that it’s the only option left, Mason, even if your wife refuses to see the logic.”
 
   “What logic?” I ask, on the verge of losing my temper. “You just said I have to kill one of my best friends! There is no logic in that!”
 
   “Stop thinking with your heart and use your brain for once, Jessica,” Lucifer says. “Lucian has put the trumpets in a place you have no way of getting to. That takes them out of play in this game of his. You could wait until he brings them back, but what if he decides to wait until you’re all dead first? Do you honestly want to live here for the rest of your life? Do you want to doom your friends to live here on the off chance that he brings the trumpets back into play before you’re all dead? If I were him, I would wait; even if it meant that the veil between Earth and Heaven was repaired before then. In the end, it would be worth it. He can continue this holy war for a very long time and force people to his side by wearing their spirits down. If you want to end this war now and ensure the safety of this world forever, Gabe has to touch Gabriel and eliminate the threat he represents. You have to recognize what I’m saying is true.”
 
   “If we sacrifice Gabe, how are we supposed to get back home?” I ask Lucifer, knowing he wants to go back home just as much as the rest of us. “We need him to go back.”
 
   “Not really,” Lucifer says. “You have me. Remember, I’m an Archangel, too. I suppose my father saw this eventuality happening and made sure you had a spare wheel handy, as it were.” 
 
   “No,” I say stubbornly, even though the others around me remain conspicuously silent. “There has to be another way. We can kidnap Gabriel and take him back to our world with us.”
 
   Lucifer laughs. “Good luck with that. Do you think he’ll simply roll over and let you take him?”
 
   “The dagger,” I say to Mason. “We need to find where they put the dagger so we can put him into stasis again. Then we’ll take him with us back to our Earth, and hide him where no one will ever find him.”
 
   “It could work,” Mason says, thinking through my plan. “But we have no idea where the dagger is now.”
 
   “If Sophia went back to prove herself to us, this might be her way to do it. She’s the one who took it out of Gabriel. Maybe she knows what Lucian did with it.”
 
   “For all we know, she could be dead by now,” Mason tells me.
 
   “I don’t think so. I think she went there to infiltrate Lucian’s group for us. We just need to get a message to her.”
 
   “I think I know how to do that,” Nina says. “We can send Dillon back with a message.”
 
   “We can’t ask that of her,” I say.
 
   “She’s sorry for the role she’s played in this,” Nina tells me. “This will give her a chance to make up for it. No one will suspect her of acting on our behalf. Peyton and Will will just be happy to have their child back. They won’t ask many questions.”
 
   “It could work,” Malcolm says, sounding hopeful. “If we can get the dagger, we can eliminate Gabriel as a threat and not have to sacrifice Gabe to do it.”
 
   My heart feels lighter now that we have a plan. Sacrificing one of my friends simply isn’t an option for me. Lucifer might not have a problem with doing such a thing; he can justify the means to anything as long as he gets what he wants in the end. 
 
   I just hope our plan works and nothing happens to screw it up. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   Before we phase back to the castle to set our plan into motion, we all agree not to mention the alternate plan involving Gabe to the others just yet, not until there’s no hope left. 
 
   While Nina speaks to Dillon about what we want her to do, Mason explains to everyone else what we just witnessed and why we’re sending Dillon back to her parents. I’m careful to keep my emotions hidden while the others are brought up to speed on our current circumstances. As Mason continues to explain everything, I notice Gabe look over at me with a certain understanding of the situation in his eyes. It’s almost like he was waiting for this eventuality to come about.
 
   Without us having to say it, he’s already deduced the only other option left open to us, but he doesn’t say anything during the meeting. He waits until it’s over before approaching me.
 
   “Can we talk in private?” he asks me in a whisper, keeping his eyes on JoJo while she’s busy consoling Xavier over the loss of Noel.
 
   I nod my head as we quietly slip from the room and walk out the front door together.
 
   As we stroll around the castle, Gabe says, “If this plan of yours to get the dagger doesn’t work…”
 
   “It’ll work,” I tell him, refusing to believe otherwise.
 
   Gabe grabs my arm and stops walking, forcing me to stop as well. I turn to face him, but can’t seem to make myself look him in the eyes.
 
   “Jess…” Gabe says, refusing to say anything else until I do meet his gaze. “I’m not afraid to die.”
 
   “It won’t come to that,” I say stubbornly, steadfast in my belief that we’re all supposed to make it back home. “There’s no reason my plan shouldn’t work. Even if it doesn’t, we have time to come up with something else. I’m not about to lose you, Gabe, and I’m not orphaning your child even before he’s born.”
 
   “He won’t be an orphan, Jess. He’ll have JoJo and all of you to look after him.”
 
   “Your child needs his father, too.”
 
   “I can’t argue that point, but I don’t want my child to be born on this Earth either. I’ll do what needs to be done to make sure that he, JoJo, and the rest of you get back home safely.”
 
   “How can you be so calm about your own death?”
 
   “It’s not something I want,” Gabe says, looking to me for understanding, “but, ever since we came here, I’ve had this feeling in the pit of my stomach that I won’t be making it back home. Do you remember when we were down in the salt mines and I told you the vision I had about JoJo and my son?”
 
   I nod. “Yes, I remember.”
 
   “I think the reason I didn’t see myself in that glimpse of the future is because I simply wasn’t a part of it. I believe this is my destiny, Jess, and so does Gabriel.”
 
   “You know I can’t just sit by and let you martyr yourself for us. I have to try everything I can first.”
 
   “I know that,” Gabe says, leaning into me and kissing my cheek. “And I love you for the way you care about me…all of us really. You’ve always acted as our protector. Now it’s time you passed that mantle of responsibility to me. Let me protect those I love most in this world, Jess. I can handle the weight.”
 
   I start to cry, simply unable contain the emotional effect Gabe’s words have on me.
 
   Gabe brings me into his arms and allows me to cry on his shoulder.
 
   “I don’t want to lose you,” I tell him through my tears, “and JoJo will never forgive me for bringing you here.”
 
   “JoJo is a lot stronger than you think. She’ll be fine. Maybe not right away, but she’s a fighter. I have faith that she won’t let her grief overcome her, and you shouldn’t either, Jess,” Gabe tells me, rubbing my shoulder to bring me comfort. Gabe lets me cry for a little while longer before saying, “Hey, can I tell you a secret?”
 
   I raise my head and wipe the tears from my eyes. “Of course you can.”
 
   “I think I’ve seen visions of the far future,” Gabe tells me, looking confused by his confession. “I haven’t even told JoJo this, but ever since we used the inner realm to see Caylin’s descendant, I’ve seen other moments involving the girl.”
 
   “Really?” I ask, surprised to hear this. “Why do you think you’re still having visions of her?”
 
   Gabe shrugs. “I’m not really sure, but seeing her gives me hope for the future of our world.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this now, Gabe?”
 
   “Because I want you to have hope for the future, too, Jess. Everything we’ve done and will do leads towards the future I’ve seen. Always remember that death is never the end for us. It’s just a natural transition into a different state of being. If I can save the lives of the people that I love, then at least my death won’t be a wasted one. It will mean something.”
 
   “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I tell Gabe, wiping at my tears. “We haven’t lost all hope just yet. We need to see if my plan will work first.”
 
   “Agreed,” Gabe says with a faint smile.
 
   I can tell from his expression that he’s already accepted his fate. But I haven’t. I have to try everything within my power to save him before I let him sacrifice himself for us.
 
   When we go back into the castle, I see that we really haven’t been gone for that long. Dillon is still speaking with Nina in the foyer.
 
   “I’m going to go spend some time with JoJo,” Gabe tells me, giving me a peck on the cheek before he leaves.
 
   Nina sees us and watches Gabe walk away. When she looks back at me, she raises an eyebrow in question.
 
   “We talked about it,” I tell her. “He came to his own conclusion.”
 
   Nina simply nods her head and doesn’t say anything else about the matter.
 
   “Dillon is ready to go back to Peyton and Will,” Nina tells me.
 
   “It’s the least I can do,” Dillon says to me. “I’ll tell Sophia that you want to know where the dagger is, but how is she supposed to get in touch with you if she’s able to find out?”
 
   “Tell her to leave a note by the old safe house by the wharf in New York City,” Nina tells her. “It’s burnt down, but she can leave a message on the pillar straight out from where it used to stand on the docks. I’ll check it every day until we hear from her.”
 
   Dillon nods. “Ok, I’ll tell her that.”
 
   “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” I offer, feeling a need to give Dillon a way out, and hating the fact that we’re using her to do our dirty work for us.
 
   “Don’t worry,” she replies, “it’s not like they can do much else to me, and I like this world, even if it is a crazy, messed up one at the moment. I don’t want to see it destroyed any more than it already has been.”
 
   “I’ll phase Dillon as close as I can to the White House without being seen,” Nina tells me. “Then I’ll come back here to help with the leviathan problem.”
 
   “Has a plan been devised?” I ask.
 
   I feel a bit ashamed of myself. I’ve worried over Gabe so much, I completely forgot we had a few hundred floating creatures from Hell terrorizing the world. Add in the fact that these creatures can apparently phase, and you have a nightmare scenario. The faster we intercept them, the better. I assume the same rules apply to them as far as phasing goes. They should only be able to travel to places that they’ve been to before. Given that fact, our window of opportunity to destroy them becomes easier.
 
   “They’re discussing it in the library now,” Nina tells me.
 
   “How is Xavier?” I ask her. “I know he and Noel were close.”
 
   “She was his best friend, and that’s saying a lot for Xavier. He doesn’t easily give his trust to people. She was probably the only person in the world he trusted completely. If I were him right now, I would feel like getting revenge for what was done to her.”
 
   “Me, too,” I say with a nod. “Ok. I’ll go see where they are in their plans. We’ll be waiting for your return.”
 
   Nina lays a hand on Dillon’s shoulder and phases.
 
   When I walk back into the library, I see JoJo and Gabe sitting with Xavier on the couch. Malcolm’s doppelganger in this world looks shell-shocked. If he’s anything like our Malcolm, I’m sure he’s blaming himself for what happened to Noel. 
 
   “Jess,” Leah says, coming to stand next to me with her staff in hand, “it looks like you and I are up again, but we’re going to have a little company this time around.”
 
   Chandler and Zack come to stand with us.
 
   Zack has the sleeves of his leather jacket rolled up to his elbows, making access to his dagger tattoos easier.
 
   “Let me guess,” I say to my friends, “Chandler will act as our pied piper and attract the leviathans to us while Zack daggers them to make sure they can’t phase away. Then, Leah and I finish them off.”
 
   “That’s the plan,” Mason says coming to stand next to me. “With Chandler weaving his songs, the leviathans should remain calm and not attack you. At least, that’s the theory we’re operating on.”
 
   “It’s a good plan,” I tell Mason. “When do we start?”
 
   “Now, if you’re up for it. The sooner we get rid of them the better.”
 
   “Let’s go,” I tell everyone. “I could use a distraction until Sophia gets back in touch with us.”
 
   I hear weeping, and turn to look out the doorway of the library. I see a young brunette woman sitting outside on a bench next to the stairs, being consoled by an older woman.
 
   “What’s wrong with her?” I ask.
 
   “Her husband had a dragon tattoo,” Mason informs me, not having to say any more than that.
 
   “How many died here?”
 
   “Twenty,” Leah answers sadly. “If it helps, they all went fast, from what we were told. It doesn’t sound like they suffered for very long before they died.”
 
   “No,” I tell Leah, “it doesn’t really help, but I guess it’s better than knowing they died in agony.”
 
   “Is everyone ready?” Nina asks us, walking into the library and inadvertently hiding the crying woman from my view.
 
   “Yeah,” I tell her, “we’re ready.”
 
   Nina phases us to different locations surrounding the Washington D.C.-area. On our second try, we find a group of leviathans terrorizing people in a small suburban neighborhood.
 
   Chandler immediately begins to play his flute to draw their attention. It starts out as a pleasant tune, which I assume he believes will lure the leviathans to us, but I don’t think it was the sort of attraction he intended. To anyone else, the song Chandler is playing would soothe the soul, but the leviathans just look pissed off.
 
   “It’s not working,” I tell Chandler urgently. “You need to try something else.”
 
   Chandler quickly changes his tune, but it seems to have an even worse effect on the three leviathans heading our way.
 
   “Crap,” I say, trying to think of a way to solve our problem.
 
   “Chandler,” Mason says, “try a song that’s meant to hurt someone, and keep it directed solely at them.”
 
   “Isn’t that just going to make them angrier?” Leah questions worriedly.
 
   “You can’t think of these things like you would animals on Earth,” my husband tells her. “They were made in Hell. The rules aren’t the same for them.”
 
   Chandler brings the flute back up to his lips and plays a tune that, quite frankly, hurts my ears. If I didn’t have to hold on to my sword in preparation of destroying the leviathans, I would have slapped them over my ears to protect them from the discordant sound. Fortunately, the change in tune seems to work on the leviathans. Their descent slows to a crawl, giving us all plenty of time to prepare for them.
 
   As soon as they get within range, Zack pierces them all with his daggers to keep them from phasing. He is able to throw them a lot farther than Leah and I can project our Heaven’s Fire. It doesn’t really matter how far away the object Zack wants to pierce with his dagger is. As long as he has line of sight, he can direct the daggers to their intended targets.
 
   When the leviathans get within range, Leah and I combine our flames and obliterate the leviathans without much effort.
 
   “That just seemed too easy,” I say, feeling as if we must be missing something.
 
   “Don’t question small blessings,” Zack tells me, remaining the ever-eternal optimist of the group.
 
   We hear the crash of something heavy striking wood down the street from us. A leviathan is butting its head against a two-story colonial home, obviously trying to get to the people hiding inside of it. A few brave souls, presumably neighbors of the people who own the home, are lobbing anything they can find at the leviathan in a vain attempt to distract it. I don’t know whether to be impressed by their bravery or concerned by their stupidity. What exactly is their plan once they have the leviathan’s attention? Either way, their tactic isn’t working: the leviathan has a one-track mind, and really seems to want the people seeking shelter within the house.
 
   We all run down the street to help. As we’re running, Chandler plays his music in an attempt to draw the leviathan away from the house. The creature does rear its grotesque head when he hears the tune, but it quickly returns to what it was doing and continues to smash its head against the roof of the house. Zack stops in the middle of the street to aim a dagger directly at the leviathan. I watch as it flies through the air and pierces the creature’s stomach. I try to keep my eyes away from the lifeless bodies floating within its gut, but I know the horrific imagery will stay with me for the rest of my life.
 
   When we get to the house, Chandler plays the very first tune he tried which angered the other leviathans. It has the same effect on this one, causing it to rear its unsightly head and fly directly towards us. The leviathan opens its mouth, releasing the overpowering stench of rotting corpses. We’re so close to it, Leah and I just barely have time to light our fire to destroy the Hell-spawn before it gobbles us up, too.
 
   “Sorry,” Chandler tells us. “I couldn’t think of a better way to get it away from the house.”
 
   “It’s all right,” I say, slightly out of breath not only from the run down the street, but also from the excitement of almost being eaten alive by the leviathan. “You did what you had to do.”
 
   “Hey!” a man with the group of ten people, who were throwing things at the leviathan, calls out to us as they walk over to where we are. “How did you do that?”
 
   When the people reach us, I notice they all look at me closely, open awe tinged with suspicion. A few of them, especially the women of the group, divert their gaze to Mason standing by my side and seem to put two and two together. I send up a silent prayer that we won’t have any trouble with these people.
 
   “You’re the ones the president warned us about, aren’t you?” the man asks.
 
   I see no reason to lie. “Yes. We’re those people, but you don’t have anything to fear from us. We’re only here to help.”
 
   “I can see that,” the man says with a nod of his head. “Don’t worry. None of us ever trusted Ravan Draeke. It’s probably the only reason we’re still alive.” The man holds up his right hand to show me that he doesn’t have a red dragon tattoo.
 
   In a way, it’s odd to think Lucian may have done himself a disservice by killing those with a tattoo. At least they had pledged their loyalty to Ravan, and, by proxy, to him. He killed those he could have used in this war just so he could harvest the energy from their souls. Now, he has a world filled with people who despise everything Ravan stands for. The country that will come out of this catastrophe on top is China. Jai Lin said that she never allowed any of her citizens to receive Ravan’s mark. In the days after this is all over, Jai Lin will need the support of her countrymen if the world is ever going to be made right again.
 
   “Is there anything we can do to help?” a small red-haired woman in the group asks us.
 
   “Just try to stay clear of those things,” I warn her. “You won’t be able to kill them on your own.”
 
   “A group of us was thinking about storming the White House and taking Ravan down,” the man says a little too excitedly. “Do you think you could help us with that?”
 
   “I wouldn’t advise doing that by yourselves,” Mason is quick to reply. “We’re coming up with a plan to deal with Ravan. Trust us to take care of her for you. If you want to help the resistance, find more people like yourselves and team up to stay alive. Hopefully, this will all be over soon and you can start to rebuild your lives.”
 
   The man looks around at the devastation his neighborhood has endured.
 
   “I don’t think things will ever be the same for us,” he says. “We’ve already lost so much.”
 
   “Once you survive all this,” I tell him, “remember what happened here. There will always be someone out there trying to destroy what you have. Don’t let them. All of this,” I say, indicating what’s left of this man’s community, “can be rebuilt with a little hard work and a lot of determination.”
 
   “Do you honestly believe you can put an end to what’s happening?” the red-haired woman asks me, looking desperate to hear an ounce of hope in my answer.
 
   “I have faith that it will all be over soon,” I tell her, wondering how much we’ll have to sacrifice to end the Apocalypse.
 
   “Well,” the spokesman of the group says, “if you can’t trust the word of a woman wielding a flaming blue sword, who can you trust?”
 
   His words bring an unexpected smile to my face. “Exactly.”
 
   “We need to be going,” Mason tells the group. “Try to stay somewhere safe and out of sight until we’ve dealt with these creatures.”
 
   “We wish you luck,” the man tells me, “and we’ll try to keep our faith.”
 
   As the group of people walks away from us, I realize that sometimes faith is all you have to get you through the tough times in your life, and meeting them has reminded me exactly why we’re here.
 
   We came to this reality to save the lives of people just like them. We’ve tried our best to accomplish that, even if we’ve lost as often as we’ve won. But I know one thing: we’re not leaving this world until we’ve finished our work here. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   For the next few hours we travel around North America, destroying as many of the leviathans as we can find. We run into a few rebellion angels who try to stop us, but we’re able to fight them off easily enough. Considering that the groups are usually only made up of six or fewer angels, it quickly becomes obvious that Lucian isn’t capable of tracking our movements. Odds are that he’s sent out these small groups to random locations all over the world. If he thinks they’ll stop us, he needs to re-evaluate our determination to quickly put an end to what he started.
 
   After destroying a herd of leviathans in Roanoke, Virginia, we go back to the castle to see if there have been any reports of the creatures elsewhere in the world. I doubt we’ve killed all of the ones in North America, but I also know they have to be close to reaching Europe and Africa by now. Considering how swiftly they can move, traversing the Atlantic Ocean should only take them 12 to 14 hours, at most.
 
   My suspicions are confirmed when we return to the castle. Andre is there, with news that the leviathans have made it all the way to Ireland and England. Thankfully, Andre had the foresight to organize a group of Watchers to scout out leviathans around the globe so our group can spend less time hunting them down. The hope is that we can destroy them as they enter the European, African, and Asian nations.  
 
   Without wasting any time, we quickly head across the Atlantic Ocean. It takes us a few hours to kill the ones that have made it to Ireland and England, but, even with that progress, I know our work isn’t anywhere close to being finished. After disposing of the leviathans that made it as far as London, we travel to Cabo da Roca in Portugal and wait for the ones Slade spotted just off the coast there.
 
   While we stand on the grassy cliff near the red and white lighthouse in Cabo da Roca, my heart breaks as I survey the devastating scene in front of me. Since we had to delay decontaminating the oceans because of the tsunamis, a vast amount of sea life was lost due to the poisoned waters. The rancid smell of decaying fish and ocean waves stained with blood bring tears to my eyes. So much life has been lost that can never be replaced. Millions of innocent creatures that had no knowledge of the things going on in the human world around them have been slaughtered. Lucian has forever changed the landscape of this reality. Even if we come out victorious in the end, I’m not sure this world will survive; if it does, it will certainly never be what it once was.
 
   I feel Mason come up behind me and place his hands on my shoulders.
 
   “You can’t dwell on the failures,” he tells me, knowing exactly where my thoughts have taken me.
 
   “It’s hard not to when the failures are so colossal,” I reply, trying to be brave by holding back my tears. I can cry about the loss of life later. We have a job to do right now, and I need to stay focused on it.  
 
   “We did the best we could, Jess,” Leah tells me.
 
   I look over to my right, where she’s standing between Zack and me.
 
   “I know,” I tell her, forcing my gaze back to the devastated ocean, “but it still doesn’t change the fact that nothing will be the same here again.”
 
   “Maybe it’s not supposed to be,” Chandler says, from his position to the left of me. “Maybe change is what this world needed. Sometimes it takes a great tragedy to bring people together to work on a common goal. I don’t think the people of this world will ever forget what’s happened here. I know I won’t. And maybe that’s part of it, too.”
 
   I look over at Chandler. “What do you mean?”
 
   “It could be that God wants us to take our knowledge back with us to make sure this never happens in the Origin. Even you said Lucifer wasn’t having fun with this end- of-the-world scenario. At least we can be pretty certain he won’t do the same thing back home.”
 
   “He couldn’t anyway,” I say. “Lilith isn’t alive in our reality. He doesn’t have her to use like Lucian did.”
 
   “True,” Chandler concedes, “but he could come close to this. If, for some reason, the princes get free in the future, he could still open all the seals if he wanted to, but I don’t think he will.”
 
   “No,” I say with a sigh, “Lucifer likes to play with people too much. This wouldn’t be any fun for him at all, not without having his foreplay first.”
 
   “Exactly,” Chandler replies. “He may have thought he wanted things to play out like this, but seeing it up close and personal has probably changed his mind.”
 
   “It’ll be one of the few good things to come from this,” I say.
 
   “Boy, you people have really been a pain in our asses,” we hear a man say behind us.
 
   We all whip around with weapons drawn. Nina, Mason, and Slade form a defensive line to act as a protective barrier between us and the ten rebellion angels who just phased in.
 
   I don’t feel any surprise at all when I see Will is leading this particular group of angels. He seems to be one of Lucian’s favorite henchmen.
 
   “Glad to hear it,” I reply, not even attempting to keep it secret that I’m taking a great deal of pleasure in the fact that we’re acting as cogs in the wheels of this Apocalypse.
 
   I can hear the growls of the leviathans behind us. They’re not super close, but close enough to make me want to put an end to this encounter as quickly as possible.
 
   “Well,” I say, holding up my sword, “are you just going to stand there and look pretty, or are you going to attack, Will?”
 
   “I think we’ll just stand here for a little while, if that’s all right with you,” Will says with a boy-next-door kind of grin. His blond hair flutters in the wind, giving it a tousled look. To most people, his appearance would look fresh and boyishly handsome. He was a perfect tool in Lucian’s arsenal of deception. “Seems a shame to attack before our backup arrives.”
 
   “You do realize that the leviathans will attack you just as readily as they will us, right?” Mason questions.
 
   Will shrugs. “Makes it a little more sporting, don’t you think?”
 
   “Enough of this,” Slade growls, taking matters into his own hands.
 
   Slade charges forward with a war cry as he heads straight for Will with his sword raised. Without being given much of a choice, Will raises his own blade to defend himself against Slade’s vicious attack.
 
   Not wanting to be left out, the rest of us join in where we can.
 
   Chandler begins to weave tunes that give us added strength and courage while slowing the movements of our opponents. Zack stays behind us and aims his daggers at the rebellion angels to take away their advantage of phasing. It makes it a lot easier for the rest of us to cut them down. 
 
   The growls of the leviathans coming in behind us grow in volume. I know we don’t have much time left before they’re on us. One of the two rebellion angels I’m fighting tries to lunge at me with his sword, but he’s driven back by a well-aimed stream of fire from Leah. Screaming in pain, he collapses to the ground, and I know that particular angel has vacated the body he inhabited. With only one left to fight now, I make quick work of her by catching her off-guard and slicing her head from the rest of her body. After she crumples to the ground, I look over to see how the rest of the group is fairing in their own fights.
 
   Nina is working on adding two rebellion angels to the pile of four dead ones around her. Mason is still fighting one angel, with two others already slain at his feet. That leaves the intense battle still raging between Slade and Will. As far as I can tell, it seems to be a dead-even match between the two of them. Neither seems to be able to gain the upper hand over the other. Strangely enough, I realize I don’t want Slade to kill Will. He’s Dillon’s father, after all, and, for better or worse, she still loves him. I hate to imagine what her reaction would be if we killed Will. Though his soul could simply find another body to inhabit, the fact that we murdered him might turn her against us.
 
   “Slade!” I call out. “Let him go!”
 
   Slade looks over at me like I’ve lost my mind, but he doesn’t question my order. He immediately phases to stand by my side.
 
   Will, who is breathing hard by this time from the exertion of the fight, taunts, “I never took you for a coward, Slade! Let’s finish this!” 
 
   “Come on, Jess, let me take him out,” Slade practically begs. “Obviously, he wants to die. Let me be the one who grants his last request.”
 
   “Go home, Will!” I call out, taking a chance to glance over my shoulder to see how close the leviathans are now. 
 
   They’re about a mile out and closing in fast. We don’t have a lot of time.
 
   “Watch him,” I tell Slade and Nina as we vessels turn to deal with the imminent threat of the leviathans.
 
   We’ve done this so many times now, we have our routine down pat.
 
   As Chandler plays his dissonant notes, Zack prepares his daggers. Once he throws them to prevent the leviathans from just phasing away from us, Leah and I patiently wait until the creatures are in range before letting our combined fires loose. Six leviathans in all meet their demise by our hands on that cliff, but I know there are probably hundreds more out in the world that will need to be exterminated.
 
   “I have to say,” Will says, “that’s a pretty impressive skill you have there.”
 
   I turn back around to face him. “Jealous?”
 
   Will smiles. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t. Enjoy the time you have left here, Jess.”
 
   Will phases away, and I sincerely hope it’s the last time we see him this trip.
 
   Once we’re through, Mason comes up to me.
 
   “You need to get some rest,” he says, tenderly running the back of his fingers along my right cheek. “You can’t keep going like this, Jess.”
 
   “I can’t rest,” I tell Mason, even though lying down on our bed, snuggled up against his warmth, sounds like bliss. “Every minute we waste might mean a death that we could have prevented.”
 
   “You’re not going to be any good to anyone if you kill yourself in the process,” Mason says in frustration. “All of you need some rest.” Mason looks pointedly at Leah, pulling on my Achilles heel. “If you don’t sleep for at least an hour, you might end up making mistakes that will cost you your lives. Then you won’t be any good to anyone.”
 
   “Mason’s right, Jess,” Chandler tells me, unable to hold back a yawn. “I think we all need to get a nap. We may carry the souls of archangels, but our bodies are still human.”
 
   “All right,” I say begrudgingly, not wanting to waste time arguing when we could all be sleeping instead. “One hour. Then we get back to work.”
 
   Zack and Chandler look at each other right before standing straighter with shoulders back, like they’re soldiers coming to attention in front of their superior officer. They click their heels together and raise a hand in salute.
 
   “Aye, Aye, Captain,” they say in unison.
 
   I roll my eyes at them both. “You dorks. Come on, let’s go get some sleep.”
 
   Mason phases me directly to our bedroom while Nina and Slade take care of Chandler, Zack, and Leah.
 
   My husband quickly helps me strip down to just my pants and shirt before I crawl into bed. I’m not even sure my head hits the pillow before I fall to sleep. All I know is that I feel a sweet kiss on my lips sometime later, but even that isn’t enticing enough for me to completely abandon the land of dreams.
 
   “Jess,” Mason whispers in my ear, “it’s time to get up.”
 
   I bury my face in my pillow and groan in protest.
 
   “I don’t wanna,” I say, realizing I sound just like one of our kids when we try to get them up in the mornings.
 
   “I wish I could let you sleep more, baby, but you need to get up.”
 
   I laugh and lift my head to look over at Mason.
 
   “That’s so not fair,” I tell him, rolling over onto my back. “You know that’s what I say to the kids when I wake them up.”
 
   “Of course I know,” Mason says with a grin, lying down beside me and pulling me into his arms. Mason simply holds me for a few minutes before saying, “It really is time to get up, though, Jess. I wish I could let you sleep more, but then you would kill me once you finally woke up and realized how much time had passed.”
 
   I slap Mason playfully on the chest. “I would not kill you. I mean I could, but I wouldn’t.”
 
   “Sure,” Mason says, drawing out the word like he doubts my good intentions. “You say that now.”
 
   I sit up and vigorously rub my hands over my face in an attempt to get my blood flowing again and waking fully.
 
   I feel Mason start to rub the middle of my back with one of his hands.
 
   “I love it when you do that,” I tell him with a sigh of regret, “but if you really want me to get out of this bed, I need you to stop.”
 
   Mason rises from the bed and holds out his hand. I let him help me up and put the rest of my clothes back on me. I’ve always enjoyed these little moments between us when he takes care of me the best way he knows how.
 
   “So, what did you do while I was sleeping?”
 
   Mason glances up into my eyes while he’s knelt before me and strapping my plasma pistol to my thigh.
 
   “Talked with Gabe,” he tells me, reminding me that my friend’s life is still in peril. “He wants us all to have a family supper together as soon as we’ve dealt with the leviathans.”
 
   “Why?” I ask, already having a good idea what the answer will be.
 
   “He just wants us all to be together,” Mason replies, either not saying the real reason or thinking he’s hiding it from me.
 
   “He’s not dying,” I say resolutely. “We’ll find the dagger and take Gabriel back with us to our reality. It’s a sound plan. It’ll work.”
 
   “I hope so,” Mason says as he stands back up.
 
   “You don’t sound very confident.” I can’t help but sound defensive.
 
   Mason looks into my eyes. “I think you need to be prepared for a worst-case scenario here, Jess. Don’t get your hopes up too high that your plan will work.”
 
   “Why?” I have to ask.
 
   Mason sighs, lowering his head and rubbing his temples. “I don’t think Lucian is stupid enough to have kept the dagger. My guess is that he either found a way to destroy it or hid it in Hell, in a place no one else will be able to reach it.” Mason lowers his hand, and looks at me with a pained expression. “I’m sorry, but that’s what I think.”
 
   I shake my head in denial, even if Mason’s reasoning makes perfect sense.
 
   “I refuse to believe that until I know for sure.”
 
   “I know,” he says understandingly. “We have a lot to do before a decision needs to be made. But, Jess…you need to follow Gabe’s wishes when the time comes. Don’t make this any harder for him.”
 
   I don’t say anything for a few seconds because I’m still not ready to give up hope that we’ll be able to save Gabe from what he believes is his fate.
 
   “I won’t,” I promise Mason. “I’ll support him. You know I will.”
 
   Mason leans in and kisses me lightly on the lips. “I do know you will.”
 
   “I feel like killing something,” I tell him, feeling depressed and angry all at the same time. “Might as well be leviathans.”
 
   For four days, we hunt down and kill as many leviathans as we can. By the fifth day, the group of Watchers Andre set up to scout out their locations returns with no new sightings to report.
 
   “Do you think we got them all?” I ask Mason as we sit together on the couch in the library. I feel completely exhausted as I lean up against him, my eyes closed. None of us has slept or eaten much in the past four days, and I feel more desperate for sleep than nourishment.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Mason replies truthfully. “The portal to Hell is closed now so, if there are any left, they’re trapped here and hiding.”
 
   “I don’t like leaving things unfinished.”
 
   “There’s no way of knowing where they might be, Jess, unless they decide to show themselves. Andre said his Watchers will continue to search for them until we leave.”
 
   Without thinking, I reach up and grab hold of the locket with my babies’ pictures. Their smiling faces project inside my tired mind, beckoning me to come back home to them.
 
   “Hey, you two, got a minute?”
 
   I open my eyes and see Gabe walk into the room.
 
   “Always, Gabe,” Mason replies as we both sit up straighter. “What’s up?”
 
   “I figured that, since you guys are through traipsing around the world, we can all have supper together tonight.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Mason tells our friend. “Is there anything we can do to help?”
 
   “Nah.” Gabe waves a hand in the air. “Malcolm and Rafe are doing most of the cooking. Honestly, it’s not going to be anything fancy. We don’t want to waste what little food there is here. So don’t expect a gourmet meal or anything.”
 
   “You’re sure there’s nothing we can do?” I ask, wanting to help in some way.
 
   “Nope, just bring yourselves…and try to smile,” Gabe tells me with a wink.
 
   I smile weakly because that’s all I can muster through my tiredness.
 
   “I don’t suppose you’ve seen Nina today?” I ask, knowing she’s been phasing to the wharf in New York City at least twice a day, checking to see if Sophia has left any word about the dagger. I was beginning to wonder if our message even reached Sophia, or if we had her pegged all wrong. Could she truly be working with Lucian and the others now? I don’t think so. I still believe she went back to them to prove herself to us somehow. Of course, I might be totally wrong, but I don’t think so.
 
   “Yes, I’ve seen her,” Gabe tells us. “Still no word from Sophia. I’ve been checking.”
 
   Of course he has been. Sophia’s response might very well determine his fate.
 
   “Anyway,” Gabe says, “we’ll have supper ready in about three hours. I thought you might want to get some sleep first.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say through a yawn, unable to stop myself after being reminded how exhausted I am. 
 
   “Why don’t you take your wife to bed, Mason,” Gabe suggests with a smile. “It looks like saving the world has taken its toll on her.”
 
   Mason stands up. “It has, and I will.”
 
   Before I can react, Mason scoops me up off the couch and into his arms, making me giggle from the surprise.
 
   “I’ll see you two later,” Gabe says right before Mason phases me to our room.
 
   Mason joins me on our bed and lets me fall asleep in his arms.
 
   After I wake up, my husband makes sure that I’m as clean as a whistle, by joining me for a long shower that relaxes my body and soul. Mason has always been able to do that even with just a single touch or kind word. Even a loving glance in my direction has been known to make me go weak in the knees.
 
   When we go downstairs to the kitchen, we’re welcomed by the laughter of our friends. It’s a sound that, for just a moment, makes me forget about the troubles of this world and so very thankful for everything I have. Life is meant to be composed of these small, intimate moments with those you love. They help you realize just how precious life is, and how important the people are who you choose to walk with down its path.
 
   All of my friends are just beginning to sit down at the table when we walk into the room.
 
   Gabe is pulling out a chair for JoJo. She gives him a kiss on the cheek for his kindness before taking her seat. Malcolm brings over bowls of his famous potato soup while Rafe carries a plate full of made-from-scratch yeast rolls.
 
   “I can’t take credit for the rolls,” Rafe tells everyone. “Beau made the dough. I just baked them.”
 
   “They smell delicious,” I say, taking a seat across from JoJo. “Either that or I’m starving.”
 
   “Probably a little bit of both,” Mason tells me as he sits down to the right of me.
 
   After we’re all seated, I notice there’s one empty chair left beside Rafe.
 
   “Where’s Nina?” I ask him.
 
   “She had to run a quick errand first,” he tells me, not elaborating any further.
 
   I immediately assume Nina’s errand has to deal with waiting on a message from Sophia, but it turns out that I’m completely wrong in my assumption.
 
   When Nina walks into the room with a bouquet of red and yellow roses, I’m taken off guard. I didn’t think things as delicate and beautiful as roses could survive out in the world as it is.
 
   Gabe stands from the table when Nina arrives and walks over to her.
 
   “I want you to know,” she tells him, “these weren’t easy to find.”
 
   “Thank you,” Gabe says gratefully, taking the flowers from her. “It means a lot to me that you found them.”
 
   Gabe walks back to the table with the roses, and hands them to JoJo.
 
   “Mon dieu,” JoJo says, her eyes widen in surprise. “What are these for, mon amour?”
 
   “They’re for the most beautiful woman I know in this world,” Gabe says, smiling down at her. His love for JoJo is plainly written on his face for all of us to see.
 
   JoJo giggles and brings the flowers up to her nose to sniff their fragrant aroma.
 
   “Red is, of course, for love,” JoJo says, lightly tracing her index finger over a petal on one of the red roses. “Yellow is for….”
 
   “Friendship,” Gabe fills in, “because you’re not just the love of my life, you’re also my best friend. I want you to know and remember that.”
 
   JoJo looks confused by Gabe’s choice of words but smiles at him anyway.
 
   “Of course I will always know that,” she tells him. “We will always be each other’s best friend. No matter what.”
 
   Gabe leans over and kisses JoJo. “No matter what,” he agrees.
 
   I have to look away from the two of them before I lose it and begin to cry.
 
   “I’m hungry,” I say to everyone. “Let’s eat before all of this gets cold.”
 
   As we start to eat, Gabe reminisces about the very first time we all came together. It was when we called him to us in my living room and saved him from being blown to bits by a bomb in Afghanistan. The miracle made headlines for days, but, like all things, it slowly ebbed to the back of people’s minds, not completely forgotten, but enough to make them stop asking questions.
 
   From there, the conversation seems to naturally take us back through the time we’ve spent together during the past few years, reminding all of us how much we each depend on one another.
 
   “The first thing I’ll do when I get back home is find out whether or not I’m a father,” Zack says.
 
   “I think I’ll finally give Joshua an answer to a question he keeps asking me,” Leah says, glancing up at us, a shy smile playing across her lips.
 
   “Joshua popped the question?” I ask, flabbergasted. 
 
   “A few times now,” Leah admits to us all for the first time.
 
   “Why haven’t you said yes yet?” I have to know. It hasn’t been much of a secret that Leah has loved Joshua since the moment she met him.
 
   Leah shrugs her shoulders. “I didn’t want to accept until after we came here. If I didn’t make it back there, I didn’t want Joshua living out the rest of his life waiting for me.”
 
   “You’ll make it back home,” Gabe says with certainty. “You all will.”
 
   “There’s no guarantee about that,” Leah tells him, sounding mature for her years. “We all knew the risks involved in coming here. I couldn’t take the chance that Joshua would spend the rest of his life mourning me. I wanted him to have the freedom to love again.”
 
   “Sometimes in life,” JoJo tells Leah, “there is only one person you are meant to love and share your life with, no matter the circumstances.”
 
   “Maybe,” Leah says, “but it just didn’t feel right to say yes to Joshua when I knew this could be a one-way trip for me.”
 
   “Walking down the street can be a one-way trip for someone, Leah,” Gabe tells her. “Whether you’re here or there, it doesn’t matter. When you get home, I want you to promise me that you’ll live life to the fullest. Don’t hold back because you’re scared of what the future might bring. No one knows how long or how short his or her life might be, so don’t waste a second of it. You hear me?”
 
   Leah nods. “Yes. I understand.”
 
   “Good,” Gabe smiles at our youngest vessel like a proud father. “Always remember to never let fear prevent you from living. Don’t let it win.”
 
   “I won’t,” Leah replies, looking thoughtful over Gabe’s words to her.
 
   JoJo leans up and loops one of her arms through Gabe’s.
 
   “I cannot wait to design your wedding dress,” JoJo croons. “It will be magnifique!”
 
   “Could I make one small request?” Leah asks JoJo cautiously. “I’m kind of short. I’m not sure I could pull off a dress as big as the one you made Jess. I think I would like one more like Caylin’s.”
 
   “What?” Mason says, looking over at Leah on the other side of me in mock shock. “You don’t want to look like the Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man walking down the aisle?”
 
   Leah giggles. “If I could float like Jess, it wouldn’t be a problem. But with my short legs, I would probably end up tripping down the aisle instead.”
 
   “Oh…” JoJo says, waving a hand in the air, like Leah and Mason are over- exaggerating about the girth of the wedding dress she designed for me. “It was not that big.”
 
   “Yes it was,” almost everyone at the table says. 
 
   “Ok, I need to see this dress,” Nina says, her curiosity piqued.
 
   “I have pictures on my phone,” Mason tells her.
 
   “Go get it!” Nina urges.
 
   Mason stands and phases up to our room.
 
   His departure seems to bring an official end to our supper, but not necessarily our time together.
 
   “Chandler,” Gabe calls out, standing from the table, “why don’t you play some music for us? I would like to dance with the love of my life this evening.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Chandler says, pulling his trusty flute from his back pocket.
 
   Gabe pulls out JoJo’s chair and leads her to an empty spot in the room. As Chandler begins to play a song, Gabe brings JoJo into his arms and they sway in unison to the flow of the music. He smiles down at her, and she kisses him in return.
 
   I sit and watch the two of them together, realizing how well they fit together. I can remember the first time Gabe confessed his feelings for JoJo to me, and how nervous he was about asking her out on their first date. Anyone looking at them now would think they had been together forever and would stay together for just as long. If I have my way, that last part will come true.
 
   When Mason returns to show Nina my wedding dress, I insert myself into the conversation, discretely asking, “Has there been any word from Sophia?”
 
   Nina shakes her head. “None. I’m planning to go in a few minutes to check, though. I’ve been going four times a day, just to make sure I don’t miss it.”
 
   “I want to come with you,” I tell her.
 
   “We’ll all go,” Mason says.
 
   A few minutes later, while Gabe and JoJo are still dancing to Chandler’s song, we phase to the wharf in New York City. I still can’t get used to how different the city looks now. Instead of standing as the most sophisticated metropolis in the world, it now looks like one that was left in ruins hundreds of years ago by a neglectful civilization.
 
   Nina walks over to the side of the docks to search one of the metal pillars there.
 
   “Sophia left something!” she calls out in excitement.
 
   I hear Nina pull on something that was taped to the pillar. She walks over to us, feverishly opening the white envelope in her hands. Quickly pulling out the sheet of paper, Nina reads Sophia’s message and then looks up at me.
 
   “What’s it say?” I ask, desperately wanting to know.
 
   Nina grins and says, “Ravan has the dagger.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   Relieved doesn’t even begin to describe how I feel after Nina tells me what Sophia’s letter says.
 
   “Does Sophia have a plan? Does she say how we’re supposed to get it from Ravan?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Nina says, pursing her lips as she continues to read the letter. “All it says is where we can find Ravan.”
 
   “I thought Ravan was still at the White House…” 
 
   “No. According to this letter, she isn’t there anymore,” Nina replies looking back down at the note in her hands. “They had to move her because the humans were over- running the White House. They didn’t want her to be trapped in there.”
 
   “Where is she now?”
 
   “It says we can find her at Jered’s apartment,” Nina tells me with a shake of her head. “It figures his building would be one of the few left standing. I can’t say I’m surprised that a place that unholy has survived Armageddon.”
 
   “Then we need to get over there now!” I say, feeling a boost of adrenaline course through my veins at the prospect of ending this nightmare once and for all.
 
   “Wait, Jess. We need to think this through first,” Mason tells me, ever the cautious one. “We have no idea if Sophia has been compromised. For all we know, this might be a trap. Lucian knows that you want to get your sword back from Ravan, and this letter could have been left by anyone.”
 
   “Sophia was the only one who knew where to leave a message for us.”
 
   “No, she wasn’t,” Mason says meaningfully. “Dillon did, too.”
 
   “I don’t think Dillon lied about wanting to help us,” Nina says, having been the one who dealt with Dillon the most, and also being a natural lie-detector since she never drank human blood.
 
   “We don’t know what she faced when she went back to her parents,” Mason points out. “They may have convinced Dillon that we’re just using her. Whether this is a trap or not doesn’t really matter, though. We have to go, but we need to be smart about it and bring back-up just in case it is a set up.”
 
   “Fine,” I say, feeling frustrated about the delay, even though I know it’s the right thing to do. “We can bring the whole damn castle with us for all I care. All I want to do is get the dagger from her.”
 
   “Then we should go back and tell the others what we know,” Mason says. “We can figure out the best way to go from there.”
 
   We immediately phase back to the castle. While Mason and Nina explain things to everyone else, I go straight up to our bedroom to grab my pistol and sword. I’m too amped up to explain things to people anyway.
 
   I have a way to save Gabe. I’m not about to lose it.
 
   When I return downstairs, everyone is up to speed on things and ready to go.
 
   “So we’re sure the apartment this world’s Jered lives in is still standing?” Our Jered asks. “If this is just a ruse to get us there, I wouldn’t put it past them to lure us into phasing into an empty space.”
 
   “It’s there,” Nina assures us. “I just popped over onto the street next to it to verify.”
 
   “Ok, then,” Brand says, “let’s go get the dagger and Jess’ sword from Ravan Draeke.”
 
   In my mind, I see myself and Ravan engaged in a duel to the death, with me coming out victorious and taking back my sword. With my sword back where it belongs, and the dagger safely in our possession again, the next step in our plan will be to find a way to use the dagger on Gabriel. Easy peasy…or so I hope.
 
   Since this will be our second trip to Jered’s apartment in this world, Mason takes hold of my arm as we all phase over there.
 
   The apartment is definitely not in the same pristine condition that it was on our first visit. For one thing, there’s no ceiling. The space is completely open to the night sky, where the portion of the moon that still revolves around this planet is inching ever closer. It looks so gigantic now that you would think it’s about to crash into us at any moment, and, in a way, it will be. From Josh’s and Wayne’s calculations, the moon will be entering into the Earth’s Roche Limit tonight. To me, it still seems like a countdown to something. I’m trying to stay optimistic about what that something is, though.
 
   At this elevation, the wind whistles around the naked steel beams lining the hallway leading to Jered’s private graviton cage, where a surprise awaits us.
 
   A gagged Ravan Draeke is tied with steel cables to a metal-framed chair. She’s lying on her side, in an awkward position that makes it look like she might have just tried to escape her bonds. Propped up against the black door behind her is my sword. 
 
   We all look around, thinking this has to be an ambush of some sort.
 
   “What do you think?” Brand asks Xavier.
 
   “I don’t like it,” Xavier answers as he surveys our surroundings with a critical eye. “This is too easy. It’s like she’s being served up to us on a silver platter.”
 
   “I agree,” Malcolm says.
 
   “Well, we can’t just stand here,” Nina tells the group. “We need to at least go down there and see what’s going on.”
 
   “I’ve got your backs,” Slade tells us, taking up the rear.
 
   As we make our way down the hallway, a sick feeling grows in the pit of my stomach. Xavier is right. This is just too easy. Nothing in this world has been easy for us, and I’m not naïve enough to believe our luck is changing on a dime.
 
   When we reach Ravan, I stand over her and find myself staring down into her wide, frightened eyes.
 
   “Why doesn’t she phase to escape?” I ask Mason.
 
   “Lilith’s power to phase is limited to Heaven, remember? Since Heaven is cut off from this reality, she can’t phase.” Mason reaches over to the door and picks up my sword for me for safekeeping.
 
   I bend down on one knee to slip the silky red material out of Ravan’s mouth to ungag her.
 
   She doesn’t say anything, but her demeanor quickly becomes more defiant than scared.
 
   “Why don’t you kill me and get it over with?” she asks, eyeing me warily.
 
   “I should,” I admit, half wondering why I’m not doing just that. “But I need something from you. If you tell me where it is, I’ll think about letting you live.”
 
   Ravan looks at me as if she wants to strangle me, but she says, “What are you looking for?”
 
   “Where is the silver dagger?” I ask her. “The one we used on Gabriel to put him into stasis.”
 
   Ravan looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind.
 
   “Lucian destroyed it, of course,” Ravan informs me, like I should have already deduced this outcome. “He couldn’t risk you using it on him.”
 
   I feel my heart sink so low inside my chest that it feels as if it’s suffocating my lungs.
 
   “Are you sure?” I ask her, not ready to just take her word for it. “Did you see him do it? Or did he just tell you that he did it?”
 
   “He told me, but I had no reason not to believe him. All I know is that he phased into Hell with it and didn’t have it when he returned. I would be happy to arrange a trip down there for you, Jess. Just undo my bonds and give me a weapon so we can duel in a fair fight.”
 
   I look up at Mason. “Did she tell me the truth about the dagger?”
 
   Mason nods, looking worried about what Ravan has said.
 
   We both know what this means.
 
   Even if Lucian didn’t destroy the dagger it’s still out of play, because he apparently took it to Hell. Without any way of getting there, we lack the means to retrieve it and end things forever.
 
   I look back down at Ravan. “Who tied you to this chair and why did they leave you here for us?”
 
   “That bastard, Lucian, did it,” Ravan spits out, like saying his name is poison on her tongue.
 
   “But why?” I ask, perplexed. “What did he hope to accomplish by leaving you here for us to find?”
 
   “I think he wanted you to kill me.”
 
   “Again,” I say, becoming frustrated, “why? What purpose does me killing you serve? I can’t say I don’t appreciate having you trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey and offered up to me, but I know he didn’t do it out of the goodness of his heart.”
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on in that addled brain of his,” Ravan admits agitatedly. “But if I were to guess, he knows that if he killed me himself, Gabriel would refuse to blow the last trumpet. He’s trying to use you to do his dirty work for him, the coward.”
 
   It did sound like something Lucian would do. He could possibly even kill two birds with one stone with this plan. Ravan would be out of his way permanently, since she doesn’t have an heir to transfer her soul into, and Gabriel would be out for my blood to seek vengeance for her death.
 
   “Does Gabriel care that much about you?” I ask her, finding such a notion hard to believe.
 
   “The simple-minded fool,” Ravan says in disgust, “he’s always loved me, for whatever reason. I don’t know why.”
 
   “Me neither,” I say, at least agreeing with Ravan on that one, small point.
 
   I reach back down and grab the gag, slipping it back over Ravan’s chin.
 
   “What are you doing?” she questions me harshly before I cover her mouth with it.
 
   “Shutting you up until we can figure out what to do with you.”
 
   After the gag is back into place, I turn to Mason and ask, “What do we do with her?”
 
   “Use her,” my husband answers.
 
   “How?”
 
   “We use her to draw Gabriel out.”
 
   I begin to shake my head because I don’t want to face the facts. With the dagger gone, we only have one option left open to us.
 
   Two creatures formed of the same energy can’t coexist in the same space at the same time. Once Gabe touches Gabriel, both of them will cease to physically exist in this reality.
 
   “Maybe with a little more time we can figure something else out,” I say in desperation. “I’m not ready to give up just yet. We still have some time.”
 
   “Do we?” Mason questions. “We have no idea what Lucian is telling Gabriel right now. For all we know, he might have already told him you killed Ravan to get your sword back. They all know you would do it in a heartbeat, Jess. None of them would even think to question his story.”
 
   “Well,” I say, coming up with another plan, “then we use her, but we trade her for the dagger or the trumpets. Gabriel can go into Hell. If that’s where Lucian has hidden things, then we’ll use Gabriel to fetch them for us.”
 
   “But how are we supposed to get a message to Gabriel without Lucian finding out?”
 
   “I can help you with that.”
 
    We all look down the hallway and see Sophia standing there now. She holds up her hands, like she’s surrendering to us.
 
   “And why should we trust you after you lured us here, promising that we would find the dagger with Ravan?” I ask her. “Instead, we find a present from Lucian.”
 
   “I did what I had to do to gain Lucian’s trust,” Sophia explains. “He needed a reason to trust me again, so I told him that you wanted the dagger. Before I even got your message from Dillon, I already knew the dagger had either been destroyed or taken to Hell. I wasn’t going to be able to give you what you wanted, but I knew I could give you the means to get what you needed from Gabriel. You’re right; he will do whatever you want him to in order to save Ravan’s life. I’m not sure he’ll bring you the dagger, though, if it still exists. He would automatically assume you would want to use it on him again.”
 
   “But you think he’ll bring us the trumpets?” I ask, holding my breath as I wait for her answer.
 
   Sophia nods. “Yes, I think he will, if he can reach them.”
 
   “How will we know if the trumpets he brings us are the ones that haven’t been used yet?” Malcolm asks.
 
   “Once a trumpet is sounded,” Sophia explains, “it turns into ash. The two you saw Levi and Gabriel throw into the leviathan are the last remaining ones.”
 
   “That should be enough,” I say to Mason. “If we have the trumpets, we don’t have to use Gabe.”
 
   “That’s if he can get the trumpets out of Hell,” Sophia cautions. “I don’t know if he can, but it’s worth a try.”
 
   “It has to work,” I say, unable to hold back the desperation in my voice. “I’m not sure I can survive the alternative.”
 
   “You will if you have to,” Mason replies. “We need to be prepared for either scenario to play out, Jess, just in case.”
 
   “I know,” I say, wishing Mason would stop busting my bubbles of hope every time I come up with an idea to save Gabe. I understand he wants me to remain cautiously optimistic, but, for Pete’s sake, could he just not be so damn logical for once?
 
   “Why don’t we discuss this somewhere else?” Jered suggests, scanning our surroundings with a great deal of unease. “I really don’t like being here out in the open like this.”
 
   Xavier reaches down and grabs Ravan off the floor with one hand, chair and all. She wiggles around and seems to be protesting hotly through her gag, but Xavier has no problem holding onto her.
 
   “Where do you want to keep this thing for the time being?” he asks, unable to hide his disgust.
 
   “Take her down to the basement in the castle,” Brand answers. “I’ll have Josh meet you down there to open the cell door.”
 
   Xavier phases, with our prisoner in tow.
 
   “I believe this belongs to you.” Mason hands my sword back to me, hilt first.
 
   If I didn’t know any better, I would think the sword missed me. As I grip its hilt, I feel it vibrate slightly. It’s almost as if a missing part of me has finally been returned home.
 
   “Are you ready to go speak with Gabe?” Mason asks me gently, knowing it’s the last thing in the world I want to do.
 
   “This plan can work,” I say weakly, understanding we need to cover all of our bases, but not wanting to place one of my best friends in jeopardy.
 
   “It might work,” Mason cautions. “But we have a fool-proof one in our pockets. You know we have to be ready to use it, even if it’s the last thing we want to do, Jess.”
 
   I take a deep breath, trying to prepare myself for the talk with the other vessels.
 
   I shake my head in dismay. “If I had known it would come down to this, I never would have brought us here, Mason. I never would have tried so hard to come back.”
 
   “How could you have known? None of us knew what would happen.”
 
   “Knowing that doesn’t make this any easier.”
 
   “Losing someone you love is never easy. It’s not supposed to be.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can ask him to do it.”
 
   “You won’t have to. Gabe’s honor won’t let him shirk this responsibility. He understands what’s at stake. You told me that yourself after he spoke with you. Besides, this decision isn’t yours to make, Jess. It’s Gabe’s choice. We can’t make him do it, and we can’t stop him from doing it. All we can do is stand by his decision, whatever it ends up being.”
 
   “I hate to interrupt,” Malcolm says, doing it anyway. “But Mason’s right, Jess. This is Gabe’s decision now, even though we both know what he’ll choose. He’s too good a man not to do what’s right. If any of us were in a position to stop Judgment Day, you know we would all do what needs to be done.”
 
   I know Malcolm and Mason are right. If I was the one who needed to make the sacrifice, I would do it in a heartbeat, but it’s different when the life of someone you love hangs in the balance. I’ve always tried to protect my friends, and I know in this instance I won’t be able to do that. Leading Gabe like a lamb to slaughter goes against my nature. If saving what’s left of this world does come down to his sacrifice, I’m not sure how I’ll ever be able to face JoJo again. She’ll have every right to blame me for his loss. I very well may end up losing two friends instead of one.
 
   “We need to go back and talk with the others,” I say, without much enthusiasm because my heart simply isn’t in it.
 
   Mason phases us into the library, where the other vessels are waiting. Only Malcolm and Nina follow us to the room. I suspect the others are allowing us our privacy. 
 
   When we phase in, I immediately look for Gabe. He and JoJo are sitting together at a small table in the corner of the room. He’s the first to notice our arrival. Without having to say a word, he seems to understand that our mission wasn’t as successful as I had hoped it would be. He nods once and takes JoJo’s hands.
 
   “We need to talk,” I hear him say to her.
 
   JoJo immediately notices the seriousness of Gabe’s tone.
 
   “What is wrong?” she asks, squeezing his hands tightly. “Tell me.”
 
   “Wait!” I say to Gabe, before he has a chance to tell JoJo what he might have to do. I want to give them both at least a little bit of hope before he reveals our Hail Mary play to her. It’s a last resort move, and one I pray we don’t have to use. “I have one more plan.”
 
   I tell everyone what happened, and that we now have Ravan in our custody.
 
   “You really think Gabriel cares about her enough to bring us the trumpets?” Chandler asks doubtfully.
 
   “Both Ravan and Sophia believe his feelings are deep enough that he’ll at least try to.”
 
   “What if he doesn’t?” Zack asks. “What do we do then?”
 
   “Can we trap him down in the graviton cage here?” Leah asks.
 
   “Trapping him like that won’t work, at least not for very long,” Mason tells her. “Lucian would eventually find a way to get him out, even if it took years to do it. The threat to this reality remains here as long as Gabriel does.”
 
   “Well, what if we trapped him inside our inner realm?” Chandler suggests.
 
   “He would feel the pull before you could trap him like that,” Mason says. “He would just phase away before you could make the realm.”
 
   “I could use one of my daggers on him,” Zack suggests. “He wouldn’t be able to phase, and we could take him with us.”
 
   “No.” Gabe says unwaveringly. “We are not bringing that thing with us without him being in stasis. I refuse to have the blood of the lives he would destroy in our reality on my hands.”
 
   “Then what else is there to do?” Leah asks innocently, not realizing she’s brought us to the crux of the problem.
 
   “I can stop him,” Gabe tells the others, saving me from having to do it.
 
   JoJo looks over at Gabe questioningly. It takes her a moment, but she realizes what he’s saying.
 
   “That is not a solution,” she tells him, shaking her head at him.
 
   “JoJo…”
 
   “Non,” JoJo says shaking her head even more vigorously. “I will not listen to something so preposterous!”
 
   Leah looks up at me questioningly, still not understanding the gravity of the situation.
 
   “If Gabe touches Gabriel in this reality,” I tell her, “their souls will cancel each other out, and neither of them will survive.”
 
   Leah’s eyes immediately begin to tear up. “That can’t be the only alternative, Jess.”
 
   “We’ve tried everything else,” I say, wanting them to understand that this isn’t something I want to happen either. “If the trade doesn’t work…”
 
   “It will work,” JoJo says, wiping at the tears on her face as she stubbornly refuses to consider what we’re talking about. “I refuse to believe otherwise.”
 
   “JoJo…” Gabe says to her pleadingly. “We need to prepare for the worst…”
 
   “No!” JoJo says even more stridently. “I will not lose you…”
 
   “Oh, baby,” Gabe says, gently caressing the side of her left cheek, “you will never lose me, not really. I’ll always be with you,” Gabe moves his hand down to JoJo’s belly, “and our son. I need you to understand that I have to do this for you, for our boy, for our friends, and for the people who are struggling to live in this world. If I have the ability to save all of you, I have to do it.”
 
   “But I need you with me,” JoJo cries, finally allowing herself to completely break down. “I need you, mon amour…our baby needs his father.”
 
   “There is nothing in this world that I want more than to meet our son, JoJo,” Gabe tells her, unable to stop his own tears from writing their own trail of sorrow. “I hate that I’ll miss knowing what makes him smile for the first time… or laugh. I wish I could be there with you to watch him take his first step and go with him to school on his first day. I wish I could meet the girl he gives his heart to and decides to spend the rest of his life with. Don’t think that this decision is an easy one for me to make, because it’s the most difficult one of my life. I need you to understand that I have to do this. I think this is what I was born to do.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Zack says. “Doesn’t it take all seven of us to go back home? Isn’t that what God said?”
 
   “We think that’s one reason Lucifer had to come with us,” Mason explains. “He can be your seventh Archangel.”
 
   “Then God knew this was going to happen?” JoJo sobs in disbelief. “He planned this from the beginning?”
 
   “I think He planned for the possibility,” I tell JoJo, not seeing any other way to explain it.
 
   The sadness in JoJo’s eyes turns to anger. “That is cruel, even for Him.”
 
   “JoJo,” Gabe says, wiping at his tears, “don’t blame God for this.”
 
   “And why shouldn’t I?” JoJo questions, her sadness quickly turning into anger. “Why shouldn’t I blame Him for sending us to this godforsaken place and taking you away from me?”
 
   “He isn’t taking me away from you,” Gabe says gently. “This is my decision, JoJo. Not His.”
 
   “But He is forcing you into it!”
 
   “No, He isn’t. He gave us free will for a reason.”
 
   “Then choose to live!” JoJo sobs, her grief taking over again. “I can’t survive without you…”
 
   “You’re going to have to,” Gabe tells her. “Please, JoJo. You need to live for me. You need to live for our baby. He’s going to need his mother to be strong for him. I want you to be the mother that I never got the chance to have when I was growing up. Love him with all your heart and make sure he knows how much his father loves him, too. You will be my only connection to him. Please, don’t take that away from me.”
 
   Gabe’s words are the last straw for me. I can’t hold my tears in any longer and allow them to flow freely. Mason places a comforting arm around my shoulders, letting me know he’s there for me if I need him.
 
   It takes JoJo a while to calm herself down enough to speak.
 
   “For you and for our son, I will live,” JoJo promises. “But it will only be a half-life for me without you in it.”
 
   I feel like I’ve let my friends down. I feel like I should have done more.
 
   “Get me out of here,” I whisper to Mason, barely able to hold myself together.
 
   Without asking any questions Mason phases us outside, where the glow of the gargantuan moon in the sky reflects so much light you would think it’s daytime.
 
   I fall to my knees, crying so hard I end up doubled over on the ground. Mason sits down beside me, placing his arms around me while I sob. I feel like my heart is breaking in two, and I’m not sure if I will ever be whole again.
 
   “I suppose the decision has been made,” I hear Lucifer say to Mason.
 
   I can only assume my connection to Lucifer is what called him to me in this moment. He felt my heartache and knew I needed comfort.
 
   “Yes,” Mason tells him.
 
   Neither of them says anything else as I allow my heart to shed a small portion of its sorrow through my tears.
 
   “When it’s over,” I hear Lucifer say in a sympathetic voice, “I’ll return.”
 
   Even Lucifer seems to believe Gabe’s death is a foregone conclusion, and maybe it is…but we have one last hope left. It may be a long shot, but I still believe my plan can work. Letting myself think otherwise simply isn’t an option.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    When I’m finally able to bring my emotions under control, I sit up in the circle of Mason’s arms and lean against him, soaking up his strength because I have none left.
 
   “I don’t know what I would do if I lost you,” I tell Mason, wondering how JoJo will find the willpower to go on without Gabe. “I’m not sure I would be strong enough to go on living.”
 
   “You would,” Mason says, full of faith. “People think they don’t have the ability to live through certain things, but, when they’re faced with adversity, they discover they’re stronger than they thought they were.”
 
   “Are you sure there isn’t a way for you to make that promise to me?”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “The one where you live at least until I die.”
 
   “Actually,” Mason says thoughtfully, “I’ve been thinking about that.”
 
   I lean back to look at Mason’s face, and see that he’s completely serious about his statement.
 
   “And what have you been thinking?”
 
   “I need to ask my father a question first,” Mason says. “The next time I see Him, I’m going to ask if He will agree to my plan, but I would like to wait until then before telling you what it is. I don’t want to get your hopes up. He may not agree.”
 
   “You might need to make your request before I talk to Him,” I warn Mason.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If we lose Gabe, He’s going to get an earful from me.”
 
   “Jess…
 
   “I don’t like being used, and I feel like God has just been using us from the get- go.”
 
   “Jess,” Michael says, materializing next to me and kneeling down, “Gabe knew the risks when he joined his soul to Gabriel’s in the Guf. All of you understood the danger you were placing your lives in. You can’t blame God for this.”
 
   “Sure I can,” I say stubbornly. “He’s the one who gave me those damn dreams, forcing me to find a way back here. If He hadn’t, we wouldn’t be here, and Gabe wouldn’t be forced into an impossible decision! I can blame God if I want to!”
 
   “Will that solve anything?” Michael asks. “Does it make you feel any better if you blame Him?”
 
   I stare at Michael for a while as I consider his question.
 
   I turn my head to look away from him because I suddenly feel ashamed for my childish outburst.
 
   “No,” I admit aloud, even though Michael already knows how I feel.
 
   “Do you think He doesn’t love you or the others?” Michael pushes. “Do you think what’s happening here is any easier on Him?”
 
   I close my eyes as warm tears streak down my face.
 
   “No,” I admit again. “I know it’s not.”
 
   “Then don’t be angry when you see Him again, because He’ll be hurting just as much as you are.”
 
   I look back at Michael. “Will JoJo hate me forever?”
 
   “I don’t think she hates you now, Jess,” Michael tells me. “I think she needs you to be strong and stand by her side to help her get through this.”
 
   “There’s still a chance Gabe won’t have to give up his life to save us,” I say to both Michael and Mason, desperately grasping on to the last tenuous thread of hope that is keeping me sane. “Gabriel might bring us the trumpets to save Ravan.”
 
   “He might,” they both say at the same time, even though Mason is unaware of Michael’s response.
 
   “However, as you’ve already pointed out,” Michael says, “nothing has been easy in this reality. I wouldn’t count on this being any different.”
 
   Nina phases in a short distance away from us. She must have seen Mason’s phase trail earlier and knew where he took me.
 
   “I’m sorry for interrupting,” she tells us, walking a little closer. “I just went to see if Sophia left us a note.”
 
   I look down and see a sheet of paper in Nina’s right hand.
 
   “What’s the verdict?” I ask her.
 
   “Gabriel has agreed to go to Hell to search for the trumpets,” she tells us. “He told Sophia that Lucian destroyed the dagger. She’s not certain if that’s true, but there’s no way for her to know for sure.”
 
   “Shouldn’t Gabriel already know where the trumpets are in Hell?” I ask. “Why does he have to search for them?”
 
   Nina shrugs. “I’m not sure.”
 
   “There are several levels of Hell only Lucian can access,” Michael tells me. “If he hid the trumpets in one of those, Gabriel won’t be able to reach them.”
 
   I tell Nina and Mason what Michael just told me.
 
   “How long do we have until we meet with him?” I ask Nina.
 
   “Sophia says he’ll meet us in 30 minutes, in a place of our choosing.”
 
   “Where would you suggest?”
 
   “I think we should meet him in the crater on Mt. Rainier,” Nina tells me. “Sophia will make sure no one follows when she phases him over, but, even if someone tries, there’s nowhere for them to hide up there. We’ll see them as soon as they arrive.”
 
   “Just make sure Sophia tells Gabriel that I’ll kill Ravan if I see someone follow them there,” I tell Nina.
 
   Nina nods. “I’ll let her know. In fact, I need to go meet her on the wharf to give her the location for the trade. The others already know when we’re supposed to meet Gabriel, so you don’t have to tell them.”
 
   “Let Sophia know that if Gabriel doesn’t bring the trumpets, she’ll need to leave as soon as she phases in,” Mason tells Nina. “The energy produced from Gabe touching Gabriel might obliterate anything that’s too close to them.”
 
   “Ok, I’ll tell her.”
 
   Mason stands up and helps me to my feet.
 
   “We should go back in and be with the others,” I say, selfishly wanting to stay outside so I don’t have to face everyone else’s sorrow. I know I can’t do that. These might be the last few minutes I’m able to be with Gabe. I would hate myself later if I didn’t spend them with him.
 
   Mason takes my hand to provide me what comfort he can.
 
   “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Nina says before phasing.
 
   “Are you ready?” Mason asks me.
 
   “Not really,” I confess, “but we need to be with them.”
 
   Mason phases us back to the library. When we get there, I’m surprised to see that all the vessels are dressed in their white leather outfits. I hadn’t realized Mason and I had been gone long enough for them to change clothes.
 
   They’re all in a tight circle around Gabe and JoJo, who is still crying, but silently now as she leans against Gabe. I notice Zack standing directly behind JoJo, his hand resting on her shoulder. I can only assume he’s using his gift of comfort to bring her as much as he can right now. I let go of Mason’s hand to join my friends, if they’ll let me. I wouldn’t blame them if they rejected me for bringing them all here. None of us has had an easy time in this reality.
 
   When Gabe sees me approach, he holds out his free hand, urging me to join them. As we stand in a circle together, possibly for the very last time, I can’t help but wonder if maybe this actually is the end for us. The phrase ‘God works in mysterious ways’ comes to mind. Is all of this just part of a more elaborate scheme designed by God? I don’t believe He would bring us to this reality on a whim. There is probably more than one reason for our journey here, and I will just have to place my faith in Him that the reasons are worth the cost.
 
   “We’re all going to the meeting with Gabriel,” Chandler informs me. “We’ll stay invisible and quiet, but we all want to be there for Gabe.”
 
   I nod my head in understanding. I would want to do the same thing if I were them.
 
   Gabriel will expect me to be there with Ravan, but he might get suspicious if he sees everyone else present, too.
 
   “Nina said she would show me where to stand so that I’m right behind where Sophia is supposed to phase in Gabriel,” Gabe tells me. “If he doesn’t bring the trumpets, I’ll be in position to do what needs to be done.”
 
   JoJo sighs deeply after hearing Gabe’s words. I know it’s only because of Zack’s gift that she’s able to keep herself from completely falling apart.
 
   It seems like our final minutes together pass by far too quickly. Before I know it, Nina is telling us it’s almost time to meet with Gabriel.
 
   Gabe lets go of my hand to hug JoJo closer. He threads his fingers into her curly black hair, and kisses her for what may very well be the last time. We all avert our eyes to give them this private moment.
 
   As I look away, my gaze crosses with Leah’s. Her eyes are puffy from crying, but I know she’ll be fine. We all will be, given enough time.
 
   “We need to go,” Nina says regretfully, knowing how hard this is on all of us. We all know we have a job to do and time isn’t something we can waste.
 
   “Ravan is already at the crater,” Nina informs us. “Malcolm and Jered are there, watching over her. They wanted to be with you, too.”
 
   “Of course they do,” I say, realizing our time is truly up. 
 
   The vessels hold hands, and I hold my free one out to Mason for him to take. I can’t do this without him standing by my side.
 
    Nina places her hand on Rafe’s left shoulder and phases us to the crater on Mt. Rainer.
 
   Malcolm and Jered are standing on either side of Ravan, who, it appears, was never released from her chair.
 
   “Thanks for watching her,” I tell them both. “If you want to stay, you should turn invisible and stand behind me with the others.”
 
   I look over at Gabe, who is giving JoJo one last hug goodbye. I send up a silent prayer that it isn’t their last hug, but I have a bad feeling my prayer won’t be answered this time.
 
   Gabe kisses JoJo tenderly on the lips before following Nina to a spot about twenty yards directly in front of me.
 
   “Zack,” I call out to my friend. “Make a dagger for me please.”
 
   Zack looks at me quizzically but doesn’t question my request. After rubbing his left hand across his right arm, he hands me the dagger now in his hand.
 
   With a great deal of pleasure, I stab Ravan in the shoulder with it.
 
   Ravan lets out a grunt of pain but nothing more.
 
   “We can’t have you phasing into Heaven afterwards,” I tell her, knowing in my heart that Lucifer’s assumption about Gabriel’s sacrifice reopening the way to Heaven is correct.
 
   “You should probably have your sword to Ravan’s throat,” Mason advises me. “Otherwise, Gabriel might think he can overpower us to get to her.”
 
   I pull my sword out and do as my husband advises. Having Ravan in such a vulnerable position should make me happier, but I would have rather had her facing me with a sword in her hands in a fair fight. That way, killing her would be justifiable and not simply murder.
 
   Nina comes to stand on the other side of me. She and Mason are the only ones who remain visible. 
 
   When I look over at Gabe, I see that his eyes are shimmering with unshed tears. I can’t imagine what’s going through his mind but regret isn’t the expression he wears. A sense of grim determination is set in the few wrinkles on his face. He’s too young to be departing the world of the living, but it’s only through his sacrifice that any of us can have a future.
 
   Gabe meets my gaze and nods to me. It’s a simple gesture, but one designed to tell me he’s truly made peace with his decision, and that everything will be all right. He may have been the vessel who got the short straw when it came to having a power that was useful in a fight, but his strength of character is what will save us all in the end.
 
   Sophia phases in with Gabriel, and I find myself taking in a sharp breath because I know the time of reckoning is at hand. As quickly as Sophia phased in, she phases out again, having been told by Nina that she would need to get out of the immediate vicinity if Gabriel didn’t bring us the trumpets.
 
   My heart sinks at the sight of Gabriel standing in front of us empty-handed.
 
   Gabriel lifts his hands in front of him and pleads, “I promise you that I tried to find them, but Lucian has them in a part of Hell even I can’t reach.”
 
   “Then why did you even bother to come here?” I ask him, pressing the edge of my blade against Ravan’s throat.
 
   I hear her whimper. When I glance down, I notice a rivulet of blood trailing down her chest.
 
   “I came to beg you not to kill her,” Gabriel says, falling to his knees in front of us in supplication. “Ravan was just a pawn in Lucian’s game. She doesn’t deserve to die this way.”
 
   Without looking directly at him and giving away his position, I see Gabe reaching out with one hand towards Gabriel’s left shoulder.
 
   “Have you ever been able to see your own future, Gabriel?” I have to ask, knowing Gabe said he never did.
 
   “No,” Gabriel replies, perplexed. “I don’t think I’m meant to know my own fate.”
 
   “Good,” I reply just as Gabe lays his hand on Gabriel. “Then you didn’t see that coming.”
 
   After contact is made, both men look to be frozen in a sliver of time. I begin to wonder if this is how they will remain for all eternity until I hear a loud boom reverberate through the air. After the sound, both Gabe and Gabriel seem to transform into small balls of light that float up into the sky and disappear.
 
   I had hoped for a fight, or some grand battle between good and evil that would make me feel like I had done all I could to protect Gabe. In the end, it was his selfless, silent sacrifice and last act of love that saved us all. Would this world ever truly know the man Gabe was, and what he did to save them?
 
   My gaze is drawn to the right, some distance away. I see Lucifer standing there, watching us. I’m not sure how much of what transpired he witnessed, but I hope he appreciates what he just saw Gabe do. Maybe it’ll make an impression on him in some small way, but I know that’s just wishful thinking on my part.
 
   As my eyes are drawn upward, the world bears witness to the destruction of what’s left of the moon as it touches the Earth’s Roche Limit and begins its slow disintegration. It’s a phenomenon that will forever mark this world with a ring made from the remnants of our closest celestial neighbor.
 
   I hear JoJo and Leah begin to weep behind me, but, for some reason, I simply feel empty of tears.
 
   After all the fighting and turmoil we’ve had to endure in this reality, it seems fitting that the end of the conflict was produced by a simple act of love. Gabe not only gave up his life to save what was left of this world, but he also sacrificed himself so that the rest of us could go back home. 
 
   “We’ll make sure that what Gabe did is known to everyone still living,” Nina promises me, looking up at the rapidly-forming ring from the moon’s swift disintegration. “In fact, we’ll name the ring after him. What was Gabe’s last name?”
 
   “Kinlan,” I tell her.
 
   “Then that’s what we’ll call it,” Nina says, looking back up into the sky. “The Kinlan Ring.”
 
   I look down at Ravan, slowly taking my sword away from her throat.
 
   “What do we do with her?” I ask to no one in particular.
 
   “She needs to stand trial for her crimes,” Nina tells me. “I’ll take her back down to the graviton cage until we’re ready to make her pay for what she did.”
 
   “You won’t be able to kill her,” I tell Nina, feeling conflicted by what I’m about to say next. “Then you run the risk of martyring her.”
 
   “We’ll find a way to make her pay,” Nina promises me, “even if it’s just by keeping her locked up for the rest of her life. At least she won’t be able to produce another child to transfer her soul into. She’ll finally die like any other human.”
 
   Ravan hotly protests Nina’s idea of justice through her gag.
 
   “I would hate to be the one who has to take care of her for the rest of her life though,” I say, pitying this unknown person greatly.
 
   “We may have to take turns,” Nina replies dismally.
 
   I look up at Nina and say, “Maybe you won’t have to.”
 
   Nina looks perplexed. “What do you mean?”
 
   I glance over my shoulder at Rafe before looking back at her. “Do you love Rafe?”
 
   Without hesitation, Nina says, “You know I do.”
 
   “Then come back home with us.”
 
   “What if my father doesn’t want me to do that?”
 
   “But what if he does?” I ask. “You won’t know unless you try, Nina. When we’re ready to go back home, we’ll try to take you with us. We won’t know if it’ll work or not until then. I’m hoping at least one good thing will come from all the pain we’ve suffered through here. I think God owes us at least one happy ending.”
 
   Nina’s face fills with hope for her future, but I see the shade of cautious optimism being pulled down until she knows for certain what her fate is meant to be. 
 
   After Nina takes Ravan back to her prison cell in the castle, the rest of us gather together in the library, to not only mourn the passing of our friend but to also celebrate his life and what he meant to us. We know that death is simply a rite of passage that we all have to make one day, and that we will reunite in Heaven eventually. However, for those of us who remain in the living world, we know our work is far from finished. The likelihood that this is the last mission we’ll ever be sent on is very small. However, I do pray this will be the last one we actually have to traverse realities in order to accomplish.
 
   I want to go back home, and I know the rest of my friends are ready to go, too.
 
   We quickly pack up our few belongings from this world and say our goodbyes to those we have grown close to during our time here.
 
   Everyone gathers outside the castle so we can view the finished Kinlan Ring before we leave. It’s a remarkable sight to behold, and I know Gabe would have felt proud to have such a marvel named after him.
 
   “I’m not sure there will ever be a way we can thank you enough for what you did for us… for our world,” Brand tells us, shaking hands with Mason and me. “We wouldn’t be standing here now if you hadn’t come back to help us.”
 
   “We will do our best to rebuild our nations in your honor,” Jai Lin promises. “It will take a great deal of time and hard work, but I believe we can do it.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll find a way,” I tell Jai Lin, giving the petite Empress of China a hug.
 
   Jai Lin stands proudly by Brand’s side. He places an arm over her shoulders, and I know the two of them will find a way to make this broken world whole again. 
 
   “Jess!” I look back up to the castle and see Carrig, Desmond’s son, and Abby walking out of the front door.
 
   Carrig walks up to me and hands me a small, black USB drive. “I made that video for the Desmond in your reality. You don’t think it’ll upset him to see me, do you?”
 
   I shake my head. “I don’t think so. I think he’ll appreciate knowing how his son would have turned out. Thank you for doing this for him.”
 
   “Thank you for coming here and saving us,” Carrig says, giving me a hug.
 
   “And tell your Abby how lucky she is to have all those kids running around,” Brand’s daughter tells me, also giving me a hug. “Maybe I’ll be that lucky one day.”
 
   “I’ll have a talk with God about that,” I promise, not seeing why this reality’s Watchers and their children shouldn’t be given the same opportunities as ours. If God was waiting for them to prove to themselves that they were worthy of forgiveness, I don’t see why the events of the past few weeks wouldn’t be enough to do just that.
 
   As we continue to say goodbye to our new friends in this world, I can’t help but notice Josh having what looks like a serious conversation with Leah. By the end of it, she gives him a hug, and he kisses her on a cheek before she joins the others vessels as they form a circle.
 
   “Where’s Xavier?” I ask Brand.
 
   “He thought you would want to keep things small and intimate for your departure.”
 
   “Do you know where he is?”
 
   “Yes. Do you want me to get him for you?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   Brand phases, and returns with Xavier by his side a few seconds later.
 
   “Couldn’t leave without seeing me one more time, eh?” Xavier says cheekily.
 
   “That, and to give you this,” I tell him, handing him the sword we found in this world’s Eden.
 
   Xavier looks at the sword, then up at me again. “Why are you giving Jophiel’s sword to me?”
 
   “My gut tells me it’s meant for you to use and protect. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the flame is the same color as the Heaven’s Fire Leah and I produce. Since Gabe reopened the connection to Heaven, I think it’s meant to be used to help those who were infected by the birds to cross over, and I believe you’re the one who’s supposed to help them. I don’t know if Lucian will ever try to use the sixth trumpet since he needed the power the seventh trumpet was supposed to give him, but in case he does, it might come in handy. Will you take care of those who need your help and use the sword in the defense of others?”
 
   Xavier accepts the sword from my hands reverently. 
 
   “Yes, I will,” he solemnly swears. “And I will protect the sword with my life.”
 
   “Thank you, Xavier.”
 
   “Um,” Nina says as she and Rafe come to stand with us, “so Rafe says all I need to do is stand in the middle of your circle.”
 
   “Yes,” I tell her, having a hard time not smiling at how nervous Nina looks. “If you’re meant to go home with us, you’ll be allowed into our inner realm.”
 
   “And if I’m not, I’ll just stay here.” Nina squeezes Rafe’s hand a little too hard, causing him to grimace in pain, but he doesn’t say anything, being the consummate gentleman that he is. 
 
   “You’ll be allowed to go,” we hear Sophia call out as she, Logan, Ava, and Mia walk out of the castle to say goodbye to their friend.
 
   “There’s no guarantee that I will be,” Nina tells Sophia as she accepts a hug from her fellow Watcher.
 
   “You’re the best of us,” Ava says, also giving Nina a hug. “The Origin will be lucky to have you there.”
 
   “I hope God thinks so,” Nina replies, sounding as unsure as she looks.
 
   “No second-guessing yourself, soldier,” Brand tells Nina, with a crooked smile. “It’ll all work out for you, Nina. You deserve to find some peace and happiness in your life.”
 
   “Looks like the gang’s all here,” I hear Lucifer say behind me. “Does that mean we can finally leave this place?”
 
   I turn around to face him.
 
   “I thought you would have been here earlier,” I say to him, wondering why he didn’t stay with us after witnessing Gabe’s sacrifice.
 
   “I decided to take one last look at things before we left,” Lucifer tells me.
 
   “I hope you remember what happened here,” I reply.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Lucifer says rather cryptically. “I will.”
 
   As we all gather into a circle around Malcolm, Jered, Mason, Tristan, and Nina, I can see that my friends are wary of having Lucifer join our group, and who can blame them? He hasn’t exactly proven himself to be the most trustworthy person in the world. Nevertheless, if there’s one thing I know about Lucifer, it’s this: he wants to go back home just as badly as the rest of us.
 
   “Just stand with the others,” Rafe instructs Nina.
 
   “What if this is the last time I see you, Rafe?” Nina worries.
 
   “It won’t be,” Rafe replies, full of confidence. “We were meant to find each other. He wouldn’t separate us now.”
 
   Nina drops her bag on the ground and grabs Rafe to her, kissing him full on the mouth in front of us all.
 
   “Really?” Lucifer says in disgust as he watches their public display of affection.
 
   “Oh, shut up,” Malcolm tells him. “Maybe one day you’ll love someone enough to feel that passionate about losing them.”
 
   “Heaven forbid,” Lucifer replies with a roll of his eyes.
 
   Nina finally loosens her grip on Rafe.
 
   “I love you,” she declares, as if it might be the last time she’s able to say it to him.
 
   “I love you, too,” Rafe replies with an easy grin, “and I will get the chance to tell you that every day for the rest of your life.”
 
   Nina nods, and tries to put on a confident smile as she strolls over to stand beside Mason.
 
   “You War Angels,” Malcolm says, giving Nina a friendly punch in the arm. “You might act all tough on the outside, but you’re just big softies on the inside.”
 
   “Softies who can beat your ass,” Nina replies good-naturedly.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, we’ll see about that.”
 
   “So how exactly do you people make your inner realm?” Lucifer asks, sounding ready to get things over with as quickly as possible.
 
   “Normally,” I say, “we close our eyes and concentrate on making it, but this time,” I look up at the ring of dust and rocks named after my lost friend, “I think we should concentrate on the memorial to Gabe’s sacrifice and how much he wanted us all to make it back home.”
 
   As we all stare up at the Kinlan Ring, I feel the warm pull of home and the sweetness of my children waiting for me there. In record time, we find ourselves within our inner realm and discover God is there waiting for us.
 
   I stare at God for a moment, unable to say anything to Him.
 
   I think He knows that my emotions are conflicted. I want to go to Him for comfort, but, at the same time, I want to slap Him hard across the face.
 
   “When you’re ready to talk,” God says to me, “I will come to you.”
 
   God looks at Nina, who has been allowed to join us this far on our way back home.
 
   “Nina,” God says, “it’s good to see you again. I was hoping things would work out between you and Rafe, and that he would help you find your way into a different life.”
 
   “Then you’re not going to separate us?” Nina asks anxiously, desperate to have an answer.
 
   “That depends on you.”
 
   Nina looks puzzled. “On me?”
 
   “In order for Me to allow you inside the Origin, you will have to give up something that you love.”
 
   Nina’s eyes grow wide in apprehension. “And what is that exactly?”
 
   “You will have to go there as a human and…”
 
   “Yes!” Nina says automatically, not having to hear the rest of what God was about to say.
 
   “Are you sure?” God questions, but He’s smiling at her in a way that makes me believe He already knows her answer.
 
   “I don’t need super strength or speed to be happy,” Nina tells God. “All I need are the friends I’ve made and the man I love. Nothing else matters to me. Nothing.”
 
   “Very well,” God says. “Welcome to the human race, Nina.”
 
   Nina smiles and throws herself into Rafe’s arms, laughing with joy and hugging her man tightly to her. I see Rafe smile.
 
   “That’s the first time you’ve hugged me and it hasn’t hurt,” he admits.
 
   Nina giggles and kisses Rafe. 
 
   Having given great joy to one member of our group, God turns to face the saddest member of our party, JoJo. He holds out His arms to her, offering what comfort He can in her time of need.
 
   Without hesitation, JoJo goes to Him and accepts His love. She cries on His shoulder, and He simply holds her against Him. As she continues to cry her heart out, God says, “I have a secret to share with you, JoJo.”
 
   JoJo lifts her head from His shoulder to look up at Him.
 
   “What is it?” she asks.
 
   “The rest of your story with Gabe has yet to be told.” God leans down and whispers something into JoJo’s ear.
 
   I can’t hear what He says. I’m certain no one except JoJo is meant to.
 
   When He finishes telling her the secret, JoJo wipes away her tears and looks up at God with a sense of newfound hope.
 
   “That will happen?” she asks, sounding amazed by what God just told her.
 
   “In time, it will come to pass,” God promises. “But I’m afraid I can’t allow you to keep this knowledge, JoJo. I can allow the peace it has brought you to remain in your heart, but the reason will have to be lost to you until the time is right for you to remember.”
 
   JoJo nods. “I understand. Thank You for telling me.”
 
   JoJo hugs God one more time, and He kisses her on the forehead before she returns to her place within the circle.
 
   God then looks at Lucifer, tilting his head as he asks, “Did you learn anything during your visit, My son?”
 
   “Yeah,” Lucifer says, taking a defensive stance, his arms crossed over his chest. “I learned I was right about not opening the seals too soon. That moron back there didn’t know what he was doing.”
 
   God looks unconvinced that what Lucifer said was all that he learned during his time on alternate Earth.
 
   “I believe you learned more than that, Lucifer, but I am a patient parent. I can wait until you are ready to admit it to yourself.”
 
   “Father,” Mason says, taking a step forward, “I have a question for you.”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Mason looks confused. “Yes, you’ll listen to what I want or is your answer yes to what I was about to ask?”
 
   “I see no reason not to give you what you want, Mason. I understand your reasons,” God glances in Lucifer’s direction briefly, “for asking me to grant your request.”
 
   “What request?” I have to ask, since their conversation is making no sense to me.
 
   Mason walks over to me.
 
   “Do you remember asking me to promise that I won’t die before you do?” my husband asks.
 
   “Of course…”
 
   “I found a way to make that promise to you.”
 
   “How?” I have to ask.
 
   “My father is going to allow me to stay a Watcher, but physically age the same as you. After you’ve passed away, I will ask him to make me human so I can join you in Heaven when the time comes.”
 
   “So that’s an option?” Malcolm asks God in surprise.
 
   God shrugs. “He asked. Brand and Aiden did not. Their greatest wish was to become human. Mason’s is to protect Jess from outside forces that require him to maintain his angelic abilities.”
 
   “Oh,” Malcolm says knowingly, “you mean protect her from the black sheep of the family.”
 
   “I did hear that, you know,” Lucifer tells Malcolm. “It doesn’t take a genius to figure out your non-subtle code names.”
 
   “Obviously,” Malcolm smirks. “Considering all the time you blackmailed Jess into spending with you every year, I can’t say I blame Mason for putting off becoming human.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I ask Mason, knowing how much he wants to be human. “You would give up the chance to live as a human, for me?”
 
   “I’m not giving up anything,” Mason assures me. “I’m keeping my sanity and making sure my family is kept safe. That’s what will make me happy.” Mason looks back at Malcolm. “But you will need to take leadership of the Watchers when we return home, Malcolm. I still want to step down so I can spend more time with Jess and the kids.”
 
   “What about your work with the Watcher Agency?” Malcolm questions.
 
   “Jess and I can still help with that, but in a lesser capacity.”
 
   Malcolm nods in agreement to the terms. 
 
   God looks back at me. “Your journey has been a long one, and your family is anxiously awaiting your return home. I have gathered them for you in the same place you left the Origin. When you need Me, Jess, all you have to do is pray, and I will come to you.”
 
   I nod my head because I don’t trust myself to speak. I’m not sure what might come out of my mouth, but I know it would be either words of anger or cries of sorrow. I’m not ready to talk to God, and He knows it.
 
   “Thank You for gathering our family and friends together,” Mason tells his father. “We’ve missed them.”
 
   “And they’ve missed you,” God tells us. “Max and Brynlee especially.”
 
   “Let’s go home,” I tell everyone, and I immediately begin to draw on their energy to make the dimensional gateway back to our reality.
 
   Almost instantly, the vortex of lavender-hued clouds with tiny dots of light intermixed within appears over my head. Off to the right, there is a light which shines brighter than the rest, beckoning me home. I reach out and touch it, welcoming the transitory pain of traveling through the portal because I know my children are waiting for me on the other side.
 
   I soon find myself lying flat on my back, staring up at a star-filled sky with one beautifully whole moon. The sound of the ocean waves crashing against the shore lull the deep ache inside my chest over Gabe’s loss, but it’s only when I see the two cherub-like faces of my children staring down at me that the ache is transformed into pure joy.
 
   “Mommy!” they both yell at the same time before lying down on either side of me in the sand to hug me tightly around the waist.
 
   As they begin to tell me everything that happened while I was gone, I close my eyes and listen to their sweet voices, not really paying attention to their words. I just lay there, enjoying the feel of their little warm bodies lying next to mine and the sound of their chatter. I sense Mason sit down near the top of my head and feel him caress my right cheek with the tips of his fingers. When I open my eyes, I notice how blurry my vision is, and realize for the first time that I’m crying, but this time my tears stem from happiness instead of heartache.
 
   I know I’ll never be able to forget my time on alternate Earth, and I don’t think any of us is supposed to. Our experiences there have taught us all just how much we have to be thankful for in our own world, and that the love of family and friends is enough to change any reality. I plan to take that lesson to heart and always remember that we are but one voice in a universe of possibilities.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   “Are you sure you’re feeling up to having a party?” Mason asks me, looking concerned over my well-being. “The pregnancy and delivery were so hard on you, Jess. No one would be upset if we postponed this get-together. I don’t want you to wear yourself out thinking you have to please everyone.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I tell Mason as we arrange a simple lunch of sandwiches, chips, and fruit on the kitchen table in our Cypress Hollow home. “Everyone wants to see the baby. We’ve put them off for long enough.”
 
   “I don’t think a week is that long,” Mason grumbles, “considering how much blood you lost giving birth to Luke. I think it’s been perfectly reasonable. Thank God Rafe was there during the delivery. I don’t know what I would have done if we had lost you both.”
 
   I walk up to Mason and hug him around the waist. 
 
   “I’m fine,” I tell him. “And Luke is growing like a weed. He’s gained at least a pound since he was born. We’re both ready to have our family and friends over. Besides, I want Gabriel and Luke to become best friends. No better time to start their male bonding than while they’re infants.”
 
   “Of course they’ll be best friends,” Mason says, like it’s a forgone conclusion, kissing me on a cheek. “Gabriel is only a couple of months older than Luke, and, as close as you and JoJo have become in the past few months, the boys aren’t going to have any choice in the matter.”
 
   “Isn’t it odd that we chose names so similar? Do you think Gabe knew I would call our son Luke, and that’s why he told JoJo to name their son Gabriel Lucas?”
 
   Mason shrugs. “I’m not sure. What did JoJo say?”
 
   “She just said that it was the name Gabe wanted her to name their son. He didn’t really give her an explanation.”
 
   “Well, it’s probably better to not overthink things. Sometimes life simply has its coincidences.”
 
   I hear the familiar squeak of one of the chairs on the front porch as it begins to rock back and forth. It’s a sound I’ve been waiting to hear since we returned home.
 
   “No,” Mason says, just before letting me go and stomping out of the kitchen towards the front door. “He can damn well wait until you’re feeling better before expecting you to go gallivanting who knows where with him!”
 
   “Mason, stop!” I yell as my husband reaches out for the doorknob. “Please, let me talk to him first. All you’ll do is make him angry.”
 
   Mason turns to look at me, and I can already see that he’s experiencing that exact emotion right now.
 
   “You are in no condition to go anywhere with him!” Mason says stridently while pointing a finger towards the silhouette outside the window.
 
   “I’ll tell him that.” I walk up to Mason and place a comforting hand on his arm. “Listen, he isn’t going to do anything that will hurt me. I’m sure he’s just here to see how I’m feeling.”
 
   “Then you won’t go anywhere with him? You promise?”
 
   “Yes, I promise.”
 
   Mason’s stance eases slightly. “All right. But if I see him phase you anywhere, I’m coming after you.”
 
   “Ok.” I say, smiling at Mason’s overprotectiveness.
 
   I lean up and give my husband a kiss on the lips. “I’ll go get rid of him before he scares our guests away.”
 
   “I’ll be watching,” Mason warns as he reaches for my jacket on the coat tree by the door. Mason holds the coat open for me. “Put this on. It’s still chilly outside.”
 
   Even in the middle of February, our days are still on the cold side in the Deep South. It even snowed the day Luke was born.
 
   “Oh, wait a minute!” I say, quickly walking back to the kitchen to grab something out of a cabinet by the stove. I stuff my prize into a pocket of my coat and walk back to the front door.
 
   “What did you have to get?” Mason asks out of pure curiosity.
 
   “Can’t say,” I tell him with a wink. “It’s top secret.”
 
   “Should I be worried that you’re keeping secrets from me already?”
 
   I sigh. “No, Mason. Trust me. This one isn’t anything important.”
 
   “That’s how it always starts,” Mason warns me. “He’ll have you keep a small secret for him and work on that until he has you keeping larger secrets from me.”
 
   “Please,” I practically beg. “I can’t have this conversation today. You’re just going to have to trust me.”
 
   “I trust you. I just don’t trust him with you.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I say reaching for the doorknob. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
   When I go out onto the porch, Lucifer stops rocking in his chair and watches me closely as I sit down in an identical white rocking chair beside him.
 
   I pull out the packet of Twinkies from my coat pocket and toss them onto Lucifer’s lap. He chuckles as he looks at the package of sugary goodness.
 
   “I really shouldn’t,” he says, but stuffs the clear plastic bag into his coat pocket. “But it would be rude not to accept a gift.”
 
   “And we all know you hate being rude.”
 
   Lucifer considers me closely for a moment before saying, “I heard you popped out another son for the mongrel you married, Jessica.”
 
   “Yes,” I reply, deciding to ignore Lucifer’s disparaging remark against my husband, “Mason and I have another son. His name is Luke.”
 
   Lucifer’s eyes narrow, as if he’s noticed something peculiar about me.
 
   “Why do you look so pale?”
 
   “It was a difficult pregnancy and birth,” I explain. “I ended up losing a lot of blood, and it’s taking me longer than I thought it would to recover.”
 
   “You conceived while we were in that alternate reality, didn’t you?” Lucifer asks almost like an accusation.
 
   “Yes, but what does that have to do…”
 
   “Mason couldn’t keep it in his pants for a few weeks?” Lucifer questions hotly. “Didn’t he realize the danger he was putting you in?”
 
   “Danger?” I ask, not quite understanding what Lucifer is talking about. “What danger?”
 
   Lucifer looks angry, but not at me. He simply shakes his head in disgust and says, “Never mind. The danger to you has passed. It’s of no consequence now.”
 
   “Is Luke in any danger?” I ask, not understanding why conceiving him on alternate Earth was a bad thing.
 
   “Like I said, never mind. I didn’t come here to talk about your spawn with Mason anyway. I came here to cash in on one of my days with you.”
 
   “I can’t go.”
 
   Lucifer raises an eyebrow at me. “Can’t or won’t?”
 
   “I’m too weak, Lucifer. I need time to rest. If you come back to me in another week or two, I’ll go with you, but not today. Unless these little day excursions of yours are meant to kill me.”
 
   “If I wanted to kill you, Jessica, I would simply snap your neck.”
 
   “Is that supposed to be comforting?”
 
   “Not in the slightest.”
 
   “Then give me some time to get my strength back. Rafe’s done all he can to heal me. I think my body has just been through too much trauma this past year. It needs some time to heal on its own.”
 
   “I don’t believe Jess is asking for very much, do you, Lucifer?”
 
   Both Lucifer and I look up to see God leaning against one of the posts on my front porch.
 
   “What did she do?” Lucifer questions like he knows me so well. “Pray for you to come and rescue her from me?”
 
   “No,” God replies. “I actually came down to see you, My son.”
 
   Lucifer looks more irritated than surprised. “And why in the world would You want to do that?”
 
   “Because I love you,” God says simply. “Is a father not allowed to visit his child from time to time?”
 
   Lucifer quickly stands from his seat.
 
   “I will be back in exactly two weeks,” Lucifer says to me. “Be ready.”
 
   Lucifer phases, and God sighs.
 
   “I take it that didn’t go the way you wanted it to,” I say to God, feeling sorry for Him.
 
   “It never does with that one,” He admits, telling me that this isn’t the first time He has tried to speak with Lucifer. “Mind if I sit down?”
 
   I shake my head as I suddenly feel a pang of guilt.
 
   This is the first time I’ve spoken to God since returning home. He said He wouldn’t come to me until I prayed to Him, but, apparently, even God has limited patience.
 
   “I’m also here because Mason prayed to me,” God informs me. “I know I promised you I wouldn’t come until you asked me to, but Mason is My son. He was worried about you.”
 
   “It’s ok. I should have invited You to come over earlier.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say to You.”
 
   “I sense you’re no longer angry with me about Gabe.”
 
   “No. JoJo and I have had long discussions about what happened. We’ve both decided it’s pointless to blame any one person for his death. She doesn’t blame me, and I can’t blame You. It’s just what had to happen. I think we’ve both made peace with that fact.”
 
   “I’m happy to see that the two of you have become so close in the past few months.”
 
   “It helped that we were both pregnant at basically the same time.”
 
   “Yes, that was a double blessing.”
 
   I pause, because what Lucifer said before God showed up is still troubling me.
 
   “Is there something wrong with Luke?” I ask God. “Lucifer seems to think conceiving him on alternate Earth is what caused me to have such a difficult pregnancy.”
 
   “There is nothing wrong with your son, Jess. He’s perfectly fine.”
 
   I can tell by the look in God’s eyes that He’s holding an important piece of information back from me.
 
   “But there’s something different about him, isn’t there? What aren’t You telling me?”
 
   “As I said, he’s perfectly fine. He will live out a normal, happy life. You have nothing to worry about where he’s concerned.”
 
   It’s the ‘where he’s concerned’ that immediately sends up a red flag.
 
   “What is that supposed to mean, exactly?” I ask, wanting specifics but betting I won’t get them.
 
   “It means he will be fine.”
 
   “Then who isn’t going to be fine?” I press. “Will whatever is wrong with him be passed down to his children?”
 
   “Jess,” God says patiently, “you know I won’t answer questions about the future. Simply place your faith in Me that I know what I’m doing. Trust Me.”
 
   I take in a deep breath and slowly let it out.
 
   “You know You’re really irritating sometimes,” I tell Him honestly.
 
   God smiles. “Yes. I’ve been told that more than once.”
 
   “Can You at least tell me how they’re doing on alternate Earth? Are they rebuilding?”
 
   “It will be a very slow process, but yes, they have started to restore their lives.”
 
   “And what about the Watchers and their children?” I have to ask. “You have to know some of them want to become human. Are You going to give them the opportunity?”
 
   “Yes, I have given some of them the option just like I did on this Earth. Most of them asked for the curse to be lifted from their children, but the majority of the Watchers have decided to wait until the humans are back on their feet before asking for their humanity. Rebuilding their world will be a lot easier if they maintain their angelic capabilities.”
 
   “Even Brand?” I ask, certain he would take God up on His offer of humanity so he could marry Jai Lin.
 
   “Even Brand,” God confirms. “I suspect he will be among the first ones to ask to become human.”
 
   I nod, knowing God is right.
 
   “Are we early, mon ami?”
 
   JoJo stands on the porch now with Malcolm by her side, whose hands are gripping the handle of a black and purple infant stroller.
 
   Both God and I stand from our seats.
 
   “No, you’re not too early,” I tell JoJo, thankful that God ran Lucifer off when He did. I didn’t want JoJo to have to deal with Lucifer just because I choose to keep him as a friend.
 
   “It’s good to see you all,” God says, looking down into the stroller where Gabriel is sleeping. “He looks exactly like his father.”
 
   JoJo smiles proudly. “Yes, he truly does. I hope he grows up to be just as handsome.”
 
   “I’m sure he will,” God says with conviction. “And Malcolm, how does it feel to have another little one under your wing?”
 
   “I’m just grateful I can repay Gabe in such a small way,” Malcolm replies. “I promised him I would look after his family, and I intend to do just that.”
 
   “I know you will do an excellent job,” God says with full confidence in Malcolm’s capabilities as a protector. “I should let you all prepare for the arrival of the others.” God turns to me. “Whenever you need Me, just ask.”
 
   “I will,” I promise.
 
   The rest of the afternoon is filled with spending time with my family and friends. Nina asks a multitude of questions of all us mothers, in preparation of her first child with Rafe. They didn’t waste any time once we returned home. Within a week they were married, and a month after that, Nina became pregnant. They were both excited about the birth of their first-born, and their child finally brought Rafe back to the States to live. 
 
   Faison and Zack’s son keeps us all on our toes, crawling everywhere and playing with whatever he can get his hands on. Zack made it home just in time for the delivery. I’m not sure if it was just Faison’s time, or if the excitement of having us all back home caused her to go into labor, but two days after our return, their son was born. 
 
   I let Luke sleep for as long as he wants, but when he wails to join the party, he instantly becomes the center of attention.
 
   “Oh, Jess,” Lilly says as she and Tara come to sit with me on the sofa in the living room, “he’s simply gorgeous.”
 
   “Why do you say that like you’re surprised, Lilly?” Tara asks, leaning over her best friend to get a better look at my son. “Have you seen his father? Of course he’s gorgeous! Look at that blond hair! You’ll have to beat the girls away from your doorstep when the time comes, Jess. Caylin! Get over here and look at this beautiful baby boy.”
 
   With Kate propped up on one hip, Caylin comes over and sits on the other side of me.
 
   “He really is gorgeous, Jess,” Caylin says, sitting Kate on her lap so she can see Luke, too.
 
   I watch as Kate reaches out with both her arms, like she wants to hug Luke. I hold my son closer to her and see her take both of his little hands into her own. She smiles like she’s just seen the sun rise for the first time in her life.
 
   “Mine,” she announces to us all with a small giggle.
 
   Luke gurgles happily in reply, and seems completely content to let his new friend claim him.
 
   Caylin and I look at one another because we both know exactly what just happened. 
 
   “Well,” Tara says, sounding as stunned as I feel, “maybe you won’t have to beat those girls back from the door after all, Jess. Looks like our little Luke may have just met his match.”
 
   I look down at Luke, wondering what his life will be like growing up with his soulmate in his life. How will he react? Will it simply be normal for him to only ever have one love in his life?
 
   I don’t know the answers to those questions. I only know how I feel about the situation.
 
   Hopeful for the future…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Blessed is he that reads, and they that hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written therein: for the time is at hand.
 
    
 
   Revelation 1:3
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Author’s Note
 
   I hope you all enjoyed the last installment of the Alternate Earth Series! 
 
   The next series I will be working on is The Dominion Series, which is the second series featuring Anna and Malcolm. The first book is titled Awakening.
 
   For those of you reading the Watcher books in chronological order, the next set of books you will need to read are the ones in The Redemption Series. For those of you who have already read The Redemption Series, you can keep track of my progress on Awakening at my Facebook page or my website every Sunday with the Awakening meter.
 
   Following this letter, you will have the opportunity to read a sample of Runes by a good friend of mine, Ednah Walters.
 
   Thanks for reading!
 
    
 
   Sincerely,
 
   S.J. West
 
    
 
   Facebook Page: https://www.facebook.com/ReadTheWatchersTrilogy/timeline/
 
   Website: www.sjwest.com
 
   Email: sandrawest481@gmail.com 
 
   Newsletter Sign Up: https://confirmsubscription.com/h/i/51B24C1DB7A7908B
 
   Instagram: sandrawest481
 
   Twitter: @SJWest2013
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   From USA Today Bestselling Author
 
   RUNES
 
   (Book One)
 
   By Ednah Walters
 
    
 
    
 
   Seventeen-year-old Raine Cooper has enough on her plate dealing with her father’s disappearance, her mother’s erratic behavior and the possibility of her boyfriend relocating. The last thing she needs is Torin St. James—a mysterious new neighbor with a wicked smile and uncanny way of reading her. 
 
    
 
   Raine is drawn to Torin’s dark sexiness against her better judgment, until he saves her life with weird marks and she realizes he is different. But by healing her, Torin changes something inside Raine. Now she can’t stop thinking about him. Half the time, she’s not sure whether to fall into his arms or run. 
 
    
 
   Scared, she sets out to find out what Torin is. But the closer she gets to the truth the more she uncovers something sinister about him. What Torin is goes back to an ancient mythology and Raine is somehow part of it. Not only is she and her friends in danger, she must choose a side, but the wrong choice will cost Raine her life 
 
    
 
    
 
    
    	THE MAILBOX
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   “So unfair. My parents decided to limit my computer time again,” Cora griped and rolled her eyes into the webcam. “But as usual, my best friend Raine has my back, so here I am with the next Hottie of the Week. Before I can give you his stats, I need a break, so I’ll be back in a few.” She pressed pause on the webcam, swiveled the chair around, and faced me. “Thank you. I’m starving.”
 
   I threw her a bag of potato chips, which she snatched in mid-air. Keeping the door between us, I dangled a can of soda her way.
 
   “Come on. I’m not going to ambush you,” Cora protested.
 
   “Liar. Just remember, I’ll unfriend you on every social network if you do it again, Cora Jemison,” I threatened.
 
   Cora pouted. “You’re never going let me forget that, are you? One lapse in judgment, Raine. One, and I’m labeled a liar for the rest of my life.”
 
   “Just until we finish high school. Lucky for you, we’ve got less than two years to go.” Melodramatic was Cora’s middle name, which made her the perfect video blogger. I, on the other hand, hated seeing my face on video hosting websites, something she tended to forget when she got excited. “So, when will you be done? We have swimming, and I need to get online, too.”
 
   “Ten minutes, but I’m skipping today. Keith and I are going to watch our guys crush the Cougars. Go-oh, Trojans.” She pumped her fist in the air. “Come with us, Raine. Please… please? You can help me choose my next victim for the vlog.”
 
   “I can’t. I have an AP English report to write.” 
 
   “Another one? That’s, like, what? One every week? I knew sour-faced Quibble would be tough when he e-mailed you guys a summer reading list.” She shuddered. “You should have dropped his class when you had chance.”
 
   “Why? I enjoy it.” Cora made a face, and I knew what she was thinking. I needed a life outside of books. She said it often enough, as though swimming and playing an oboe in the band didn’t count. I’d rather read than cheer cocky, idolized football players any day. Performing in the pep band during home games was enough contribution to the school spirit as far as I was concerned.
 
   “Fine, stay at home with your boring books, but keep your phone with you,” she ordered. “I’ll update you during the game.” She snatched the drink from my hand, opened it, and took a swig. “Thanks.” She swiveled and rolled the chair back to my computer desk and turned on the webcam. “Okay, Hottie of the Week is in my Biology class. He’s five-eleven, masculine without being buff. Don’t ask how I know. A girl is allowed to keep some secrets, right?” She giggled and twirled a lock of blonde hair. “He’s a member of the lacrosse team and has wavy Chex Mix hair, which is longer than I usually like on a guy, but he rocks it. Don’t you just love that term? Chex Mix. Better than dirty blond, right? I stole that from Raine.”
 
   I closed the door and shook my head. Poor guy. By Wednesday, every girl in school would be speculating about his identity and his relationship with Cora, not to mention leaving snarky comments on her video blog. She thrived on being naughty, but one day she would cross the line and piss someone off. 
 
   Cora and I had been tight since junior high when I found her crying in the girls’ locker room after P.E. She’d had such a hard time adjusting to public school after being homeschooled. Seeing her now, you’d never guess it. She was crazy popular, even though she didn’t hang out with the in-crowd. 
 
   Downstairs, I got comfortable on the couch with my copy of Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck, tucked a pencil for scribbling notes behind my ear, and popped open my favorite spicy baked chips. Good thing Mr. Q had included the book on our summer reading list and I already read it once.
 
   The ding of the doorbell resounded in the house before I finished my assignment. I grinned. Must be Eirik, my unofficial boyfriend. I jumped up, raced to the door, and yanked it open.
 
   “About time you got he…” 
 
   I took a step back, my pulse leaping. In one sweeping glance, I took in the stranger’s shaggy black hair, piercing Pacific-blue eyes under arched eyebrows, black leather jacket, and hip-hugging jeans. Either fate had conjured the poster boy of all my fantasies and deposited him on my doorstep or I was dreaming. 
 
   I closed my eyes tight and then opened them again. 
 
   He was still there, the only thing missing was a bow or a note with my name pinned to his forehead. Irrationally, I wondered how it would feel to run my fingers through his hair. It was luxurious and so long it brushed the collar of his jacket. His lips moved, and I realized he was speaking. 
 
   “What?” I asked. The single word came out in two syllables, and I cringed. Lame, Raine.
 
   “I asked if you’d seen Eirik Seville,” the stranger said impatiently in a deep, commanding voice as though he was used to giving orders, “and you shook your head. Does that mean you didn’t understand what I said, don’t know him, or don’t know where he is?”
 
   “I, uh, the third one.” Could I be any lamer? Worse, warmth crept up my face. “I mean, I don’t know where he is,” I said in a squeaky voice.
 
   “He said he would be at the house of...” he pulled out a piece of paper from the back of his biker glove, the fingerless kind, and read, “Raine Cooper.”
 
   “That’s me. Lorraine Cooper, but everyone calls me Raine. You know, rain with a silent E,” I said even though he didn’t ask for an explanation. I tended to blabber when nervous. “Yeah, well, Eirik’s not here.”
 
   “When do you expect him? Or should I ask when does he usually get here, Raine with an E?” the guy asked.
 
   I bristled, not liking his mocking tone or the way he spoke slowly as though I was a dimwit. “He doesn’t always come here after school, you know. You could try his house or text him.”
 
   Mr. Hot-but-arrogant shrugged. “If I wanted to use modern technology I would, but I’d rather not. Could you do me a favor?” 
 
   Use modern technology? Which cave did he crawl from? He spoke with a trace of an accent that had a familiar lilt. British or Aussie? I could never tell the difference. 
 
   He sighed. “You’re shaking your head again. Did my question confuse you? Am I talking too fast, too slow, or is it me? I’ve been told my presence tends to, uh, throw people off.”
 
   I crossed my arms, lifted my chin, and stared down my nose at him. I was usually the calm one among my friends, the peacemaker, but this guy was seriously pushing my buttons with his arrogance. “No.”
 
   His eyebrows rose and met the lock of hair falling over his forehead. “No to what?”
 
   “No, you didn’t confuse me. And no, I won’t do you a favor.”
 
   He rolled his eyes, plucked wraparound sunglasses from the breast pocket of his jacket, and slipped them on before turning to leave. 
 
   Yeah, good riddance. To copy Cora’s favorite saying, ‘he just lost hotness points’.
 
   He paused as though he’d changed his mind and faced me, the corners of his mouth lifting in a slow smile. “Okay, Raine with an E, what do I have to do to make you play nice?”
 
   Whoa, what a smile. I was still staring at his lips when what he’d said registered. I peered at him, hating that I had to look up at him. At five-seven, I was above average for a girl, but he was taller. Six-two or three I’d guess. Worse, my face stared back at me from the surface of his dark sunglasses, making me feel like I was talking to myself.
 
   “Stop being rude and condescending for starters,” I said.
 
   He chuckled, the sound rich and throaty. Sexy. A delicious shiver ran up my spine. “I thought I was being extremely polite.”
 
   I snorted. “Right.”
 
   “Do I need to apologize?”
 
   “Not if you don’t mean it.”
 
   “Then I won’t.” 
 
   I debated whether to step back and slam the door on his face, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. One, it was rude. Two, I wanted to know why he was looking for Eirik. “Okay, shoot. What’s the favor?”
 
   “Tell your boyfriend that he and I need to talk. Today. In the next hour if possible.” 
 
   That annoying, commanding tone got to me again. I mock saluted him. “Yes, sir.”
 
   He chuckled, then did something strange. He reached out and touched my nose. “Cute. Nice meeting you, Raine with an E.” 
 
   Cute? Ew. I reached up to swat his hand, but he was already turning away. I followed him, not realizing what I was doing until I reached the driveway. Where was he going? He wore biker’s gloves, but there was no motorcycle parked at the curb. He turned left, moving past our mailbox.
 
   “What’s your name?” I called out.
 
   He turned, lowered his sunglasses, and studied me suspiciously. “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “I don’t,” I said with as much distain as I could muster, “but Eirik will need a name to go with the message.”
 
   “My name won’t mean anything to him. Just tell him the message is from your new neighbor.”
 
   My stomach hollowed out as though I’d jumped off a plane without a parachute. He couldn’t possibly be my next-door neighbor. A week ago, the For Sale sign had disappeared, but I hadn’t seen any moving truck to indicate someone was moving in.
 
   Please, let his home be farther down the street. Several houses around my neighborhood had been up for sale the last year. Using a trip to our mailbox as an excuse, I continued to watch him. Nice walk. Too bad it was overshadowed by his arrogance. He passed the low-lying white fence separating our yard from our next-door neighbor’s then cut across the lawn and headed for the front door. 
 
   Crap. 
 
   He stepped on the patio, turned, and looked at me, a mocking smile on his sculptured lips. I averted my eyes and pretended to sift the bills in my hand. As soon as he disappeared inside, I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and furiously texted Eirik.
 
   “Who was that?” Cora asked from on top of the stairs when I entered the house.
 
   I bumped the door closed with my foot and dropped the mail on the foyer table. “Our new neighbor.”
 
   She hurried down the stairs. “Eirik’s old house or down the street neighbor?”
 
   “Eirik’s old house.” 
 
   “Oh, I hate you. How come hot guys don’t move next door to my house?”
 
   “That’s because you live on a farm in the middle of nowhere,” I retorted.
 
   “Yeah, whatever.” She ran across the living room to the kitchen window and peered outside like an overstimulated terrier. “Where is he? Where did he go?”
 
   I grinned. Trust Cora to provide me with comic relief. I collected my books, the empty bag of chips and soda can I had left on the coffee table, and followed her. “I told you, Eirik’s place.”
 
   “Ooh, if he takes Eirik’s old bedroom, he’d be able to see right inside yours and you his.”
 
   “And that’s interesting because…?”
 
   “We want to see him shirtless.” 
 
   “Hey, don’t include me in your craziness.”
 
   She made a face and mouthed the words I’d just said. “Oh, live a little, Raine. Seriously, sometimes I wonder how we can be so tight. You move slower than a slug when it comes to guys.”
 
   “And you go at warp speed.”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “Are you calling me a—”
 
   “Male connoisseur… aficionado… nothing tacky.” We laughed. Cora fell in love fast and often, and got bored just as easily. I was only interested in one guy: Eirik. He and I had been neighbors until last year when they moved up the hill to one of the mansions at the end of Orchard Road. I never worried about him seeing inside my bedroom. The thought of the new guy that close to me was, I don’t know, unsettling. I dumped the soda can and bag in the garbage and started toward the stairs.
 
   “It would be like old times,” Cora continued, moving away from the window, “except with him instead of boring Eirik.”
 
   “Eirik’s not boring.”
 
   “Is to. So what’s Mr. Hotness’ name? What did he want? Is he throwing a meet-the-new-neighbor party? First dibs on your plus-one.” She looked at me expectantly.
 
   I laughed. “No one throws that kind of a party around here. I don’t know his name, and he was looking for Eirik.”
 
   “Pretty Boy knows him? He just lost hotness points,” Cora mumbled. 
 
   “I heard that.” I waited for her to catch up before I continued upstairs. “I don’t get it. You and Eirik used to get along so well. Now all you do is snipe at each other every time you’re in the same room. What happened?” 
 
   “He talks down to me, like I’m stupid or something.”
 
   “He does not.” 
 
   “Does to. Today I asked him to help me with a math problem, and he looked at me like I was a slug masquerading as a human being. Then he smirked and told me to ask Keith. He can be so...” She growled, her eyes narrowing. “I wanted to smack him. I should have smacked him.”
 
   Cora was smart, but she tended to act helpless around guys, which drove Eirik nuts. Deciding not to comment, I pushed open my bedroom door, and my eyes went to the window facing our neighbor’s. The wide window seat with its comfortable cushions was my favorite relaxing spot in the room. Outside, I preferred the wicker chairs on my side of the balcony. I was going to have to deal with my new neighbor whether I liked it or not.
 
   Cora removed the cute little jacket she’d worn over her tank top, threw it on my bed, and walked to the window. She and I were about the same height, except she was skinnier and had bigger boobs. Throw in her blonde hair and gray eyes and you had every teenage boy’s fantasy. I was rounder with brown hair and hazel eyes, nothing to brag about, but I wasn’t at the shallow end of the beauty pool either. 
 
   “How does he know Eirik? Do you think he’s going to go to our school?” Cora asked.
 
   “I don’t know anything about him, Cora.”
 
   She threw me an annoyed look. “Only you can talk to a hot guy and forget to ask important questions. I would have gotten everything from him, including whether he has a girlfriend or not.”
 
   She wasn’t bragging. Cora was amazingly good at gathering information, and she could be relentless when it came to guys, which is great for a vlogger. Sometimes it was funny, but other times annoying. Like now. I couldn’t tell her I’d been too busy making a fool of myself to say much to my blue-eyed neighbor.
 
   “Are you done with my laptop?” I asked, settling on the bed. “I have to check a few things after I finish my report.”
 
   Cora glanced at her watch. “Keith will be here in ten minutes, so I just need a few minutes to respond to comments; then it’s all yours.” She glanced outside then at me then back outside again. “It’s such a beautiful day. Let’s sit outside on the balcony.”
 
   Oh, she thought she was clever. The weather was perfect, but I refused to be a groupie to that rude guy. “No, I’m fine in here.”
 
   Cora pouted. “Pwease… pwetty pwease?”
 
   I shook my head. “I want to focus on my work. You want to talk to my new neighbor, walk to his house and knock on the door.”
 
   A thoughtful expression settled on her pretty face. “I might just do that.”
 
   “Good. Just remember, you have a boyfriend,” I reminded her.
 
   She grinned. “Yeah, but I’m a mere mortal with a weakness for guys built like gods. I could feature him on my vlog.”
 
   I hope not. He looked like the type who could tear Cora apart if she dared. “You don’t even know if he’ll be going to our school.”
 
   “I would if you’d bothered to ask him.” Cora sighed dramatically and settled on the window seat with my laptop. Occasionally, she stared outside. I was tempted to ask her if my new neighbor was outside, which bugged me. I shouldn’t be interested in any guy period. I had Eirik—or I would if he could get his act together and ask me out. I hoped his feelings for me were just as strong as mine were for him. As for Cora, her restlessness made it impossible for me to focus. I was happy when Keith picked her up.
 
   Less than an hour later, I grabbed by swim bag and raced outside. I had ten minutes to get my butt to Total Fitness Club for swim practice. I’d swum varsity since my freshman year, but high school swim season didn’t start until next week. Off season, I swam with the Dolphins. Luckily, Matt ‘Doc’ Fletcher, my high school coach, also coached the Dolphins. Kayville might be a small town in northwestern Oregon, but we had three high schools and three swim clubs, and the rivalry was fierce. Most Dolphins went to my high school, too. 
 
   I threw my bag in the front passenger seat of my Sentra, ran around the hood, and saw the right front tire. I had a leak? It looked low. Could I take a chance and drive it? Maybe if I drove carefully and slow? Coach Fletcher was anal about tardiness. Worse, my attendance this past summer had suffered because of Dad.
 
   My throat closed and tears rushed to my eyes. Not knowing whether my father was alive or dead was the hardest part of my nightmare. I still remembered the last conversation we’d had before he boarded the plane in Honolulu, the horror at the news about the plane crashing into the Pacific Ocean, the frustration as bodies were recovered and none matched Dad’s. I was losing hope, while Mom still believed he was alive. How could he be after three months?
 
   Our neighbors no longer asked us if we’d heard any news, but I’d overheard Mrs. Rutledge and Mrs. Ross from across the street gossip about Mom, calling her delusional. Prune-faced hags. I hated that we lived on the same cul-de-sac. 
 
   I kicked at the tire as though the simple act would ease my frustration, then pulled out my cell phone and checked for text messages. There was none from Eirik, which meant I couldn’t ask him for a ride. I hope he’s at practice in case I need help with my car. I texted him before calling Mom.
 
   “Hey, sweetie.” She sounded preoccupied.
 
   “I have swimming, but I think my front tire has a leak and—”
 
   “I can’t leave work right now to drop you off. I’m dealing with a mini-crisis, too. Skip swimming, and we’ll take care of your car when I get home. Call Coach Fletcher and explain.”
 
   “That’s okay. I can still drive it. It’s a slow leak and should hold until—”
 
   “No, Raine. If you must go, hitch a ride with Eirik or Cora. I don’t want you driving with a leaking tire.”
 
   “Cora’s gone to the football game, and Eirik is not returning my calls. I can’t miss practice, Mom. Coach has a big announcement to make, and today’s the last class before tryouts for varsity.” I’d be mortified if he knew why I’d been flaky the last several months. I still hoped no one at school knew about my father, except Cora and Eirik. “You know how he secretly uses summer club swim attendance to choose co-captains. I don’t want to be the first co-captain to be dropped after one year.” 
 
   Mom humphed, which warned me she was about to switch to Mother Bear mode. “I don’t care how he chooses captains. You’ve earned it. I’ll call him and—” There was a cracking sound in the background. 
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Jared dropped a mirror.” There was mumbling in the background, then silence.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   More mumbled words reached me before, “I’m here. About the coach—”
 
   “Don’t call him. I’ll take care of it.”
 
   “Are you sure?” She sounded frazzled.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll try to be home early. Six-ish.”
 
   That meant seven or eight. My parents owned Mirage, a framing and mirror store on Main Street. With Dad gone, Mom was pulling double duty and often stayed behind to clean up and get the shop ready for the next business day. I rarely saw her anymore.
 
   I texted Coach Fletcher, in case I didn’t make it on time, then slipped behind the wheel. The tire pressure should hold. Please, let it hold.
 
   I backed out of the driveway and reached out to shift gears when my new neighbor left his garage, pushing a Harley. Shirtless. I swallowed, drooled. His shoulders were broad and well-defined. His stomach ripped. 
 
   He glanced my way, and I quickly averted my eyes and stepped on the gas pedal. My car shot backwards instead of forward and slammed into something, jerking me forward. Panicking, I hit the brakes and looked behind me. 
 
   “Oh, crap.” Of all the mailboxes on our cul-de-sac, I just had to hit the Petersons’. 
 
   Cursing, I shifted gears, moved forward until I got off the curb, switched off the engine, and jumped out of the car. Everyone had their mailboxes imbedded in concrete, but not the Petersons. They had to go overboard and use a fancy, custom-made miniature version of their house. Now the post leaned sideways like the Tower of Pisa, with red paint from my car all over the white pole. Their mailbox was totaled, the mail scattered on the ground.
 
   Someone called out something, but I was busy imagining Mr. Peterson’s reaction when he saw his mailbox. He was a big conspiracy theorist. The government and people were always out to get him. He’d believe I deliberately knocked down his stupid mailbox. 
 
   “That looks bad,” Blue Eyes said from behind me, startling me.
 
   “You think?” 
 
   He chuckled. “From that snarky comment, you must be okay.” 
 
   “Peachy.”
 
   I picked up the mail. He moved closer as he helped, bringing with him a masculine scent hard to describe. It bugged the crap out of me that I liked it. Worse, the heat from his body seemed to leap through the air and wrap around me in ways I couldn’t describe. 
 
   My mouth went dry. The instinct to put space between us came from nowhere, but I ignored it. Only cowards ran when faced with something they didn’t understand, and my parents didn’t raise one. Still, a delicious shiver shot up my spine, and a weird feeling settled in my stomach.
 
   I waited until I was in control of my emotions before turning to face him. I tried not to stare at his masculine arms and chest. I really did, but all that tanned skin was so inviting and begging to be ogled. I’d seen countless shirtless guys before. Half the swim team spent time in tight shorts that left very little to the imagination, but their bodies were nothing like his. He must be seriously into working out. No one could be this ripped without hitting the gym daily. 
 
   “My face is up here, Freckles.”
 
   My eyes flew to his, and heat flooded my cheeks. I rushed into speech to cover my embarrassment. “I, uh, I was just leaving to go to swim practice and… and...”
 
   “I distracted you. Sorry about that.”
 
   He didn’t sound sorry. “You didn’t.”
 
   He cocked his eyebrows. “Didn’t what?”
 
   “Distract me,” I snapped and snatched the mail in his hands. “Thanks. I was checking my text messages when I should have been paying attention to where I was going,” I fibbed.
 
   Amusement flared in his eye, his expression saying he recognized my explanation for what it was: a lie. He had incredibly long lashes and beautiful eyes. Sapphire came to mind but… 
 
   Grinding my teeth at my weird behavior, I started toward the driver’s seat, going for that space between us before I did something stupid like reach out and touch him or continue gazing into his eyes like a lovesick dimwit. 
 
   “Aren’t you going to tell them you hit their mailbox? I mean, it’s against the law to flee a crime scene and all that.”
 
   I glared at him. “I will talk to them when they come home from work. For now, I plan on leaving them a note. Not that it’s any of your business.” I searched inside the glove compartment for a notepad or anything to write on, but found nothing. 
 
   “I could explain to them what happened if you’d like,” he offered in a gentle voice. “You know, share the responsibility. After all, I did distract you.”
 
   Seriously, how could someone so beautiful and tempting be so arrogant and annoying? I counted from ten to one then said slowly, “I don’t need your help.” 
 
   “Actually, you do.”
 
   “No, I don’t.” I marched to my house, conscious of Blue Eyes watching me. Sure enough, when I looked back, just before I entered the house, his eyes were locked on me, an amused smile on his lips. What was he so happy about? And why couldn’t he just go away?
 
   I pulled a piece of ruled paper from my folder and scribbled an apology with unsteady hands, then went to Dad’s home office for a large manila envelope. Times like this, I missed him more. My eyes welled.
 
   I blinked hard and put everything from the Petersons’ mailbox into the large envelope before taping my note on the outside. I’d have to figure out how to pay for a new mailbox. Mom didn’t like me working at the shop ever since I broke a few mirrors last summer, and jobs were hard to come by because of the bad economy. Something would come to me once I was calmer. Right now, I just wanted to get my butt to the pool and lose myself swimming. 
 
   I paused to calm myself before leaving the house.
 
   Blue Eyes was studying the damaged mailbox like an insurance adjuster. Why couldn’t he go bother someone else? Or at least put on a shirt?
 
   “Excuse me.” I skirted around him and propped the manila envelope against the crooked pole.
 
   “I can fix this before they come home,” he said.
 
   I eyed him suspiciously. “Really? How?”
 
   A weird expression crossed his face, but his eyes were watchful as though he couldn’t wait to see my reaction. “Magic.” 
 
   “Magic?” My hands fisted. I was in trouble, and he was messing around. “You know what? Stay away from me, Blue Eyes. Don’t talk to me or even acknowledge we know each other when our paths cross again. ”
 
   “Blue Eyes?” he asked, eyebrows cocked.
 
   “That’s me playing nice.”
 
   He laughed. “Look, Freckles—”
 
   “Don’t call me that.” I hated that nickname. It was a reminder of the hated spots on the bridge of my nose and the teasing I’d endured in elementary school. I slid behind the wheel, started the car, and took off. I was careful not to drive too fast even though I wanted to floor the gas pedal. 
 
   I could see Blue Eyes watching me as he grew smaller and smaller in the rearview mirror, until I left our cul-de-sac and turned right. My day had just gone down the toilet.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I was twenty minutes late for practice and still pissed off at myself for overreacting to my nosey new neighbor. So he had a hot body and an attitude? Big whoop. He was the least of my problems. I had my family to worry about, my position as co-captain to defend, and a guy I was crazy about to convince I’d make a great girlfriend.
 
   “Did you fix your flat?” Coach Fletcher asked when I walked to the pool deck.
 
   “I’ll take it to DC Tires after practice.” I slid in the pool and joined the thirty members of the Gold Team. Silver and Bronze swam at five. 
 
   We had eight lanes, but two were reserved for club members, which meant we shared lanes, taking turns pushing off the wall and looping each other. I didn’t see Eirik. He rarely skipped practice, so that was weird. 
 
   Following Coach Fletcher’s instructions, I finished my freestyle warm up laps while the others worked on their backstroke. I attacked the water like it was my enemy, although I wasn’t sure who I was ticked off at, me or my new neighbor. When I started studying the male swimmers and comparing their bodies to Blue Eyes, I knew I was definitely my own enemy. 
 
   “Since all of you swim for the Trojans, don’t forget we have Ultimate Frisbee tomorrow afternoon at Longmont Park. We’ll meet in the north field at four o’clock,” Coach Fletcher said at the end of practice. “I sent your parents e-mails last week, so no excuses. This is supposed to be for the team, but we’ll meet some of the new swimmers and discuss a few things. Tryouts start on the seventeenth, which is sooner than we usually start. Why, you may ask?” He grinned and paused for effect. “We’ll be hosting Jesuit High and Lake Oswego on the twenty-ninth at Walkersville’s swimming pool.”
 
   Everyone started talking at once. Others high-fived each other. The two schools produced the best swimmers every year and often won at state championships. We’d never hosted them before.
 
   “In the meantime,” Coach Fletcher continued, “I’ll need volunteers to work with some of the new swimmers. Any takers?”
 
   No one raised a hand. Coach Fletcher crossed his beefy arms and studied us with piercing black eyes. He was a short, stubby man with a receding hairline, who preferred to shave all of his hair, but took extreme care with his beard and moustache. “Come on, guys. I need volunteers.”
 
   I looked around and saw Eel’s hand shoot up. ‘Eel’ was Jessica Davenport, our senior co-captain and our swim team bad girl. Sighing, I raised mine. A few more shot up.
 
   “Good. You’ll each work with a student the last thirty minutes of practice every day. If they need extra coaching and you want more time, let me know and I’ll okay the use of the pool after hours.”
 
   “I have pep band practice every other Friday and won’t make it to practice,” I reminded Coach Fletcher after everyone left.
 
   “We’ll have someone sub for you. Where’s Cora?”
 
   “She wasn’t feeling well when I saw her after school,” I fibbed. Coach Fletcher’s expression said he didn’t believe me. I wasn’t surprised. I sucked at lying. 
 
   “Tell her to text me.” 
 
   “Sure. Did Eirik text you?”
 
   “Yes. He explained his situation.” 
 
   I frowned. “His situation?”
 
   Coach ignored my question and looked at his watch. “If you plan to take your car to the shop, you’d better get going.” 
 
   It was six fifteen, and DC Tires closed at seven. I didn’t bother to shower, just changed and raced to my car. The air pressure held up again, thank goodness. At the shop, while they fixed the leak, I checked my text messages and responded to Cora’s, which were funny. The game was close and could go either way, but she sounded like we’d already won. Cora had a way with words.
 
   There were no texts or missed calls from Eirik, which was beginning to worry me. He never missed practice, and he usually answered my messages and calls. Did his absence have anything to do with the ‘situation’ Coach Fletcher had mentioned?
 
   It was seven when I left the shop for home. I looked at my rearview mirror, convinced I’d heard the sound of a motorcycle start, but there were only cars behind me. 
 
   I entered my cul-de-sac, and the first thing I noticed was the Petersons’ mailbox. The wooden post no longer leaned sideways, and the tiny house looked normal as though I hadn’t hit it. Weird. 
 
   As soon as I parked, I hurried to the mailbox and studied it. There were no dents. No new nails hammered in. Nothing out of place. I touched the surface to see if it had been repainted. It was dry as the day Mr. Peterson had unveiled it. I pushed at it to see if it would lean sideways, but the vertical pole anchoring it to the ground was firm.
 
   Where had my new neighbor found a replacement? The Petersons bragged about ordering the miniature mailbox house from some fancy homeowner’s website, so there was no way Blue Eyes had bought it locally. Had he used magic? Yeah. Right. There was no such thing as magic.
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