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“Love is in question. Trust is debatable. No one is safe. Between by Mary Ting is an enchanting, nail-biter that will leave you breathless from the exquisite cover to the thrilling end.” Gabby, Nashville Young Adult Fiction Examiner/What’s Beyond Forks
 
   “The fluid motion of her words and realistic characters wrapped around my imagination like the very angels Mary Ting writes about. OMG I laughed and cried!!!” Joann Buchann, author of I Am Wolf/Shark Radio
 
   “You will be completed entranced by the world of Mary Ting’s angels. With loveable characters, sweet romance, suspense and an original plot, Between will captivate readers of all ages. A heavenly debut!” Charlotte Blackwell, author of Embrace series
 
   “Hang on to your wings, you are in for a thrilling and gripping story about love, promises, and sacrifice. Everything a sequel should be, Between is a brilliant and lovely tale that is remarkably tender, sexy, poignant, and made the romantic in me swoon.”Jennifer Howell, LateBloomerOnline.com 
 
   “Mary Ting does it again! Unlike many other angel stories I’ve ever read, this beautiful love story kept me turning the pages into the wee hours of the night. I couldn’t put it down!” Author Lenore Wolfe
 
   “Between reaches a completely new level of storytelling. Descriptive writing and heartfelt emotions captures your soul in this enticing saga of Angel lore, romance, betrayal, and the battle for good. One cannot help but fall in love with the superb characters and the world Mary Ting has created.” Michele Luker , PageTurners Blog/Insane About Books
 
   “A breathtaking sequel that is just as addicting as Crossroads, Between will leave you wanting more. With new characters, a new love interest, danger and plenty of plot twists, I couldn't get enough of Mary's enchanting world and her mesmerizing mythology” Katie, Mundie Moms 
 
   “When reading Between you feel that you are immediately wrapped up in Angel wings and taken for the flight of your life. At times you feel like you might fall but then your back up in the clouds feeling Heavenly again. This sophomore novel delivers everything that makes a book Great: Romance: check, Action: check and even heartache: check plus I can't forget to mention about those swoon-worthy Angels! Between will leave you on a celestial high!” Yara, Once Upon A Twilight
 
   “The book has this effect of getting its readers hooked up with it and it’s just superb! Between is a very enchanting read that would surely get your head stuck in the clouds!” Angelica, We Fancy Books
 
   “Between returns us to the vivid world Mary Ting has created where we find Claudia trying to live her life, trying to return to normal in a world that she has learned is anything but. Filled with relatable characters, a love triangle, a battle between good and evil and plot twists I never saw coming, the sequel to Crossroads will draw you in and have you turning the pages well into the night.” Louise, Between The Cover
 
   “Like a special friend you haven't seen in awhile, you jump in right where you left off. That comforting relationship of a friend sharing stories that take you in and want you leaving more!” Ellie, EllieSewSweet
 
   “OMG, What a ride!!! I adored Crossroads (book1) but Between oh lord! It blew it right out the park!! It's bigger and better. Full of danger, excitment, passion, betrayal and above all love!” Siobhan, Totally Bookalicious
 
   “Mary Ting has done it again! She has written a beautifully romantic and suspenseful tale of forbidden love. Micheal and Claudia’s passion in Between will leave you breathless and wanting more.” Shari, My Neurotic Book Fair
 
   “A heart pounding sequel to Crossroads, Between is as perplexing, intense and endearing as the first. Where love is the reason for everything; readers are bound to get sucked into the supernatural world that Mary has created.” Andrea Newkirk, Dark Readers
 
   “Between is a fascinating angel story that keeps you awake until the last chapter. The portrait of Claudia is beautiful and the world of angel is unique. Best book I have read!” Trajce Kuzmanov, I Love Teen Books
 
   “Everything you want in a book! ROMANCE that would make you believe in the power of love, ACTION that could make your heart beat fast and ANGST that would make you want to pull your hair out and the biggest plus are the gorgeous beings with wings with whom you can't help but fall in love with. Mary Ting is one amazing author who has the ability to write with so much heart that every word could be felt which captivates her readers!” Lady Krishna Asi, Journey With Books
 
   “Between is just as romantic and adventurous as Crossroads. This book is a definite home run!!!”– Cierra, Books Ahoy
 
   “Escape into a beautiful world. Like Crossroads, Between has it all, danger, forbidden romance and everything you want in a book. You will be completely riveted!!!” Muzna Shafi, M.S. from Imprintation
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   Writing Crossroads was a way for me to heal the loss of my grandmother. I wrote it for her, but I wrote Between for my fans. My fans have been so dedicated, and their encouragement and enthusiasm has inspired me. So, for all the Crossroads fans out there, Between is for you!!! Thank you so much for your support and for loving Crossroads where love and friendship know no boundaries!!! Hugs!!! 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Read how it all began…
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In the beginning…
 
   God created the world in seven days. Filled with the living and fruitful land, it was perfect–paradise. He then created man in his image to walk upon His world. Then God sent angels known as the watchers with pristine, enormous white wings. These beautiful creatures’ sole purpose was to look after his creations, but they could not resist the temptations confronting them. Thus, forbidden children were created—half angel and half human—called nephilim.
 
   For their sin and betrayal, Earth was flooded for 40 days and 40 nights, wiping the land clean. But He saved the ones who asked for forgiveness. After the land was fruitful again, God sent both the Twelve and Earth angels to guide his creations. The Twelve resembled watchers with their majestic wings, but the Earth angels had none. The Earth angels’ role was to guide and interact among His creations as the Twelve balanced the world, keeping it safe from unworldly creatures.
 
   Again, temptations were irresistible and nephilim were born. Instead of cleansing the land once more, the Royal Council, a group of God’s first angels, sent the nephilim to a place called Crossroads. These nephilim were known as the alkins—the only group of nephilim sent to Crossroads. All was peaceful until Aden, one of the Twelve, rebelled and procreated a legion of evil angels known as the fallen. More of the fallen escaped when he opened the gates of the Abyss with Alexa Rose’s help. Out of the Abyss came many demons and fallen and one of God’s first angels named Aliah—the most dangerous, heartless angel ever created. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



“The earth also was corrupt before God,
 
   and the earth was filled with violence.
 
   And God looked upon the earth,
 
   and, behold it was corrupt;
 
   for all flesh had corrupted his way upon the earth.
 
   And God said unto Noah,
 
   The end of all flesh is come before me:
 
   for the earth is filled with violence through them:
 
   and, behold, I will destroy them with the earth.” (Genesis 5:11-13)
 
   


 
   
  
 



Prologue
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   A blanket of thick fog settled along the dark entrance of Specus, a place between Heaven and Earth. The stench within the cave smelled sour, foul, and like burnt flesh. The inner walls were cemented with the bodies of dead souls, crying out to be saved, but there was no way out; they were trapped for eternity. No sound was audible from them, but sorrow and pain screamed out from their eyes. Their tears dampened the walls, forming a constant, wet residue that trickled down a path to the core of the cave, creating a pool of acid water.
 
   In the stomach of the cave, light beamed through cracks from high above, providing just enough light to see the nearby surroundings as it glistened within the pool of tears. The water sparkled with colors of fuchsia, turquoise, and violet—overlapping, hypnotizing the eyes.
 
   Kyle stood nervously between his two victims. They were petrified, slumped over on bended knees as they shivered from the freezing cold. Their hands were tightly bound behind their backs, cloths were stuffed inside their mouths, and their faces were shielded by black hoods. Their hearts were thumping out of their chests in sheer panic, and their breaths were short and heavy. As hopelessness settled in, death was the only thing on their minds. Desperately, the male victim groaned loudly through his muffled covering.
 
   “Shut up!” Kyle scolded and saw mist puff out of his mouth when he spoke. “You need to keep your mouth shut. Master does not like noise. He will be here soon, and when he does arrive, both of you must cooperate.”
 
   The female victim whimpered softly as frightened tears escaped her eyes, but they were soaked up by her mask before they could fall down her cheeks.
 
   “Don’t be afraid, my sweet. Your life will be taken for a good cause.” Kyle smiled cunningly, running his hand through her soft, long auburn hair.
 
   The temperature was slowly rising. Kyle could feel the heat as one drop of sweat trickled from his dirty, silver hair, and he began to tremble in fear. “Master is near.” Then he stood tall, trying to look confident and proud.
 
   Without a sound, Aliah appeared. His once pure alabaster wings were now filthy and unevenly sheared at the bottom, and countless feathers were missing, as if they had been randomly plucked.
 
   “Ahhh, you have brought Claudia Emerson to me—the one with the soul of the Holy Spirit.” Excitement rushed through his evil veins as he circled his victims. How long he had waited for this moment! “Are you positive she is the one?” Aliah questioned, desperately wanting it to be true.
 
   “Yes, without a doubt.” Kyle was almost certain, but not absolutely so. Please let her be the one, he thought as he crossed his fingers in hope.
 
   “Take off her mask…let me take a look at this beauty,” Aliah commanded.
 
   Kyle exposed Claudia’s face. Her forehead was damp and strands of hair clung to her face. She blinked her teary eyes to adjust her vision. When it had cleared, her eyes widened with horror and disbelief, and her heart hammered even faster.
 
   “Master, have I fulfilled my duty?” Kyle asked nervously, wanting to leave as quickly as possible. He didn’t want to stick around, afraid of what Aliah may do to him if he had brought the wrong girl.
 
   Aliah gave him an icy, ominous stare. “You leave when I tell you to leave.”
 
   “Yes, Master.” Kyle looked down submissively.
 
   “Bring the girl to me.”
 
   “Yes, Master.” He gripped Claudia’s arm firmly, pulled her up, and dragged her to Aliah. She tried to wiggle free from his hold, but it was no use. All she could do was stare at the being in front of her that was staring back with eyes like endless, black holes.
 
   “I heard you were feisty.” Aliah ran his index finger along the side of her right cheek. Claudia jerked back from his icicle touch, and her whole body shook from being deathly frightened beyond her control. Aliah continued and ignored her response. “And beautiful.” His jet black eyes sparkled as he lowered his face to breathe in her scent, filled with jasmine. “Splendid.” He ran his hands gently down her arms, and Claudia shivered in fright and disgust, yanking her arms back when he touched her. “Soft. You’re slimmer than I had imagined, but nonetheless, perfect.” Then he took the cloth out of her mouth.
 
   Claudia’s mouth felt dry, sore, and hot, and she used her saliva to moisten what she could. She desperately needed water, but she was in no position to ask. Unable to catch her breath, her chest heaved with terror and exhaustion. Every nerve in her body had awakened, and she had never known fear like she had known today. The creature before her was unlike anything she had ever seen—something straight out of a nightmare. This had to be just a terrible dream; after all, this place and whatever he was didn’t exist in real life.
 
   “Is your name Claudia Emerson?” Aliah asked. He placed his finger under her chin, forcing her to look him in his eyes.
 
   “Yes,” Claudia nodded hesitantly.
 
   “Does he mean anything to you?” Aliah pointed at the male victim. Kyle pulled off the boy’s covering, unveiling his face.
 
   “Ryan,” Claudia said in hoarse whisper.
 
   “Do you love him?” Aliah asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then do as I say, and he will be set free. Do you understand?” Aliah’s voice was calm, yet forceful.
 
   After Claudia nodded, Aliah held his long sword upward as if it was an extension of his arm. Horrified, Claudia backed away as far as she could, but Kyle was right behind her. At that moment, she prayed to God, asking for forgiveness, for she knew that she would face death today. Ryan’s eyes grew wide in panic, grunting, begging for Aliah to let her go. Aliah gave him a bone-chilling look and pointed his hand toward him. Ryan flew across the room. His body slammed against the wall, and he fell to the floor, unconscious.
 
   “Ryan!” Claudia cried. “No!” She tried to run toward him, but Kyle held onto her shirt. Claudia’s tears poured down. “Why are you doing this? Who are you? What do you want with us?”
 
   “I just want your soul, that’s all. Just say, ‘I give my soul willingly unto thee’ and he shall live.”
 
   “Are you going to kill me?” she asked hesitantly, afraid of his answer.
 
   Before he could answer, they were abruptly interrupted. Aliah turned to two angels that appeared behind him. His eyes rolled with irritation. “Michelle, Gracie, I told you not to disturb me. Why must you disobey my order?” Aliah scorned.
 
   “Master, your demon spirits are out of control. Many have escaped, invading human bodies,” Gracie informed.
 
   “The demon spirit can only possess the weakened soul, especially those who do not believe. Their souls are already destroyed. They didn’t escape; I sent them. They are under my orders to look for Claudia since I can’t leave the realms of these dimensions. I can only travel in the Betweens.” Aliah looked at Claudia standing in front of him, his eyes gleaming with hope. “Perhaps…after today, I can.”
 
   “Is she the one for sure?” Michelle asked, glaring at Claudia.
 
   “Kyle brought her to me. Fly away and let me continue, and don’t forget to find the healing crystal.”
 
   “It’s nearly impossible. We would have to get close to the Twelve.”
 
   “Find a way!” he snapped. “And don’t come back to Specus without it!”
 
   “Yes, Master,” the girls said. They opened their silver wings and disappeared.
 
   “Now, repeat the words,” Aliah demanded, pulling her closer.
 
   Claudia stood her ground, looked straight into his eyes and shook her head. “I won’t give you my soul.”
 
   “Don’t be foolish, my child. You see what I can do. With a snap of my finger, I can break his spine.” He gazed toward where Ryan lay, unconscious. Aliah pointed at Ryan, and his body elevated off the ground. “Shall I drop him?”
 
   “No, no, no…I’ll say it! Please, don’t hurt him. Put him down,” she cried. “Please…I’ll do it.”
 
   Ryan was lowered to the ground. Aliah looked at Claudia. “Say it right now.”
 
   “I…um…I…give…”
 
   Aliah was losing patience. “Now!” he shouted.
 
   Startled by the loudness and anger in his tone, she surrendered, knowing with all her heart that there was no escape. “I give my soul…willingly…unto…thee,” Claudia said reluctantly, as tears streamed down her face.
 
   “Now, now, that’s a good girl. Everything will be just fine.” Aliah gave a deceiving smile, placed his left hand behind her back and pretended to give her a hug. With the other hand, he drove his sword straight into her heart and muttered, “In the sweet of your face you shall eat bread ’til you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; for dust you are, and to dust you shall return.”
 
   With Aliah’s last word, he leisurely pulled out his sword, savoring the sound of tearing flesh. Claudia gasped deeply and collapsed in his arms. Blood oozed out of her mouth. Aliah lowered his lips and gently placed his mouth over hers. Carefully, he inhaled and drew Claudia’s breath from her mouth, and with one final gasp, her soul was gone.
 
   Without care, Claudia’s body was thrown to the ground. Aliah ran his tongue across his lips to wipe away Claudia’s blood. Relishing the taste, he raised his arms and looked up to where the light beamed through, anticipating his prayer to be heard. He spoke. “By the word of the Lord were the Heavens made, their starry host by the breath of His mouth. Thy soul given freely to take…to ascend into Heavens and proclaim.” He waited for something to happen, but nothing did. He tried again…nothing.
 
   “You fool!” he shouted fervently. “She isn’t the one! You brought me the wrong Claudia Emerson!”
 
   “But, Master, you told me to look for a girl with long auburn hair, about my height, who is dating a guy named Ryan. It has to be her. Everything matched. It’s difficult to match all the elements of what I’m looking for,” Kyle replied, panicking, backing away to create a wider gap between them.
 
   “There are many Claudia Emersons, just like the one that died in the car accident. Nicholas killed her by accident when he escaped from Aden. He was lucky she wasn’t the one, or I would have killed him myself. Now, go and find the right one this time.”
 
   “But there are so many!”
 
   “The reason I have plenty of demon spirits looking for her! Find all Claudia Emersons! I don’t care how many we kill. Now that Aden is dead, it’s free for all. I want her soul. It shall belong to me. I will rule Heaven and Crossroads and have everyone bow to me.”
 
   “Yes, Master, I won’t fail you.”
 
   “You just did. Now, go. Go back to Canada. Find Nicholas in Banff, Alberta.”
 
   “What do I do with him?” Kyle pointed to Ryan.
 
   “Weak, pathetic human,” Aliah mumbled, gravitating Ryan toward him. Ryan, still unconscious, floated unresponsively. Aliah pointed his sword at a precise angle and Ryan’s body plunged into it. Scarlet liquid dribbled along the sword, down to Aliah’s arm. “Beautiful,” he expressed. Then he swung the sword toward the pool of water and Ryan’s body thumped onto the surface like a rag doll, spreading red fluid. The water started to bubble and rise. Acid ate a way Ryan’s body, engulfing him completely until there was no sign of his existence.
 
   He could have let him escape or ordered Kyle to take him back home, but killing the wrong Claudia got him fuming beyond anger to the point that if Ryan wasn’t there, he would have killed Kyle. With a twirl of his wings, he flew upward, creating a tunnel of dust and tumbling the loose pebbles. Kyle covered his face with his arms. Then in a matter of seconds, Aliah disappeared, leaving behind only a few scraggly feathers.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
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   Sunday morning came. All was quiet as I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling and reflecting on all that had happened. My life was like a young adult novel—something I would have enjoyed reading about—but for me it was real. It was my life, and I was living it—surreal.
 
   I could have never imagined Gamma to be an Earth angel and my dad to be one of the Royal Council, God’s first angels. And to top it all off, I found out that I was adopted and my real mother, Sophia, was dead. Aden killed her when I was a baby. I’d never know the color of her hair, her eyes, or what she looked like. I wondered if I resembled her in any way.
 
   Everything about my life was too unbelievable, something I could never share with anyone. My mom didn’t even have a clue. To make it even worse, she didn’t even know I was not her daughter. In fact, she never got married or had children. She was thrown into this life all because of me.
 
   Many times I wanted to tell her, but I thought about the consequences. She would think I went bonkers. Who knows, being a nurse she may even seek professional help. Hiding this part of my life was agonizing, especially since we were very close. I couldn’t even tell my best friend, Patty. We’d shared so many secrets ever since we met, but hiding this big secret from her was eating at me. I had to tell her lies about what I’d done or where I’d been. Though our times together became infrequent because of Andrew and my secret life she had no clue about, she was still Patty, someone I knew would be there for me.
 
   I hoped one day, I could share this part of my life with her because there were times when I felt like I was going to break apart, with nobody to vent to or express my feelings to; all those emotions bottled up, locked away deep within my soul, I didn’t know when I would explode from a nervous breakdown. Regardless of my unsettling emotions, I had to hold myself together. I didn’t want Michael to see me as this weak, fragile being. He would worry constantly, something I did not want. Life is a precious gift and every moment counts. I refused to let demons or fallen take over my life.
 
   As many thoughts whirled through my mind, I decided to take a bath. Usually, I took my baths at night, but I felt like one right then; I guess I was hoping it would help me relax. The warm water, fragranced with lavender Epsom salt, would surely bring relief to my achy muscles. Recalling the events from the weeks before—falling off a cliff and being tossed around—it was no wonder I was so sore.
 
   It wasn’t until I stepped into the bathtub that I realized how much my body ached. Seeing the water rise, I gently sat down, carefully stretching my body across the length of the tub until I was completely in the water from my neck to my toes. I closed my eyes and let out a soft “ahhhh.” It was like being wrapped inside a hot towel, completely separate from all other elements. The warmth penetrated my skin, flowing to every part of my body, and I became one with the water. For a brief moment, I could almost feel my worries and sorrows melting away.
 
   We had buried Gamma about a week ago. Though I knew that it was real, it seemed more like a nightmare, one that I couldn’t wake up from. A part of me still had not accepted that she was really gone. I wanted to call her, just to hear her voice, but I couldn’t. I wanted to go visit her, and again realized I couldn’t. Thinking back, I wished I had done more with Gamma, but now it was too late. All of the coulda, woulda, shoulda’s didn’t matter; none of them would give her back to me.
 
   I recalled Mom’s words, “Be good to those who are alive because what good is it when they are dead?” Much as I hated to admit it, she was right. Gamma and I had shared a final moment, and for that, I felt very lucky. It was brief, but I knew how fortunate I was—I was given the opportunity to hold her hand, tell her how much I loved her, and whisper one last good-bye. It was something I would treasure forever.
 
   Shortly after Gamma passed away, the executor of her will stopped by. Gamma left the house and all her possessions to me. There were enough funds in the bank that I could actually retire. I never knew Gamma was that rich. Not sure of what I wanted to do with my life, given the unbelievable life I was living, I decided to hold off on college for a year, though I’d thought about applying to the universities. With all that had happened, I wanted to take one day at a time.
 
   Given the heart-wrenching week, Mom thought it was best that we stay home instead of going to church. I was glad because I didn’t want to face everybody with all of their questions and “I’m sorry’s” again. I was drained and was certain that I didn’t have an ounce of politeness left. Patty understood; in fact, she was the one who arranged the day off from work for me. She always knew what I needed without me saying anything. Friends like her were rare, and I knew how lucky I was to have her.
 
   As I inhaled the warm vapors, I slowly waved my hands inside the water. Gentle ripples swaying back and forth reminded me of the waterfall where Michael and I had been. It was a magical place where he took me on our first date. A rush of joy and excitement coursed through me as I reminisced about the way he’d held me in his arms when we were there—the way he kissed me, the way he wanted me, and the way he melted me to my very core. The thought of him caused my body to react, and I became even hotter in the tub.
 
   I kept my eyes closed and took in long, deep breaths in an attempt to clear my mind. It was so peaceful just doing nothing. Suddenly, images of demons and faces of the fallen flashed in my head, invading my thoughts. All I wanted to do was think of nothing and I was being bombarded with these images. I tried to shake them out of my head, but it wasn’t working.
 
   The water was now lukewarm and had become almost unbearably uncomfortable. What had been calm and soothing was now suffocating me. I felt like I was drowning. My chest was tight as if someone was squeezing my lungs, and it became extremely difficult to breathe. I stood up and prepared myself to get out.
 
   After I wrapped the towel around my body, I reached for the second towel to wrap my hair. At that moment, my T-shirt flew upward and started falling straight down to the water. The fear of it getting wet sent a jolt of heat down my spine. As I instinctively reached my right hand out to catch it, a tingling sensation shot through my hand, unlike anything I had ever felt before, and the shirt floated in mid-air.
 
   I was so perplexed at what had happened that I backed away in surprise, almost falling flat on my butt as I watched my T-shirt continue falling and sink straight down into the water, now drenched. It had only floated for a split second, but it was just long enough for me to know that there was something bigger than me at work here. Intrigued with what I had just experienced, I reluctantly extended my hand in the direction where my T-shirt had appeared to be floating, much the same way Alexa Rose had floated when Michael extended his arms.
 
   Was it the supernatural, divine intervention? Did it really happen? Immediately, I rubbed the palms of my hands, feeling confused, excited, and frightened, all at the same time. The warmth once shooting through me had subsided. I couldn’t wait to talk to Michael and show him my new power! But could I do it again? Wanting to repeat this phenomenon, I got out of the tub, got dressed, drained the water out, and positioned the towel and a dry T-shirt exactly the way it had been.
 
   I could feel my heart race with anticipation as I clenched my fist several times, hoping, wanting, and wishing that I could do it again. Here goes nothing, I thought. As I reached for the towel like before, my hand was positioned in exactly the same way, ready to do the magic thing, but…nothing. This time instead of floating, the T-shirt fell off the towel bar straight into the tub. It was a good thing that I had drained the water. I tried it again and again, but to no avail. Frustrated and disappointed, I realized that my hands didn’t feel the same tingling sensation as before. Why did it happen just once? Was I doing something differently from the first time? Was it the water?
 
   About to attempt it one last time, I was interrupted by my cell phone ringing. Thinking it was Patty, I headed out of the bathroom and tossed the towel and the T-shirt on the floor. To my surprise, the caller ID read Andrew. Had something happened to Patty? Nervously I answered, “Hello, Andrew.”
 
   “Hello, Claudia. You’re probably wondering why I’m calling. I was hoping you could help me with Patty’s eighteenth birthday party.”
 
   With all that was going on in my life, it had totally slipped my mind that her birthday was coming up in two weeks. I was so glad that he’d called me for help. Knowing Patty was fine, I said enthusiastically, “Yes, of course. How can I help you?”
 
   “I want it to be a surprise for her…not too many people. I haven’t worked out the details yet, but I’ll keep you informed.”
 
   “That sounds great. I can’t wait. Let me know how I can help.”
 
   “I will. Thank you. I’ll call you soon,” he said and we hung up.
 
   Excited about Patty’s surprise party, I decided to forget about what I was trying to do for now, since it was only making me aggravated. Patty’s party became a great distraction. After all, Patty had done so much for me that this seemed like the perfect way to be able to thank her. I turned on the computer to get some ideas on party favors. Such a simple act reminded me of Davin. He told me once that he had learned human mannerisms by observing us and doing research on search engines on the computer. I giggled at the thought of the alkin Davin Googling or Yahooing us humans. Curiosity got the best of me, and I wanted to know what things he searched for on my computer.
 
   I typed “how to,” and immediately a bunch of “how to” options popped up on the history: how to dance video, how to drive a car video, how to treat a date, and many more. I smiled and chuckled out loud. No wonder he’d known how to be a perfect gentleman when he met my mom. Davin, Michael, and all of them were such powerful beings, yet they were constantly learning new things about humans. Thoughts of Davin, Vivian, and Caleb put a smile on my face. And of course, Michael—how he made me laugh, how he made me smile, how he made me feel special, and how he made me crazy for him. It was easy to care deeply for him, especially knowing what a wondering being he was. The way he cared for his friends, the way he cared for me, and him having a genuine, warm heart made him all the more attractive.
 
   Michael had said to me when I asked him how long he would be gone, “However long will be too long,” and that’s exactly how I felt. As I Googled party favors, thoughts of Michael and the alkins were on my mind, and I couldn’t help but wonder what they were doing.
 
   Lost in thought, I accidently entered a website. The story read: Missing girl, Claudia Emerson. Last seen in Los Angeles, California, with her boyfriend Ryan Weber. That’s bizarre, I thought. A name identical to mine was on the news website, and this Claudia’s boyfriend had the same name as my ex-boyfriend; except my Ryan’s last name was Powell. What were the odds? I wondered what had happened to her. Was she kidnapped by her own boyfriend? Maybe they ran away together. Either way, her parents must have been devastated. I hoped she would be found or go back home soon, but I couldn’t help the icy chills that settled in as I wondered if this had anything to do with any demons or fallen looking for me. But, perhaps it was pure coincidence—I hoped.
 
   As I continued to search the computer, I brushed the back of my neck. Michael had shown me where my birth mark was located. My fingers traced the Omega sign that looked like an upside down horseshoe—a birth mark given to the one with the soul of the Holy Spirit. Only a child born from one of the Royal Council, God’s first angels, would have this mark. An icy, frightful chill started to creep up again, and fear overtook me.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
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   Statues of the archangels Michael and Gabriel were stationed tall in the center of a fountain as if they were ice sculptures, flawless and perfect in every way. Their grand majestic wings were expanded, showing their glorious status. Michael held his sword, pointing toward the sky victoriously, and Gabriel’s arms extended outward, giving a feeling of peace and comfort.
 
   The water from the fountain glistened like sparking diamonds as it reflected from the beaming light, giving off golden hues. It blinded Michael for a brief second as he walked toward it. He noted the rose bushes that were nearby as their fragrance awakened him, and he recalled Davin explaining how red roses symbolized love in the human world. Immediately, a warm flame ignited inside his heart at the thought of Claudia…he could sense that she was safe but wondered how she was spending her days without him.
 
   He rarely visited this section of Halo City and for the first time appreciated the beauty of the place. His perspective about anything and everything had gotten brighter since he’d found his true love, so that even the ugliest creature would have looked just as beautiful in his eyes.
 
   He stood there, gazing into the water. Only the Twelve knew that the deathly crystals were hidden there, so fine and grain-like that there was no way of telling the difference between the water and the crystals. But Michael knew the precise location where they were hidden. Aden had told him when he once fought alongside him.
 
   The Twelves’ swords were made from these crystals, a gift by the Royal Council to insure the death of an angel. Without permission, Michael had used the crystals to make the beaded butterfly necklace for Claudia on her birthday. Then his gaze shifted upward to the archangels, wondering who Claudia’s father could be. Even in their perfection, they could not resist the temptation of being with mortal women. If they couldn’t, how could they ask it of him or any other angel? As these thoughts ran through his mind, Alexa Rose surprised him by placing her delicate thin arms around him from behind.
 
   “Hmmm…I wonder who it could be?” Michael asked playfully.
 
   Alex Rose giggled inaudibly, trying not to give away her identity, but then was unable to control her laughter when Michael reached behind and tickled her.
 
   “It’s me, Michael,” Alexa Rose announced, twisting and turning, trying to escape his tickling hold as she continued to laugh.
 
   Michael stopped, knelt down to her and spoke sternly. “I know it seems like all I ever say to you is never leave Crossroads, but I must remind you again.”
 
   Alexa Rose’s blue eyes grew wild and she frowned. “I know. You told me like a thousand times,” she mumbled.
 
   “I’ll tell you a thousand times more if I must.”
 
   “I already pinkie promised. You were there when we spoke to Philip, Margaret, and Agnes. I know I’ll get in big, big trouble if I do it again. And I really don’t remember what I did or how I did it. And I don’t like it when you’re mad at me,” she pouted, crisscrossing her arms, emphasizing the word “don’t.”
 
   Michael slid his hand down her golden hair. “All right then. Enough is enough. I won’t remind you again,” he smiled, enjoying her pouting. “Why don’t I tell you a story? Gather your friends around, and I’ll retell the story of Noah and his ark.”
 
   Alexa Rose beamed with excitement. “I’ll be right back,” she said and quickly ran to find her friends.
 
   As Michael waited for Alexa Rose’s return, he recalled the conversation he’d had with Philip. Though he had sided with Aden at one point in his life, Philip continued to treat him with only kindness and respect, and the truth he kept from Philip was eating at him. Guilt had consumed him, and it was unbearable to look Philip in his eyes. But Philip knew Michael too well, and he knew something wasn’t right. Michael finally owned up to his guilt and told Philip almost everything; everything except the part about loving Claudia.
 
   Michael’s thoughts were broken by the sound of laughter. Alexa and the other children gathered around him. He instructed them to sit comfortably on the grass, the grass that never grew, the grass that never needed a trim. Halo City was a place where there were neither clouds nor sun but a light that glowed constantly, where the day never met night, and where there was no sense of time of day; everything was always and had always been perfect here.
 
   As the children sat, they waited attentively. Michael sat on the brick that surrounded the fountain and began. “A long time ago, there was a man name Noah. He was a good man. He had a wonderful wife with many children.”
 
   The children giggled, gasped, and smiled as Michael continued. After he finished, the children clapped and asked for more.
 
   “Sorry,” Davin interrupted. “It’s time for the grownups to play.”
 
   “Play?” Alexa Rose giggled. “Grownups don’t play.” The children joined in and laughed out loud.
 
   “Okay then, Michael and I are not grownups; we’re big kids,” Davin replied, making the children laugh even harder when he poked Michael on his chest.
 
   “Speak for yourself,” Michael said, poking him back. Then Michael effortlessly pulled Alexa Rose up in midair by her arms and squeezed her tightly. “I’ll tell you more stories later. I promised this big kid that I’d practice sword fighting with him.” Then he planted a kiss on her cheek. After he let her down, he walked beside Davin to the main corridor.
 
   “So, have you thought about when we should see Claudia?” Davin asked suddenly.
 
   “We?”
 
   “Yes, we. You know, like Caleb, Vivian, you, and me—the fantastic four team.”
 
   Michael kept on walking, ignoring Davin’s question.
 
   “Ahhh, come on Michael. We want to see her too. Don’t be selfish,” Davin chuckled, hoping to lighten Michael up a bit.
 
   Michael curled his lips and raised his brows. He was just about to say something when Davin spoke first. “Fine. If you win, we stay. If I win, we go too.”
 
   “Deal,” Michael said and took off like a lightning bolt, surprising Davin. Davin sprung after him.
 
   “What took you so long?” Michael teased, twirling his sword, gliding from side to side.
 
   “We were supposed to have a romantic walk together. How was I supposed to know you were going to take off like that?” Davin teased back, circling Michael.
 
   “So, you want to see Claudia?” Michael asked.
 
   “Not just me, but Vivian and Caleb too.” As Davin released his last word, Michael caught him off guard and struck.
 
   Davin blocked. The two swords collided as Davin’s sword slid off, causing a loud metallic slicing sound that reverberated in the room.
 
   “You know you’re making a deal that is impossible?” Michael said, blocking Davin’s sword, causing Davin to coil.
 
   “You may be faster and stronger than me, but I’ve got some secret moves up my sleeves.” Davin flipped and landed behind Michael. Michael anticipated what Davin would do and drove his sword behind him, blocking the attack.
 
   Michael chuckled. “I know all your secret moves, my friend.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? Maybe so, but you don’t know this one.” Davin stopped suddenly. With the sword still in his grip, he pointed it downward. He looked past Michael. His eyes widened, looking bewildered, as if he had seen a ghost. “Claudia? What are you doing here?”
 
   Michael’s heart beat out of control; she wasn’t supposed to be here. Something must have happened. He turned to look for her. When there was no sign of her, he realized he had fallen for a trick. But before he could turn, Davin grabbed him from behind and held his sword across his neck. “I told you I had a secret move, and yet you fell for it,” Davin chuckled. “Must not let a woman under your skin; they are the hero’s weakness.”
 
   Michael rolled his eyes, placed his hand on Davin’s arm and peeled him off, then lay his sword down in defeat. “That was a good trick—and I fell for it! You nearly gave me a heart attack, not that I could have one. I thought something terrible had happened to her.” Energy drained out of Michael’s face like he had just been given terrible news. “I don’t know what I would do if…”
 
   Davin felt horrible. He didn’t like seeing Michael looking fragile. He reached for Michael to give him comfort and to apologize, but as soon as his hand touched Michael’s arm, he realized his error. Davin felt Michael’s grip, and instantly knew he was in trouble. Michael flipped Davin over, causing Davin to fall flat on his back. Even before he hit the ground, Michael’s sword had contacted Davin’s chest. “And that, my friend, is an even better trick.” He chuckled out loud in triumph.
 
   When Davin realized what had happened, his face grew warm. “I have to admit, you are quicker than I thought. That was a better trick.”
 
   With a huge smile, Michael gave Davin his hand and helped him up. “Sorry, I just couldn’t resist.”
 
   “Yah, yah, yah! But we still get to go…I won first,” Davin reminded.
 
   “But I won last,” Michael challenged and took off again, having Davin chase after him.
 
   They came to an abrupt halt when they realized the door to the main hall was closed. Having the door closed meant one thing; the Twelve were holding a meeting and the alkins were not invited. Davin gave a mischievous smile and placed his ear on the door. “I hear Philip’s voice.”
 
   “What are you doing?” Michael asked worriedly.
 
   “Doing what I do best?”
 
   “Being a dummy?”
 
   “That’s right,” Davin said at first, and then realized too late that he’d misheard Michael’s words as he attempted to hear Philip and Michael at the same time. “No…very funny. You know what I mean. You called me peeping Tom once.”
 
   “You mean several times.”
 
   “Shhh!”
 
   “What are they saying?” Michael whispered urgently.
 
   “I’m not sure. These thick doors are soundproof…something about Alexa Rose. How she let the demons out.” Davin paused. “Jeremiah is saying that Alexa Rose should be punished.”
 
   Michael felt furious and placed his ear on the door. He would find away to prevent that from ever happening. He didn’t know what the punishment would be; he didn’t care. He didn’t want that for her.
 
   “Why don’t you just use your supersonic ears and tune into their conversation?” Davin whispered.
 
   “I can’t. They’ll pick up on it right away. When such powers are utilized, they can sense it.”
 
   “Then, forget what I said,” Davin said as they continued to listen intently.
 
   “She is only a child. You need not worry. Philip cleared her memory. She does not know how to release herself from Crossroads,” Margaret conveyed.
 
   “You should have made her forget that she is a gate keeper too,” Samuel fumed.
 
   “The poor child has no idea what that means. Please take note. We will keep her safe and guard her here,” Philip promised.
 
   “How does a child escape? Either you are all fools or someone allowed this,” Jeremiah accused.
 
   “You dare to call us fools?” Anger flushed through Philip. “We tapped into her mind to find out who may have assisted her, but that part of her memory had been erased. My brothers and sisters, I assure you, Margaret, Agnes, and I have nothing to hide. If anything, you all have access to Crossroads. You come and go freely. How do I know one of you did not come and lure her out?”
 
   “Philip, please,” Katherine interjected. “You need to calm down. And Jeremiah and Samuel, you need to watch what you say. Philip, we are not accusing you of any wrong doing. If anything, we are all to be blamed. Our main concern is not Alexa Rose anymore. We need to worry about the demon spirits that have escaped, consuming the weakened souls. Fortunately, my venators are highly skilled in what they do. I’ve already given them orders to hunt and kill every single one of them. And who knows what else has escaped? We all need to keep our eyes and ears open.”
 
   “What are you doing?”Caleb said out loud.
 
   Davin and Michael leaped frightfully backwards, afraid of being caught. Their hearts dropped to the ground. Davin’s hand shot to his heart, panting in panic. “What in the…” Before he could finish, Michael clutched Caleb’s and Davin’s shirts from behind and flew out of there as fast as he could.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
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   It was the following Saturday, my usual work day at Fashion Wear. Patty would have been working with me, but today she had taken the day off to be with Andrew. Luckily, I wasn’t alone. Nanci, one of the weekday employees, had filled in for her. I didn’t wake up eager to work, but since I had taken so many days off, I didn’t have a choice. It was unusually slow for a Saturday, which only made me miss Patty more. At least she and I would have had things to talk about to help pass the time. She always made the best company. I decided to park myself behind the register and leave Nanci to tend to the customers. The day seemed only to drag, and I found myself daydreaming, especially about Michael.
 
   “Claudia…Claudia,” a voice spoke softly.
 
   It took me a second to realize it was Nanci.
 
   “Claudia,” she repeated, looking at me with her soft, hazy eyes.
 
   “Nanci…hey,” I replied, wondering what she was thinking. I must look out of it.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Sure, do I not look okay?” I asked hesitantly, wondering if I looked sick or something.
 
   “It’s just that, you look…”
 
   “I was just busy in thought. That’s all.”
 
   “Okay, that’s good, but could we close a few minutes early? I mean…” She shifted her body from side to side, twisting strands of her strawberry blond hair with her index finger. “I’d like to go home. I mean, I’m meeting some friends…well…I have a date.”
 
   “Oh,” I said in surprise. “Good for you,” I cheered—at least one of us did. I looked at the clock. It was five minutes ’til nine. “Why don’t you head on home? I’ll lock up. I won’t tell Mrs. Lee, if you don’t.”
 
   “But, don’t you think I should stay and close up with you?” she asked nervously.
 
   I couldn’t tell if she was concerned for my safety, being that we were the only two in this whole shopping complex, or of the possibility of Mrs. Lee finding out. “Nah, just go. What could happen?” Those were the exact words I had said to Patty on the night I was attacked by Julia. I should just keep my mouth shut, I thought.
 
   “Okay. Thanks,” she said gratefully and rushed out the door.
 
   After she left, I realized that we hadn’t counted today’s earnings. Mrs. Lee told us specifically that two employees needed to count the money and sign the papers. Nanci was gone, so what was I supposed to do now? As I thought about how I was going to handle this situation, the chimes of the store bell rang. A customer walked in, but I didn’t bother to look up.
 
   “Sorry, we’re closed,” I said, thinking I should’ve asked Nanci to lock the door on her way out.
 
   “Hey, Claudia.”
 
   I looked up, startled by the sound of the familiar voice. I didn’t know he knew where I worked. Surprised to see him, I said, “Uhhh…hey, Ryan. What are you doing here?”
 
   “I was in the neighborhood. Thought I’d stop by. You’re here alone?” he asked, absorbing the scene.
 
   “Nanci, the other employee, just left.”
 
   “It’s not safe to be here by yourself. Does this happen all the time?” He approached closer.
 
   “Not that it’s any of your business,” I said as politely as possible. “No, it doesn’t. Nanci just needed to leave early today.” I began to take the money out of the register, thinking about the reasons why he would want to visit me.
 
   “Do you need help counting money? Since I’m here, you might as well use me.”
 
   He was right, and I did need the help. “Sure, thanks. You can pretend to be Nanci,” I teased.
 
   He chuckled lightly and walked forward to where I was standing. His sandy blonde hair was gelled neatly, and when he stood next to me, I could smell his cologne. He looked nice wearing a blue and gray striped sweater; it brought out his blue eyes. I stacked the bills in separate piles, according to their denomination. After I counted, he recounted. Suddenly, Ryan gave a short laugh.
 
   “What’s so funny?” I asked.
 
   “You look so serious. Don’t get me wrong. I think it’s cute.”
 
   He made me blush. “Be quiet and count the coins,” I said playfully, nudging him.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   After the money was counted, it got quiet and things were awkward. “Well…thanks for coming by. I better get going or else Mom will worry.”
 
   “Do you mind if I use the restroom?”
 
   “What?” I asked, thinking he had bad timing. But before I could say a word, he started walking. “In the back, toward the left,” I directed.
 
   While waiting for him to come out, I locked up the money bag in the safe and went to lock the front door. It must have been five minutes before I realized Ryan was still in the restroom. I began to worry, so I went to check up on him.
 
   “Ryan,” I called out, knocking on the door.
 
   No answer.
 
   “Ryan!” I shouted. “This isn’t funny! I need to go home!”
 
   “In here,” he answered, peeping out of the storage room, and then slamming the door.
 
   Feeling irritated, I stormed in. It was dark, so I quickly turned to switch the light on. When I turned, Ryan grabbed me and pressed his lips to mine.
 
   “Get off me!” I yelled, trying to push him off me. “What the heck is wrong with you?”
 
   “Claudia, I miss you,” he muttered, aiming for my lips again.
 
   When I struggled to push him off again, he backed me against the wall and locked my arms with his grip. His hands were slowly making their way inside my shirt, and I became frightened as the guy I knew became a total stranger.
 
   “Get off me!” I yelled again, horrified of what he was trying to do. I fought with both my arms and legs. It was useless; he was stronger. “Don’t do this, please,” I begged. “This isn’t you.”
 
   “Do you tell your boyfriend to stop?” he asked sharply, raising my arms and pinning them against the wall, his eyes piercing mine with jealousy and anger.
 
   “I don’t have a boyfriend,” I replied calmly, but my heart was beating too fast for me to catch my breath. Choosing my words carefully, I had to think fast. This was an opportunity for me to get away.
 
   “Who was with you the night of my birthday party?”
 
   Someone far better than you, I wanted to say but didn’t, afraid what he might do. “A friend.”
 
   “A friend? You could have fooled me.”
 
   “How would you know? You were…drunk,” I said hesitantly, afraid to upset him.
 
   “I remember…some.”
 
   “You remember nothing. You made a fool out of yourself. How did you get alcohol?” I asked.
 
   “I have my ways; money talks. Don’t change the subject. Who was he?” he demanded.
 
   “A friend. I wanted to get you jealous. Obviously, it worked. But you were too drunk to even notice. He went home early. I stayed because of you. It’s too bad you don’t remember ’cause I gave you a birthday kiss you would never forget,” I lied, hoping I sounded convincing.
 
   “You did?” First, he looked doubtful, then confused, and finally relaxed. He took the bait. “I knew you would come around.” He sounded convinced.
 
   He slowly let go of my arms, and rested his hands on my shoulders. He leaned closer for a kiss. “Why don’t you show it to me again?”
 
   I played his game, led him on, and welcomed his kiss. Anxiety coursed through me as I prepared myself for my escape. After a few seconds, I bit down hard on his lips and kneed him where I knew it would hurt the most. It felt great to get him back.
 
   “Ahhh…” he tried to scream. The rest of his cry was inaudible. He was in too much pain, and I saw him drop to the ground, curled up into a ball.
 
   “Sorry,” I squealed, knowing the kind of pain I’d inflicted on him, but what was I sorry for? He attacked me first. Without thinking, I bolted out of the storage room. As I looked back to see Ryan still on the ground, moaning, I ran into something or someone.
 
   “Ahhh!” I screamed frantically, as my heart raced even more. He wrapped his muscular arms around me. I smiled, thinking it was Michael. “It’s okay. It’s me,” he said quickly. I looked up, but it wasn’t Michael, it was Austin. I hated to admit it, but he looked really good. He wore jeans and a black T-shirt, and his hair looked slightly longer than last time I’d seen him; plus, he smelled refreshing, like the ocean breeze.
 
   “Austin,” I whispered, disappointed because it wasn’t Michael but relieved to see him. Given the dilemma I was in, I was terrified to be alone with Ryan. Having Austin here gave me a sense of security. “What are you doing here?” I asked as he released his hold, and my heartbeat became steady again.
 
   “I was in the neighborhood. I stopped by to see you and Patty.”
 
   “Patty took the day off.”
 
   “It looks like you have a friend. He seems to be in a lot of pain. Are you okay, Claudia? What’s going on?” 
 
   “He tried to…” I stopped. Ryan was wrong to do what he did, but I knew him. I had never seen that side of him. Whatever the reason, I knew he would be sorry when he came to his senses, so I decided not to tell Austin. But looking at the scenario, I knew Austin would get the picture.
 
   “You should be careful of who you hang out with,” Austin scolded, cocking his brow.
 
   “Excuse me!” I huffed. He had no right to say that to me. Come to think of it, didn’t I lock the front door? How did he come in? Hmmm…maybe I thought I did and didn’t. “I can take care of myself, thank you.”
 
   “Looks like you can—right where it hurts the most. I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes right now.”
 
   I needed to find a way to get Ryan out of here. “Were you planning on going somewhere?” After all, it was Saturday night.
 
   “No, I don’t have any plans. Like I said, I just stopped by.”
 
   “Can you do something for me, please?” I pleaded. “I’ll owe you one.”
 
   “Or two,” he said smiling. “I’ll take him home.”
 
   He knew what I wanted. “Thank you so much. He can’t stay here, and I wouldn’t want him to drive in his condition.” I was grateful to him again. He had been the one to take me to the hospital to see Gamma, and now this, taking home a guy he didn’t even know on my account. Austin was really one of the “nice guys.”
 
   Austin went inside the storage room and dragged Ryan out. Ryan still looked like he was in pain, which served him right. He gave me an apologetic look and mouthed, “I’m sorry.”
 
   It was difficult to look him in the eye, but I did anyway. I wanted him to see the pain and disgust in my eyes. I didn’t know what had come over him to do what he’d tried to do; regardless, this was something I couldn’t just forget.
 
   “Shut up, scum bag. You’ve said enough.” Austin sounded appalled. He took Ryan to his car and shoved him inside his black Infiniti.
 
   I don’t know what came over me. Feeling grateful that Austin was there, I gave him a genuine, warm hug, and I found myself comforted by his embrace. “Thank you,” I said. “I’m glad you stopped by.”
 
   He sighed lightly. “You’re welcome. Want me to take you home?”
 
   “That’s all right. I’ve already locked up. I’m gonna leave right now.”
 
   He grabbed my hand, leading me to my car. I couldn’t decide if I should let him hold my hand or pull away, but by the time I decided what to do, we were already at my car. With a click of my remote, I unlocked the door. He opened the door like a gentleman, and I got in.
 
   “Give me your cell phone,” he said.
 
   I did as requested. I didn’t ask why as I dug inside my purse to take it out.
 
   A few seconds later, he gave it back. “I just punched in my cell number. If you need me, just ring. Or if you want to talk, that’s okay too. You go first.” He closed the door. “I’m right behind you.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said again, and I smiled. Then I thought how lucky I was tonight that he came to visit. I wouldn’t have known what to do, and I was glad that he was someone I could call a friend.
 
   He headed toward his car, and when he got there, he stood outside as he watched me pull out of the parking lot. My last thought was that I was never going to stay here alone, ever again.
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   When I got home, I went straight to my room. Mom had to work the late shift, so I was home alone. It was a little after ten, but feeling exhausted, I decided to get ready for bed. After I tucked myself in, I lay there, unable to fall asleep. The wind hollered, making the night a bit creepier, and the familiar shadows that portrayed from the oak tree outside the window looked spookier than before. Wearily, I forced myself up, closed the blinds and slid back under the covers, telling myself that everything was fine as I glanced at the crystal-beaded butterfly necklace Michael made me for my birthday. Recalling the first time it vibrated and turned solid black when fallen were nearby, the crystal-clear color confirmed I had nothing to fear, so I took a deep breath and relaxed.
 
   I was just about to fall asleep as thoughts of Gamma and the good times we shared helped me ease my mind when I was suddenly startled by a soft, repetitive noise. It sounded like someone was tapping on the window, but that would be impossible since it was a second story room…unless. I reached over, turned on my lamp light, and squinted from the brightness. Hesitantly, I walked toward the window. My pulse became rapid as I carefully peered through the small opening of the blind. To my surprise, Michael was floating in mid-air. His fists were resting on his hips and his wings were visible but not fully extended, and my heart burst with elation.
 
   “Michael!” I exclaimed excitedly, placing the palm of my hand on the window as if I could touch him. “Why are you out there?”
 
   “Look, Claudia. I’m Superman.”
 
   My hero, I thought. He was too adorable, and I couldn’t help but smile giddily. The last time I’d made a comment about Superman, he hadn’t known who he was. “Superman, can’t you come in?”
 
   “I wanted to ask for your permission first. I can’t just show up in your bedroom. What if you’re changing? I wouldn’t mind watching, but I would be invading your privacy. I did promise, after all.”
 
   “You kept your promise. You may come in,” I said happily.
 
   As soon as he appeared in my room, I wrapped my arms around the strong back of his neck. He held me tightly as I lay my head on his chest, then gave me a soft kiss on my forehead and released me. He looked so good in his jeans and olive-colored button-down shirt, slightly untucked. It complimented his brown hair while bringing out the chestnut brown in his eyes. And his scent, sort of a musky smell, just about brought me to my knees; I could breathe him in all day. We continued to look into each other’s eyes as if we could make time stand still.
 
   “How are you?” he asked finally, leading us to the foot of the bed.
 
   “I’m fine,” I replied, but I wasn’t sure how I really felt.
 
   “The fallen and demons have been quiet. What I mean is that either they don’t care for their revenge, or they’re strategizing. We have been watching very closely, but no movement has led us to believe they are on the attack any time soon.”
 
   “Hopefully they decided to just leave me in peace,” I said angrily. My heart ached, realizing no danger also meant no Michael—forever.
 
   “I hope so too. It pains me to see you in danger and more so, afraid.”
 
   I was silent; I didn’t look at him.
 
   “What’s on your mind?” Michael asked worriedly.
 
   It was hard to keep anything from him; he was always intuitive about my feelings. “What constitutes me being in danger?”
 
   “What do you mean? I don’t understand your question.”
 
   “I was attacked by Ryan. He…”
 
   He didn’t let me finish. He stood up, looking furious. “What? When? How? Are you okay? Why didn’t I know?”
 
   “That’s my point. You weren’t there.” I walked away from him, plunked myself on the head of the bed and hugged my pillow tightly. I knew it was wrong for me to accuse him of not knowing as I didn’t understand what it meant to have a guardian angel…or exactly what “danger” called for one.
 
   “I’m so sorry. Please tell me what happened,” he asked.
 
   “He tried to take advantage of me.” That was a mild description of what he was trying to do. “So…I kneed his precious jewels. He fell to the ground.”
 
   Michael gave half a smile. “Ouch. That would paralyze him for a while! I’ll bet he learned a lesson. I’m sorry I wasn’t there,” he said sincerely. “You know I would be there in a heartbeat. I just didn’t know. But looks like you handled it pretty well,” he said carefully.
 
   “He deserved it, but for a little while, I was really scared.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I am guessing since you were able to get out of it quickly, there was no need for me to be there. Next time, try to be in danger a little bit longer,” he joked, trying to make me laugh.
 
   “Why, you…” I said playfully, throwing the pillow I held and several other pillows at him.
 
   He blocked the pillows and floated them back calmly to my bed, landing them softly, as if they were never touched. The next thing I knew, Michael was using his power, pulling me toward him until I was tucked inside his embrace. Michael held me tenderly, making me quiver, and I forgot how to breathe. I became weak, and I thought my knees would buckle.
 
   Feeling shy, I started to ask him questions. “How’s everyone?” I was referring to Davin, Vivian, Caleb, and Alexa Rose.
 
   “They’re fine. They wanted to come, but I wanted to spend some time with you, alone.”
 
   “You did?” I said happily, looking up at his beautiful, chestnut brown eyes, so inviting, so alluring, completely spellbound by him. All that was on my mind was how much I wanted him to kiss me. My thoughts were broken when I felt a presence.
 
   “Actually, I didn’t listen,” Davin said, appearing in my room, arching his brows at Michael, mostly wondering if he would be upset. “I did win first after all.”
 
   “Davin!” I called, happy to see him.
 
   He pulled me away from Michael’s hold and squeezed me tightly. “I told him to share,” Davin chuckled.
 
   Michael looked surprised and instead of being upset, he let out a chuckle. “Fine, I’ll give you that.”
 
   “Cool,” Davin said naturally.
 
   Michael looked at Davin, most likely wondering what he meant as I looked at both of them, wondering what on Earth they were talking about. Then, as expected, Vivian and Caleb appeared. “We didn’t listen either,” Vivian said, beaming a smile.
 
   I was so excited that I just grabbed both of them into a group hug and squeezed them.
 
   “Sorry, Michael, we just stopped by, but we’ll be on our way,” Vivian said.
 
   “It’s been too long, and we just wanted to say hello,” Caleb seconded, flashing a guilty look.
 
   “Just as long as you make it quick; Claudia missed all of you too,” Michael replied. “How can I refuse?” he said sarcastically, knowing he had no choice.
 
   All of us managed to find a comfortable spot on my bed. We chatted away about life on Earth; Davin wanted to know about slang words and when to use them. He also asked if there was another birthday party we could attend in the near future because he enjoyed dancing. Not surprisingly, Michael gave him the “are you kidding?” look and Davin frowned. Vivian wanted to talk about fashion, while Caleb just sat and listened. Wanting to hold onto this moment, I took some pictures of us with my phone. The alkins stayed for a little while until Michael told them it was time to go. They promised to come and visit again soon.
 
   After they left, it got quiet. Michael smiled and looked at me with his loving eyes, and my heart burst with joy; just having him there was enough. I wanted to run to him and kiss him, but I was suddenly overcome by shyness; I was also unsure how he would respond.
 
   “It’s getting late, and you need your sleep,” Michael said.
 
   “Sleep is the last thing on my mind,” I said. “I can live without sleep.” I can’t live without you, I wanted to say, but didn’t.
 
   “It’s been several weeks in your time, but to me, it’s been far too long.”
 
   I knew what he meant. “I feel the same way,” I said softly.
 
   “Then let’s not waste another minute throwing pillows. Fly with me, Claudia.” He reached his hand out, ready for me to place mine in his. “I’ll never let you go.”
 
   I couldn’t refuse. I reached for his hand. “Promise me you’ll never let me go?” There was a deeper meaning to the promise I was asking for, but I already knew he couldn’t promise me forever.
 
   “I promise,” he replied with a wink.
 
   But those were just words—a promise he couldn’t keep no matter how much he wanted to. My heart ached. I was slowly dying, knowing this would all end sooner or later. I wanted to cry, but I stopped myself because I didn’t want to ruin our time together. Don’t ever forget me, I wanted to say, but I couldn’t. I was too afraid that I wouldn’t be able to control my tears, so I quickly forced a smile and placed my hand in his.
 
   The second our hands touched, we were already outside, gliding with the wind. His wings had expanded, full and magnificent, and he held me tightly as we flew higher and higher. I could see the multitude of tiny specks from the colorful lights below; it was like looking at an enormous Christmas tree, lit up for a spectacular show.
 
   As we flew even higher, higher than he had ever taken me, I was mesmerized by brilliant stars still too far away to reach, but I knew I was closer than any human would ever get by non-mechanical means. We became one with the stars—a sea of fireflies lighting up the sky. It was truly a magical moment. At first, I was nervous about how far I could fly with Michael comfortably. It wasn’t normal for a human to fly this high, unless it was in an airplane. But flying with an angel had its range of benefits.
 
   “Thank you, Michael,” I said warmly.
 
   “Only for you,” he replied, looking into my eyes.
 
   “Must we go down?” I asked.
 
   “Not at this minute. I want to show you the world.”
 
   He wasn’t kidding! As soon as the words left his lips, we took off through the clouds, flying over different cities and crossing over into different countries. We saw the Niagara Falls in Canada, the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, the Eiffel Tower in Paris, the Great Wall in China, the Statue of Liberty in New York, the Coliseum of Rome, and much more. Every time we burst through the clouds, we would be somewhere new. The perfection of the night was surreal. Magically, we were invisible, just Michael and me. Not a soul looking up could see us. We were nothing but a speck in the sky no matter what country we were in.
 
   Unfortunately, this too, like all of our other moments, had to come to an end. When we appeared back in my room, I was still tucked inside his wings. Reality settled in, and my heart sank. Michael led me to the edge of the bed where he took my hand and kissed each finger, one by one.
 
   “Claudia,” Michael said sadly.
 
   “I know. You have to leave.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s how we are…no need to be sorry. I’m a lot stronger than you think.”
 
   “I know. A lot stronger than me,” he said, gently tracing the outline of my hand with his finger.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, enjoying this kind of attention.
 
   “I want to memorize every part of you. I want to remember the smallness of your hand to the gentle touch it carries. I want to memorize how complete I feel when I’m with you,” he said, guiding my hand flat against his. He slid his fingers to intertwine with mine and brushed his lips against the back of my hand as he whispered, “Perfect.” He continued as my eyes held his. “I want to remember the softness of your hair.” His hands ran through my hair, all the while giving me chills. “I want to remember the delicateness of your face.” He lightly caressed it, making my heart skip a beat. “I need to memorize every part of you. Memories of you are the only thing I will have after it’s…”
 
   I could see anguish in his eyes. His face became long and pale. He didn’t need to finish his words; I knew what he meant. Sooner or later, this would all end, and memories of each other would be the only thing that remained.
 
   “When you leave me?” I finished his sentence, trying to make it seem like it was no big deal.
 
   He stood up, unable to make eye contact. “I don’t want to, but I should leave now. But before I leave your world, I have to take care of something,” he said, deep in thought, looking upset.
 
   “Where are you going?” I asked, knowing he had something up his sleeve.
 
   “I told him never to lay a finger on you. He didn’t listen.”
 
   “It’s okay, Michael. After tonight, he’ll be too embarrassed to even look at me or come near me.” Then I thought, why am I sticking up for him?
 
   “Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt him. I’m just going to teach him a lesson.” He winked. “After tonight, he’ll never lay his hands on you again.”
 
   It was out of my hands. He did deserve it, after all. And who better to teach him a lesson than my guardian angel?
 
   “But before I go,” he said, cupping my face, “a kiss to remember me by…until we meet again.” His eyes pierced through mine, luring me to him. He slowly leaned in closer and closer, taking his time. The tingling sensation was building up inside of me as I eagerly anticipated his lips on mine. Then our lips met, and I was pulled into the heaven of his embrace. His lips were warm and soft, molding perfectly onto mine. I could tell he wanted more; his kisses seductively ran down my neck, making my heart hammer faster.
 
   Playfully, he tugged my nightgown, slowly, pulling me closer, pressing his body against mine. I was completely lost in his embrace, and I melted into him. His lips traveled tenderly, kissing all over my face. And when his lips finally met mine again, I pressed in deeper and kissed him back with desperation and the agony of not knowing when I’d see him again. He tasted so sweet and rich that I longed to taste all of him. I trembled as his hands glided from my back down to my thigh, caressing every inch of me. As the heat of our passion grew, we fell on the bed, with me atop of Michael.
 
   “You drive me crazy. I can’t be with you, and I can’t live without you,” he murmured.
 
   How true, I thought, and my body quivered when I felt his warm hands on my bare skin. Somehow, my night gown had pushed up, leaving my underwear exposed. I flushed with exhilaration, wondering which underwear I’d worn. I wanted more of him. The tips of my fingers found their way inside Michael’s shirt, and I ran my hands across his picture-perfect, ripped chest. He took in ragged breaths and I heard him mumbling something, but I didn’t care to listen. Gently, he rolled me to my side. He moved lower and kissed my exposed navel. Ever so slowly, his kisses slid higher and my back arched from the exploding pleasure.
 
   “Claudia,” he murmured, still kissing me, “pull…away…too…dangerous.”
 
   I understood what he wanted me to do as I put his words together, but I didn’t want to, nor did I do as he asked. It didn’t matter because we were interrupted by the sound of my mother’s car door shutting. He released me, his hand in mine, and we lay there in silence, catching our breath. I was dazed, floating in heaven and needed some time to come back to reality.
 
   “Did you tell me to pull away?” I asked, still catching my breath.
 
   “Yes, I couldn’t stop from wanting you.”
 
   “What makes you think I could?”
 
   He didn’t get a chance to answer. Michael stood both of us up when he heard Mom opening the front door. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he said, gently touching the beaded butterfly crystal necklace he had given me on my birthday and then my cheek.
 
   “I know,” I said, trying to sound cheerful.
 
   “I need to find out more about why I didn’t know you were in danger, but I believe one reason I didn’t know you needed me was that there were no fallen involved. The only other reason I could think of would be if you were in the presence of another angel. But how could that be? Impossible…I am your guardian angel.” Michael looked confused and extremely frustrated with this new dilemma.
 
   “I guess I wasn’t in all that much danger. I just wanted you here,” I said and flashed my eyes to the floor.
 
   He placed my hands onto his chest and kissed them both. “Te Amo,” he said.
 
   “I love you more,” I replied.
 
   Just as he disappeared, I called out, “Wait.” I wanted to tell him about the T-shirt and the strange hot feeling that shot through my hands, but it was too late. A sly smile crossed my lips; I couldn’t help but wonder how he was going to teach Ryan a lesson. I was a bit worried, but I let it go quickly. I guessed I’d have to wait to find out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
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   I stood in front of my locker with it partly opened, drowning out the noises of the chatting and locker doors slamming. I was there to pick up my book and head to my next class, but my mind was occupied with thoughts of Michael and what took place between him and Ryan. Hoping to avoid Ryan, I hid behind the locker door. I also couldn’t stop thinking about the girl with the same name as me who had gone missing.
 
   “Hey, Claudia,” Kristina greeted.
 
   “Kristina!” I jumped, startled by her appearance. I suddenly realized I was supposed to go to my literature class. I grabbed a book and a notebook, closed the locker door, and gave her a hug. “You never walk to my locker and walk to class with me. What’s up?”
 
   “Jumpy are we?”
 
   “I was just deep in thought.”
 
   “I guess I would be too if you were thinking the same thing I was thinking. Did you hear the news about that girl named Claudia Emerson who is missing? I knew it wasn’t you for sure when they said her boyfriend, Ryan Weber, was missing too. I mean, not that I expected you to be missing, but I knew it wasn’t you so I wasn’t worried. You know what I mean?” she said, trying to be sensitive to the situation.
 
   “I know what you mean. Kind of creepy.”
 
   “Talk about creepy. That’s already two Claudia Emersons that died or went missing recently. First it was your friend and now her.”
 
   “There must be a curse on the name,” I joked, then kicked myself for saying something inconsiderate and stupid.
 
   “It better not be, for your sake,” Kristina replied.
 
   We started walking, waving hello to our friends as we passed them by; campus was busy with students on their way to their next class. In less than a year, this place would only be a memory. How quickly time flies, I thought. It just seemed like yesterday that I was a freshman.
 
   “How’s Michael?” Kristina asked, grinning, breaking the silence.
 
   “Gooood.” My heart started to beat faster just from the sound of his name. “I just saw him two days ago.” It was nice to be able to tell her some part of the truth.
 
   “What’d you guys do?”
 
   “The usual; some of this and some of that.” I giggled, thinking about how I fell on top of him on my bed.
 
   “That’s it? Not much detail in what you are telling me.”
 
   I didn’t respond to her question. I froze at the site of Ryan’s friends, but Ryan was nowhere to be seen. My anxiety disappeared, but I was still hesitant. I wondered where he was and what he would do when he saw me.
 
   “Claudia, you okay? Who are you looking for?”
 
   I didn’t want Kristina to worry, and I didn’t want to tell her about that night. “It’s nothing. I thought I saw someone,” I lied.
 
   “We can talk after class. I want all the details about your date, but only if you want to share.”
 
   We were already in front of our literature class. “After class,” I said, finding my seat. But I didn’t know what parts I would share. It wasn’t a “normal” date—a dinner and a movie kind. We were flying across the sky, appearing in different countries. How could I share that information with her? My stomach began to flutter as I recalled seeing all that I had with Michael that night—breathtaking.
 
   My thoughts were broken when a strikingly handsome man appeared in front of the class.
 
   “Good morning. My name is Mr. Cain, and I will be your teacher for the rest of the school year. Mr. Moore had to take a leave of absence. I also want to remind you to sign up for the team project. You must at least be in groups of three…no less.”
 
   Mr. Cain had sandy blond hair and sky blue eyes. He wore navy slacks and a blue and white button-down shirt that was neatly tucked in. What happened to Mr. Moore? I thought. Kristina and I looked at each other, angling our brows, perhaps having the same thought. Then Kristina mouthed, “He’s cute.”
 
   I shook my head and giggled.
 
   “Claudia Emerson,” Mr. Cain called.
 
   “Yes,” I answered, wondering if I did or didn’t do something I was supposed to do.
 
   Instead, he called another name. Then I realized he was taking roll. I stopped, turning to Kristina because she was distracting me. After Mr. Cain was finished, we were asked to get our books out.
 
   “‘To be, or not to be, that is the question,’” Mr. Cain said, holding his book. “The question for today…think about Hamlet’s relationship with Ophelia. Does he love her? Does he stop loving her? What evidence can you find in the play to support your opinion?”
 
   “Great,” Jeff, who was sitting behind me, mumbled sarcastically.
 
   I wasn’t paying attention to what other students were grumbling about. I was too busy in thought about the question Mr. Cain had asked. It reminded me of Michael. Would Michael love me forever? Was it even possible for Michael and me to have forever? Hoping Mr. Cain wouldn’t call on me, I tried to sink a little lower. In an attempt to be invisible, I hid behind Jackson, one of the biggest football players on our school team who conveniently sat in front of me.
 
   “Jackson,” Mr. Cain called. “What do you think?”
 
   Jackson was silent and his body stiffened. Maybe he was in shock that he got called on. Whatever the reason, he seemed fine after the initial shock and started rambling about how he thought Hamlet wouldn’t love Ophelia forever.
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   After school, I pulled up to park in the driveway; Mom’s car was already there. It was unusual for her to be home this early on a Monday. I wondered if she was sick because it was so unlike her to take a day off from work. I clicked on my car alarm and headed inside.
 
   “Mom!” I called.
 
   “Hi, honey.” She greeted me with a hug. She didn’t look or sound sick. “I need to talk to you.” She took my hand and led both of us to the sofa.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “Do you remember my friend, Jacqueline? It’s been a while since you’ve seen her.”
 
   “I recall you talking to her on the phone several times.”
 
   “Jacqueline is like a sister to me. She’s really sick. She was diagnosed with breast cancer some time ago, and unfortunately, it has spread to some of her other organs. Doctors are not very optimistic about her prognosis and cannot be certain as to how much time she has.” Her voice was shaky as her eyes began to tear.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Mom,” I said, placing my hand on her arm.
 
   “Honey, what I’m trying to say is that I’m going to be gone for a week. Do you think you’ll be okay, alone? I wouldn’t do this, but…”
 
   “Go, Mom. Don’t worry. You know I can take care of myself. You can trust me. You need to be with your friend. I’ll be fine.”
 
   “I know,” she said, running her hand down my face affectionately. “I just needed for you to tell me that it was okay. With Gamma gone, I didn’t think it was a good idea.”
 
   “When will you be leaving?”
 
   “I was thinking Thursday night, after work. I’ll have to fly to New York, but…I don’t have to go.”
 
   “You need to go. Did you already forget what you always tell me…‘be good to those who are alive…’”
 
   She finished my sentence. “…What good is it when they are…” She paused. “But, I’ll miss Thanksgiving.”
 
   “Thanksgiving is overrated. And anyway, I only pretended to like turkey for Gamma’s sake. I’ll be fine, but if it will make you feel better, I’ll call Patty’s mom if I need anything.”
 
   “That sounds like a plan.”
 
   Even with our talk, I knew she would feel uncomfortable leaving me behind, especially because she would miss Thanksgiving, but what choice did she have? Her friend was sick.
 
   “It will be all right, Mom. I have school and work on the weekend. I’ll be keeping myself busy. The week will fly by in a flash,” I reassured her.
 
   “Okay, honey. You can invite your friends for a sleep over.”
 
   “Sure. That’ll be fun.” I tried to sound cheerful.
 
   “No boys allowed,” she said firmly.
 
   “I know,” I said, planting a kiss on her cheek and standing up. But she didn’t say no angels.
 
   She gently gripped my hand. “Thank you for understanding.”
 
   I smiled and headed to my room.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
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   I was all alone. Mom’s leaving the night before had left me with unsettling emotions, but thoughts of Patty’s birthday party were helping me escape the feeling. I looked inside my closet, trying to find something nice to wear. It was difficult for Patty and me to spend time together, especially since we didn’t go to the same school. Our time spent together socially was infrequent, but it made it more precious when it happened. Today was a special day, and I could hardly wait to see my best friend.
 
   While I was searching, I became excited about the party favor; I couldn’t wait for Patty to see it. Coming up with a party favor was difficult, especially since I hadn’t made one before. But one thing was certain; it had to be perfect. After hours of research and planning, I’d purchased a bunch of blank CDs and burned her favorite songs onto them. Each CD was also covered with a photo collage of her special moments with her friends. I placed them into paper jackets and carefully labeled them “Thank you for coming to Patty’s 18th birthday.” Hopefully, she didn’t suspect a thing and the party would be a great success.
 
   Needing to be there early, I quickly slipped on a new red, long-sleeved, form-fitting sweater that I’d bought particularly to wear for Patty’s birthday and a black A-line skirt. I tied a sparkling black scarf loosely around my neck to add a special touch but made sure that my butterfly necklace was showing.
 
   Since my hair is pin straight, always down, I decided to pull it back in a ponytail. Then I zipped on my high-heeled, black boots, grabbed my black, thick overcoat, and headed out the door. As soon as I stepped outside, the cold breeze stung sharply to my very core as the heavy gusts of wind pushed me back, caught my breath, and tousled my hair in a wild tumble. My face and my hands started to feel numb, so I pulled out my black gloves from the pockets of my overcoat and slid them on, then hugged myself for warmth. As I struggled to get to my car, orange, brown, red, and yellow leaves swirled in the air like a mini colorful tornado. The vibrant crisp leaves danced as they fell to the ground. Though I was tempted to jump on them and hear the crunching sound, I thought twice about what I wanted to do since I would look ridiculous. Many lawns were covered with sheets of autumn-colored leaves. I loved the change of seasons and the beauty that came with it.
 
   Though it was a long drive there, I didn’t mind since the scenic route kept my mind engaged, and I was surprised to realize I was already there. When the waiter took me back to our private room, I realized that I was the first one there. Andrew had picked a perfect restaurant. We had our own private room with a rectangular, cherrywood table and chairs. The table was set for eight people—small and cozy, just like Andrew said it would be. There was even a bouquet of beautiful flowers arranged perfectly in a glass vase, placed in the center of the table. As I carefully placed a party favor at each place setting, I saw Jane and Diane.
 
   “Hello,” I said.
 
   “Hello, Claudia,” they both said, giving me a quick hug, one after another.
 
   Jane and Diane were Patty’s friends from school. We didn’t hang out much, but I saw them once in a while at Patty’s gatherings.
 
   “It looks so nice! I didn’t know they had a private room,” Jane said, gazing at the details of the room. “Where should I put this?” She was holding a huge birthday gift bag. “It’s from Diane and me.”
 
   “You can set it there,” I replied, pointing to a small round table. I noticed that Diane was already seated.
 
   Diane didn’t seem to care about the ambiance of the room as much as Jane. She had already plopped herself down. She was holding a compact mirror and smacking her lips while gliding on some lip gloss, and casually tossing her hair back. “Do you think Austin will be here?” Diane asked. 
 
   My stomach knotted and I didn’t know why. The possibility of Austin being at the party hadn’t even crossed my mind. Austin was Andrew’s good friend; of course he would be here.
 
   Jane looked at me and started to speak. “I don’t know. What do you…”
 
   Jane didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence. Diane stood up with a huge smile and eagerly walked toward the door. I wondered who she was smiling flirtatiously at.
 
   “Hello, Austin,” she said, giving him a hug as she glued her whole body onto his.
 
   Austin looked at me and winked. Diane curiously looked at me, certainly wondering why I got a wink.
 
   “I want a hug too,” Jane said, draping her arms around him.
 
   The two girls were flaunting themselves at him, Diane more so then Jane. He ignored them as he checked his text messages. “Andrew is here. Should we get seated or hide?”
 
   Diane and Jane were moving around the room, clearly trying to find a place to hide…it seemed we were hiding. But where could we hide? There was no place to do so. As I turned to hide behind Jane, someone pulled me in for a hug. It happened so fast, I didn’t realize it was Austin until he released me in front of him. He was standing so close I could feel his body lightly pressed against mine. Jane and Diane hid behind Austin. Though I felt uncomfortable having Austin this close, I didn’t move, in fear that Patty and Andrew would walk in any minute. I did not want to make a scene that would cause anyone to question why.
 
   “Good to see you,” Austin whispered.
 
   I didn’t respond with words. Instead, I turned slightly to give him a nod.
 
   We waited quietly, and then we heard footsteps. Anticipation and nervousness were running through my veins ’til finally Andrew and Patty walked in.
 
   We all shouted, “Surprise!”
 
   Patty saw me first and then looked around to see everybody else. Her mouth was wide open in surprise, stunned by the site of her friends. Overcome with shock, she stood there for a brief second, speechless—which rarely happens with Patty—and turned to Andrew to embrace him tightly.
 
   “Happy birthday,” Andrew whispered, planting a kiss on her lips.
 
   After Patty hugged all of us, we were trying to figure out where everybody was going to sit when two other girls walked in.
 
   “Sorry for being late,” one said.
 
   Dead silence filled the room as all eyes were glued on her and her friend, most likely awe stricken by them just as much as I was.
 
   “Everyone, this is Michelle and Gracie,” Austin introduced, not looking eager to see them.
 
   We waved hello with a smile, but Diane looked disappointed, probably seeing the girls as more competition for Austin’s attention.
 
   Michelle had long, blonde, curly hair and Gracie’s dark brown, short hair framed her face. They both looked like they had just walked out of a Victoria’s Secret magazine—they were gorgeous! Their skin-tight dresses, clinging to every part of their womanly figures, made me feel, to say the least, underdressed. After the introduction, I sat to the right of Patty. Austin sat across from me with his two female friends—one on each side.
 
   I didn’t recall Patty ever mentioning Michelle or Gracie; I wondered if they were invited because they were Andrew’s friends. Whatever the reason, I didn’t care…I think. It was hard not to notice Michelle and Gracie flirting with Austin during dinner. Diane tried to cut in on their conversation, only to be shut out by Michelle. Patty was talking away about school and work as the waitress took our order and poured water in our glasses. Afterward I sat there listening rather than talking. I didn’t have much to say since I didn’t know her friends that well.
 
   “You never told me about Michelle and Gracie,” I managed to whisper to Patty when she finally took a breather from talking.
 
   “That’s because I met them recently,” Patty replied.
 
   “When?”
 
   “Tonight. Austin asked Andrew if he could bring a couple of his friends.”
 
   “Oh.” I gave Patty a funny look, surprised by her answer. “They’re a bit flirtatious.”
 
   “You jealous?” she asked, giggling.
 
   “What? No.” I pushed her lightly. “Of course not.” But I wasn’t sure what I was feeling.
 
   I stopped our conversation when Austin looked at me. I didn’t want to give him the impression that we were talking about him.
 
   “Claudia made the party favors,” Andrew said suddenly.
 
   “Oh my gosh!!! Thanks, Claudia,” Patty said, placing her arms around by shoulders. “So sweet of you.”
 
   “My pleasure,” I said. Feeling a bit uncomfortable by the sudden attention, I flashed my eyes on the party favor, feeling everyone’s gaze on me.
 
   “I’m surprised,” Patty said. “You don’t like to do arts and craft thingies.”
 
   “For my best friend, I’ll do anything.” I smiled.
 
   “Awww…thanks,” she said warmly. Patty opened her favor with amazement and her eyes grew wide when she saw the CD with a collage of her friends and noted the CD was burned with her favorite songs. “Claudia, I’m so touched. Thank you so much,” Patty gushed and tightly wrapped her arms around me.
 
   When the party favor conversation was over, all ears were back to Patty, but I felt uneasy when I met Michelle and Gracie’s gaze on me. Feeling awkward and wondering why they were giving me strange looks, I was saved by the waitress who brought us our meals. We all devoured our food except for Austin, Michelle, and Gracie. Though they ate, their plates were not empty like the rest of ours.
 
   Everything about Patty’s party was fabulous, except for one thing—sitting across from Austin. I could feel his gaze on me throughout dinner. Whenever I looked up, our eyes would meet. Sometimes he would give a quick smile and other times he would just stare without any expression. Regardless, his warm stare reminded me of the way Michael looked at me, so I looked away. I didn’t understand why his attention was on me when he had a parade of beautiful girls fighting for his attention. In a way, I was flattered that he found me attractive. What did he see in me? I always thought I was an average-looking teenager who was too skinny. Michael loving me was blessing enough. As I felt the heat rush to my face, I began to feel uncomfortable.
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   The night went well as planned. Patty had a wonderful time and she walked out with many presents, including mine—a gift certificate to the movie theater. Hugs were exchanged as we went our separate ways. Patty and Andrew offered to walk me to my car, but I declined since I had parked right behind the restaurant.
 
   As I headed for my car, I noticed the dark sky that showed no stars; they seem to disappear when the nights are harshly cold, and tonight was so icy cold that it stung uncomfortably through to my bones. I pulled my overcoat tighter as I observed the crescent moon that was hardly visible as it hid behind the thick, black clouds.
 
   When I approached my car, I noticed the rear tire was flat. That’s just great! Feeling irritated, I took out my cell phone to call Kristina. I didn’t want to bother Patty since I knew she would be with Andrew.
 
   “You need help?” a voice asked.
 
   Startled by his voice, I nearly dropped my cell phone as it fumbled in my hands. “Austin?” I was surprised to see him; I thought he had gone out to party the night away with his friends.
 
   “You have a flat tire.”
 
   I didn’t answer him; I was too stunned to see him.
 
   “Claudia…you okay?” He approached closer.
 
   “Austin, where are your friends? I thought you were going out with them?”
 
   “I wanted to make sure you got into your car safely. When I noticed that you were just standing here, I figured something was wrong.”
 
   He was watching? “I’m a big girl. I don’t need anyone watching over me, but thank you,” I said, shivering and hugging myself from the cold.
 
   “Would you like me to leave?” he asked, knowing I knew I needed his help.
 
   I wasn’t sure what to say. For some reason or other, I didn’t want to ask him for his help, but I gave in. “I’m not sure what to do. This is my first flat tire.”
 
   “I see, my sheltered one. It’s okay to ask for help. Don’t have to sound so tough all the time.”
 
   I was thinking of something intelligent to say. “I don’t…” I stopped speaking when Austin handed me a drink.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “Hot cocoa. I thought it would warm you up.”
 
   “Uhhh…thanks. When did you have time to buy it?”
 
   “The small shop called Sprinkles, next door to where we had dinner, sells cupcakes, tea, hot cocoa, and other good stuff.”
 
   I didn’t want it, but I didn’t want to be rude since he went out of his way to get it for me. I took it graciously and immediately felt the warmth on my hand spreading throughout my body. It wasn’t enough to keep me warm from this dreadful cold, but it was just enough to keep me comfortable.
 
   “Why don’t we get inside the car and wait? It’s not safe to wait outside with all these cars passing by. And you look like you’re freezing. By the way, I already called the tow truck service. It should be on its way.”
 
   “You did?” I asked, feeling grateful that he was there, admittedly saving me again. “Thank you.”
 
   Austin opened the door, allowing me to get in while he went around and sat comfortably on the passenger side.
 
   “Shouldn’t you get going? I mean…aren’t your friends waiting for you?” I asked, trying not to sound rude.
 
   “I’ll join them later. I’m enjoying the company I have right at this moment, if you don’t mind. Aren’t you gonna drink your hot cocoa?”
 
   I ignored his flirting, and took a sip. “This tastes sooo good,” I said nervously, taking more sips. “I never had one that tasted this good before.” I was wondering if they’d added anything to make it taste this good.
 
   “It’s called Austin’s specialty.”
 
   “Really?” I asked, knowing he was being a bit cocky.
 
   He didn’t answer my question. He spoke again. “I’m sorry for what I’m about to do.”
 
   About to do what? My stomach lurched and my body became tense. It was the way he said it that gave me goose bumps, and I didn’t know if he was joking or being serious, but surely I was overreacting. After all, he was Andrew’s friend. He had helped me many times before. Of course I could trust him.
 
   “Austin’s specialty,” I laughed.  “And what are you sorry for? You came to my rescue… again. I should be grateful.” I was reminding him that he was the “nice guy,” hoping I misinterpreted his words. I was becoming somewhat fearful, wondering what he was about to do that he would be sorry for.
 
   “It makes you sleepy,” he said, looking straight at me, impassively. “Claudia, go to sleep.”
 
   “What did you say?” I asked, wondering if I’d heard him correctly. Strangely, my own words echoed inside my head. I began to feel numb, and I could feel the hot cocoa slipping out of my hand. The car felt like it was moving, creating a tunnel vision of long streaks of lights of orange, red, and green. Then the pounding in my head got worse. Feeling nauseous, I turned to Austin to tell him that something was wrong when I saw three of him. Sorry for what I’m about to do. Did Austin do this to me? Is this what he was sorry about? “I don’t…feel…” My eyes began to close, and I felt myself losing control of what was to come next.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   “Michael,” I said, surprised. My heart thumped faster with excitement. He was lying next to me, looking at me, his eyes sparkling with happiness.
 
   “Claudia, wake up,” he whispered while gently caressing my face.
 
   Wake up? My eyes were open. I was wide awake. Blinking my eyes several times, I reassured myself that I was awake. “Michael, I’m looking at you. Don’t be silly,” I giggled.
 
   “My love, you are sleeping…dreaming. Help me find you. I can’t find you,” he said calmly.
 
   What was he talking about? Then I realized, though I could see him, he looked clouded, like a vision, slowly fading away. This is a wonderful dream, I thought, waking up to Michael beside me. But panic struck; he just told me that he couldn’t find me. Where was I? Gradually, he started to disappear. I reached for him, but he was untouchable—like a mirage, there one minute and gone the next. Unable to see him, I could hear his voice calling out to me. “Help me find you.” His tone was urgent but gentle.
 
   “Michael!” I cried out, thinking I could bring him back. I tried to get up, but I couldn’t move. “Don’t leave me. Come back. How do I help you? Michael!” It was too late.
 
   My eyes flickered open and an overwhelming sense of fear and helplessness settled in. Wide awake, my eyes gazed at the unfamiliar white ceiling. Feeling tired and weak, I didn’t want to move, but I needed to know where I was.
 
   Lying there, I reassured myself that everything was fine and that I had nothing to worry about. As I turned my head, hesitant to see my surroundings, I noted that I was lying on a canopy bed. Anxiety rushed through, knowing I didn’t have a canopy bed. My dream told me Michael wasn’t with me, but then could I be sure? I turned my head slightly to the right, and I could see through the sheer, white drapes that enclosed the bed. It reminded me so much of the fairytale stories we’d read when I was a little girl—a princess in her tower waiting for her prince to come rescue her.
 
   When I didn’t see anyone in the room, I carefully sat up. I scanned the room one more time and placed my feet on the cold marble floor. My boots were set to the right of the bed. Someone had taken them off—or I did—and I couldn’t remember how I got here. As I shivered from the coldness, I heard the sounds of waves crashing on the shore. Then I knew one thing for sure; I wasn’t at Halo City. Curiously, I walked to the double doors as I noticed there were no windows.
 
   “Good morning,” a male voice spoke.
 
   Shaken by Austin’s voice, I turned. Why was he here? Austin was leaning against the wall by the entrance door to this room. I didn’t want to admit it, but my heart skipped a beat, happy to see him. A familiar face brought me comfort. His face looked paler than usual and drained, as if he hadn’t slept in days. “What are you doing here? No, I mean, where am I? Where is this place? What’s going on?” I asked frantically.
 
   “You can ask me one question at a time, please,” he said in monotone.
 
   I was taken aback by his tone, and now I was mad at him and I didn’t know why. He seemed different, and that frightened me. Clearly, I had to remain calm if I was to get any answers to my questions. “Where am I?”
 
   “I can’t tell you.”
 
   “What? You just told me to ask you one question at a time and now you’re telling me you can’t tell me?” I ask furiously.
 
   “Ask another,” he said, passively.
 
   “Why am I here?”
 
   “Ask another.”
 
   “Are you serious?” I found myself walking, almost running toward him, wanting to push him, fight him. Looking straight at him, inches from his face, I said, “Why can’t you tell me? What are you hiding?”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   I backed away, pacing back and forth, something I often do when I get nervous. This was Austin, Patty, and Andrew’s friend. If they trusted him, shouldn’t I be able to trust him too? But chills ran down my spine and the floor felt even colder on my bare feet. I kept my eyes glued to the floor; I didn’t want to look at him. I was too embarrassed and fuming inside with anger. But soon I realized that in order to get the answers I needed, I would have to swallow my pride.
 
   “Why aren’t you telling me anything? Did you kidnap me?” I finally got the nerve to ask that dreadful question.
 
   “No.”
 
   Then I remembered drinking hot cocoa and everything came back. “You…you drugged me!” I said, feeling worried and panicking at the thought that Austin may be a serial killer or something.
 
   “Technically, I didn’t. I just told you to go to sleep, and you did.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding. How did I get here?”
 
   “I brought you here after you passed out.”
 
   “I can’t remember. What I remember is drinking the hot cocoa you gave me. That drink made me pass out.”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   I ignored him. “You put something in my drink. Then you kidnapped me.”
 
   “If you want to think that’s how it happened, then fine.”
 
   This was getting nowhere; we were talking in circles. “Okay, if you didn’t kidnap me, then I can walk out that door?” I asked, pointing to the double door behind me.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Austin, stop playing games with me. I need to go home. My mom will be worried.”
 
   “Your mom is out of town.”
 
   How did he know? He was freaking me out; he knew too much. Perhaps he had some kind of serious mental problem. All sorts of crazy stuff rambled inside my head. I knew I needed to get out of there, and fast. And I wondered how he was going to try to kill me. I knew one thing for sure; I wasn’t gonna go down without a fight. My heart was pounding as I planned the details of how I was going to escape. I tried to not look obvious as I scanned the room. Slowly, I inched my way to the double doors and started asking him questions to distract him. “What day is it?”
 
   “It’s the day after Patty’s birthday.”
 
   “Did you have fun?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Maybe is not an answer.” I paused and swallowed hard, hoping what I was about to do would work. “What is that on the door?” I pointed to the door near him. It was the stupidest thing to ask, but it made him turn his head and I ran for the double door. My trembling hands latched onto the door knob, and I bolted out the door; thank God it wasn’t locked! The strong, ocean breeze brushed against me, and I could feel the warmth from the sun.
 
   I ran as fast as my shaky legs would allow. It was difficult to run on pebbled ground; the pebbles were digging into my feet, and I could feel the pain from the cuts. Wincing, I turned to see if Austin was running after me, but I didn’t see him. I looked ahead and realized why he wasn’t following…there was nowhere to run to!
 
   My prison was located on a cliff. Did it have to be a cliff? Water surrounded the place, and I was a terrible swimmer. As I was catching my breath, my throat ached with exhaustion. Then suddenly I recalled my dream. Michael told me he couldn’t find me. It was now clear that Austin wasn’t just one of our friends or a killer; he was part of the unknown world I had become embedded in. With this realization came a horrifying question: Was Austin a fallen or a demon? What should I do? Oh God! Oh God! I paced back and forth, desperately trying to find a way down the cliff.
 
   “Claudia,” Austin called. I froze, staring out into the vast ocean that surrounded me. He wasn’t there a second ago—only supernatural beings can move that fast. I knew it. He was a fallen or a demon. My eyes darted to my necklace. It was still clear, sparkling, catching the sun’s ray. It had never vibrated, and it hadn’t turned black to warn me of any fallen nearby. Maybe he was a different kind of monster Michael forgot to tell me about. Regardless, by the way he was acting and what he had said, clearly, he was not here to help or to protect me. Carefully, I turned, inching my way to the edge of the cliff. He was about a hundred yards away.
 
   “I know what you are. Don’t come near me or I’ll jump. I’ll never give you my soul. I would rather die,” I said bravely, trembling with fright.
 
   “What do you think I am?” he snorted.
 
   “You’re a fallen or a demon. Which one are you?” I demanded.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding. Don’t insult me by calling me a fallen.”
 
   He’s a demon then. But his eyes were like mine and not black and eerie looking. He reached out his hand, wanting me to take it. “I’m sorry. Let me explain. I didn’t handle this situation well,” he consoled, coming closer.
 
   “You just wait ’til Patty and Andrew hear about his,” I said angrily, as if this even mattered to him. As if after he killed me, anything would even matter.
 
   “Seriously; you’re gonna tell on me? They’ll think you’re nuts. What would you say?”
 
   He was right. Patty had no clue about their world, but maybe Andrew did. What if Andrew was like him? I continued with more questions. “Is Andrew a demon, like you?”
 
   “What? No,” he said with certainty.
 
   “Does Andrew know what you are?”
 
   “No. Stop asking questions and come to me. You’ll fall.”
 
   I hadn’t realized I had moved that far back. I was that much closer to the edge of the cliff. “Stay back! Don’t take another step!” I yelled. “I swear I’ll jump!”
 
   “If you jump, I’ll come after you since you can’t swim, my sheltered one,” he let out a chuckle.
 
   “I mean it! And stop calling me your sheltered one!” How did he know I wasn’t a good swimmer? And how could he find humor in all this? “Any minute now, my guardian angel will come with his friends and you’ll be dead. They kill demons like you.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “You mean that no good Michael?”
 
   “You know Michael?” I got excited. If he knew Michael, maybe he wasn’t on the wrong side. Maybe he was good after all.
 
   He didn’t answer my question. He continued talking. “He can’t find you.”
 
   “What do you mean he can’t find me? Who are you? What do you want with me?” I demanded.
 
   “Let me explain.”
 
   “Stay back!” I yelled again. Suddenly, the heavy breeze lifted my dress, exposing my underwear. I had to hold it down to keep it from sweeping upward. I hope he didn’t see that.
 
   “Nice legs,” he commented, arching his brows, making his way to me.
 
   Even in fear for my life, I blushed. I hated it that his flirting had an effect on me. Ignoring his remark, I said, “I’m serious. Don’t take another step!”
 
   “Claudia, stop playing games. You’ll fall. Just calm down and I’ll explain.”
 
   Stop playing games. Was he nuts? Did he not hear a word I said? I was furious. “You kidnapped me. I don’t know where I am or where this place is. You…you aren’t you, not the same Austin I knew a day ago. And you want me to stop playing games? Don’t come near me!”
 
   He didn’t heed my warning but kept heading toward me. All I could do was prepare myself to jump. My feet were in agony from the pebbles, but I didn’t care. My pulse raced faster than I’d ever felt it before, and my stomach ached from my fear of heights and the thought of killing myself to prevent him from taking my soul. As I continued stepping backward, my foot found a loose rock. It slid from the movement, and I was suddenly thrown off the cliff. Falling with my back toward the ocean, I could see the clouds above me. No scream came from my mouth. “Michael,” was all I could mutter, certain I was headed to my death. I saw Austin above me; he too must have fallen or else I was hallucinating. Adrenaline was flowing through me, and I knew I was about to black out. I closed my eyes with thoughts of Michael flashing through my mind. A sudden force caused me to open my eyes, and the last thing I saw were wings behind Austin.
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   Austin’s white glorious wings spanned open; he had no choice but to let Claudia see them. Claudia had blacked out just before he reached her, but he knew she had caught a glimpse. Her body would have impacted on the rippling waves, and he would have blamed himself for the pain she would have endured…or worse, her death.
 
   Effortlessly he flew, his wings gliding with the breeze as he held her gently in his arms. She was calm, a far cry from her frantic tantrum right before her fall. Her hair flowed softly in the wind while her dress billowed slightly, clinging to her weary body. Before laying her down, he pressed his face to hers and breathed in her scent. The smell of lavender at dawn and a summer’s breeze at sunset swirled in his head. Then he placed her down on the bed and covered her with a light blanket.
 
   At first he set his eyes on her long auburn hair, and then his eyes outlined the arch of her eyebrows, down to her long, luscious eye lashes, cute bunny-like nose, and her natural pink, full lips. Visually drinking in the curves of her body, he sat there, hypnotized, taken in by her purity and beauty.
 
   As he watched her sleep, he wondered how someone like her, innocent, thin, and fragile, could ever defend herself from someone like Aliah, one of the deadliest angels that ever existed, next to Lucifer. He would have to find a way or give her something to defend herself with. As these thoughts filtered through his mind, he remembered seeing blood.
 
   Carefully he lifted the blanket and placed his hands over her feet to heal the wounds. He didn’t mean for her to get hurt this way. If only he had handled the situation better. But he justified it by thinking she had made him emotionally unstable.
 
   Austin was tormented by mixed emotions. There was no doubt that he cared for Claudia, but he was mostly upset at himself for allowing this to happen. He had known her for such a short time, and the way she had taken him over, consuming his thoughts, was something he could not explain.
 
   He had never felt this deeply for a girl, nor was he allowed too. It was forbidden to fall in love. He fooled around but had never fallen in love before. Austin had never known what falling in love or being in love felt like, so he wasn’t exactly sure what he felt with Claudia. He knew only that he had never felt like this with anyone else—the way his heart fluttered, pumping happy chills throughout his body. The way he wanted to be near her and how he missed her when she wasn’t around. With every look, touch, and hug, he was falling deeper and deeper. And it scared him more than anything he had ever known.
 
   He didn’t want to admit it, but he would do just about anything for her, even knowing her heart belonged to someone else. In ways, he felt sorry for her. She didn’t ask to have the Holy Spirit soul, and now these demons were after her. She must be constantly scared out of her mind. How he admired her for her brave disposition! He swore that he would protect her to the very end.
 
   Looking at her with adoration, he was thinking of ways to wake her up. He didn’t want to but he needed Claudia to wake up so he could finish his task. Once this was over, he knew there was a possibility that she would never forgive him; it was likely she would even hate him. He had no choice. He had to follow the orders that were given by the Divine Elders.
 
   Austin sensed Claudia awakening. He had to prepare himself for all her questions and how to explain who he was, even though she knew his kind existed.
 
   Claudia’s eyes opened. She blinked them several times, and then sat up in panic, her hair in disarray. She looks sexy, he thought.
 
   “Austin,” she called, breaking his thought.
 
   “Yes,” he answered softly.
 
   She turned to look at him. His heart skipped a beat, and he became lost in thoughts of what he wanted to do at that very moment: go to her, hold her in his arms, and lose himself in her kiss. His mind and heart raced out of control. He quickly broke free from his thoughts when she spoke again.
 
   “Is this a dream?” She looked confused and groggy.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did I die?”
 
   “No.” His tone was nonchalant.
 
   She suddenly got out of bed and brushed her hand on the bottoms of her feet. The cuts and the pain she remembered were gone. Looking extremely baffled, she scanned the room and looked at Austin as if he was the last person on Earth she wanted to be with. When she remembered what had happened, she headed toward the double door without a word.
 
   “I can’t explain if you don’t give me a chance. You know there is no way out unless you jump. Then I’ll have to save you again. We’ll be back to square one.”
 
   Claudia seemed to realize that Austin was right. She stopped and stood silent for a second before turning to him with a look of defeat.
 
   “Please sit,” he said, pointing to the bed. He waited for Claudia to get comfortable before he continued. “What I’m about to tell you, you may already know. There are several types of angels that exist on Earth. One type is called Earth angels, like Gamma.”
 
   “You knew Gamma?” Claudia asked in shock, her eyes suddenly filled with sadness.
 
   Austin’s eyes grew wide, realizing he had just touched a sore topic. He ignored her question and continued. “These Earth angels guide humans, hoping to keep them on the right track. They live among humans as if they were humans. A second type is the Twelve, but they were separated. Phillip, Margaret, and Agnes are at Crossroads, guarding the alkins, while the rest of the Twelve are located throughout Earth. On Earth, we call them the Divine Elders. Then, there is my kind. We are called the venators, meaning hunters. We don’t interact with humans much. We find demon spirits and eliminate them. So, I’m not the bad guy here. I don’t want to take your soul. I have no use for one. I’m here to protect you and keep you safe.”
 
   Claudia’s eye grew wide and alert. “So…you’re not fallen or a demon,” she sighed, obviously relieved. She seemed to have understood and taken the information better than Austin had expected. But she was more curious about demon spirits. “What are demon spirits? And you kill them? Gamma never told me of your kind.”
 
   There she goes with questioning all at once, he thought, laughing inside, thinking how adorable she was when she did that. “It’s complicated, but I’ll make it simple and short. There are many types of demons, but one particular type of demon called demon spirit enters through human souls, possessing their bodies. These humans become like puppets. They do bad things, so we kill them.”
 
   “How many are there?” Claudia asked, in amazement that such things existed. She thought beings like those only existed in movies.
 
   “You mean, you want a number?” He looked puzzled.
 
   Claudia wasn’t sure what she was asking. She knew he really couldn’t give her the exact number so she rephrased the question. “Are there many? Have you killed many of them?”
 
   “Throughout my lifetime, yes. I can’t give you an exact number. I’ve killed many,” he boasted.
 
   Thinking about the demons reminded her of the moment when she had fallen, thinking he was a demon. “You have wings.” He didn’t say a word. “Your parents…you lied to me,” she said calmly. “You said it was just you and your mother. You said your father passed away. I felt sorry for you. You took emotional advantage of me.” She started pacing, trying to remember what Austin had told her when he took her to the hospital to see Gamma.
 
   “Emotional advantage? Now that’s something new,” he let out a short laugh.
 
   She gave him a cold stare. “You think this is funny?” she asked angrily.
 
   Austin didn’t say a word. He knew she had every right to be upset with him. Then, Claudia remembered Michael telling her that his father was one of the Twelve and only the Twelve had wings. As if Austin could read her thoughts he said, “Technically, I told you the truth. I actually have parents. My mother is an angel, and my father was a human. He’s…gone…dead. I never knew him.”
 
   “So, you’re half angel and half human. No wonder you’re not like the Earth angel.”
 
   “Yes,” Austin shook his head and looked confused by her words.
 
   “Well, that explains a lot. Your lack of sensitivity is evident in your inability to be sensitive to my needs. You could’ve just used your words. You could’ve explained, but noooo, you had to show off and be rude. You had to be arrogant and selfish and…”
 
   Austin didn’t let her continue with her jabbering. He couldn’t stand for her to hate him this much. Losing self control, he surprised Claudia by placing himself right in front of her in a matter of seconds. She was used to seeing alkins move in great speed, but it took her a moment to accept Austin was one of them.
 
   Needily, he cupped her cheeks, all the while fighting against the desire he was feeling. Their eyes met, and neither one looked away. His eyes were running wild, wanting to tell or show her how he felt. Gazing into his eyes, Claudia’s face reflected the confusion she felt when she saw how much he cared for her. Her anger seemed to subside, and she seemed to be waiting for something.
 
   She didn’t need to wait long. Without warning, Austin used his power and pulled her into a trance. She stood still in silence, unable to break free. Austin knew better than to do what was to come next but he couldn’t control himself, nor did he want to miss this opportunity. He would make her forget what he was about to do, but he could make her remember how it felt to be with him.
 
   As his eyes continued to pierce into hers, he drew a vision of them inside Claudia’s mind. She was trying to fight back, but she was not in control. Too caught up in his spell, she whirled into a dizzy spin and surrendered. Her mind was now at his command. In the vision Austin had created, Claudia could feel his lips pressing onto hers as he held her tightly in his arms, afraid that she might slip away. He wanted her and needed her in ways he knew could never be. Longing to feel every part of her, he gently pressed his body into hers.
 
   His hands, resting on her hips, slowly glided up and traced every dimension of her back. Continuing to the small fragile nape of her neck, he ran his fingers up through her hair, clenching his fingers in hunger, and he kissed her deeper. Claudia broke free from his lips, dazed and confused, and then succumbed to her own desire and let her head drop back, exposing her bare neck. Austin understood this as permission to continue, so he began kissing her neck, sliding his tongue lower, making her quiver.
 
   Their lips joined again passionately as he caressed his hands down to her rear and lifted her up. Her legs tangled around his hips as he held her against the wall. Her sweater had slid up, and she could feel his hands on her bare skin, moving upward, making her tremble with pleasure. Claudia felt hot with confusion, burning with the desire of wanting Michael, but she was kissing Austin. A part of her wanted him to stop and the other part of her was enjoying this moment of passion. She never knew that she could feel this way with him; she never wanted to know. It was Michael who she loved and wanted, not Austin.
 
   But Austin had fulfilled his desire. He had wanted Claudia to get a glimpse of how she could feel with him, and he had succeeded. Then suddenly, he stopped and moved away when they were interrupted.
 
   “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Getting cozy on the job? Making out in her mind are you?” It was Michelle, and Gracie followed behind her. Michelle was gloating, her eyes glistening with joy, smiling with satisfaction to have caught Austin red handed.
 
   Austin threw his hands down as if he had just put his hand over burning flames. Claudia broke out of her trance, breathless, weak at the knees and dazed, but she didn’t know why. It took her a few seconds to realize where she was and to refocus on what she wanted to say. Before she could say a word, her gaze rested intently on Michelle and Gracie. Astounded by their presence, she continued to stare, realizing they were at Patty’s birthday party.
 
   “What are you looking at?” Gracie snapped.
 
   Claudia looked away, embarrassed by her comment, and she turned to Austin to vent her frustration. “Don’t tell me they are venators too?” Claudia asked hastily.
 
   Austin rolled his eyes. She guessed that was possibly a yes—either that or he was extremely irritated by their presence.
 
   “You told her about us?” Gracie asked, surprised.
 
   “I had to. I had no choice,” he said in his defense, though he hadn’t disclosed any information about them yet.
 
   “You always have a choice,” Gracie fired back. “You can’t control yourself around her.”
 
   “Don’t mind Gracie. She’s just jealous. Austin doesn’t pay that kind of attention to us,” Michelle informed. “So, you’re the one causing all sorts of trouble. A couple of our male angels seem to be forgetting that having impure thoughts is forbidden. Well, impure thoughts are okay by me, but acting on them is a whole different story. Not that we follow that rule either.” Michelle snickered. “Mind control can be fun too.”
 
   “That’s enough.” Austin was livid.
 
   “Augustine, baby, don’t get mad.” Michelle pouted, swaying her hips across the floor, trying to seduce him. After she reached him, she leaned toward him and ran her hand down the front of his muscular chest. “Perfect. You can invade my mind anytime…or my body.”
 
   He pushed her hand away. “I said that’s enough.”
 
   “Fine. Play with your half-human toy.  And by the way, I released the first shield as you instructed. Michael’s coming, and he’s gonna shred you to pieces with his massive wings. Not that yours aren’t nice too,” she teased, giggling on her way out the door.
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   Michael is coming? My spirit was lifted. I knew he would come for me.
 
   “Michael is coming?” Gracie questioned, excitedly. “Michael, Michael, dreamy Michael. I would go to hell just to have one night with him.” Then she followed Michelle out the door.
 
   “Sorry about that.” Austin’s tone sounded sweet and sincere. “Michelle and Gracie were fallen angels. They’ve proven themselves by giving us critical information, which I’m not allowed to disclose. They are also under our protection, so I’m stuck with them until this is over. Their attitudes and obviously their people skills need some brushing up on though.”
 
   “You think?” I huffed, unable to make eye contact. I felt uncomfortable. Something had happened between me and Austin that I could not explain. I felt something—sort of a twinge of anger and excitement. Then I decided to change the subject in my effort to know more. “Tell me, what shield is Michelle talking about?”
 
   “There is a shield around this island.”
 
   “We’re on an island?” I questioned, wondering what island we could possibly be on.
 
   “Well, technically…yes, though it’s more like a garden.” 
 
   “Garden?”
 
   Austin seemed to sense that I was going to ask a lot of questions. He laid his finger on my lips, gently hushing me. “Let me explain. This island is located in the western part of the North Atlantic Ocean; humans cannot see it or find it.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Have you heard of the Bermuda Triangle?”
 
   “Yes,” I said with anticipation.
 
   “Island of Eden is located smack in the middle of it.”
 
   “What!?!?” I couldn’t believe my ears.
 
   Austin continued. “Many have tried to find it only to have their aircraft and surface vessels disappear under mysterious circumstances. Well, don’t mess with Mother Nature—or should I say don’t mess with the Twelve! We were told that after the original sin, when God tossed Adam and Eve out of the Garden of Eden, he was so furious that he wanted to destroy it. The angels begged God not to do so but instead to place it where they could use it for something good. God granted that wish. He placed the garden in the middle of the ocean and made sure no mortals could ever get near it—thus the Bermuda Triangle.
 
   “Because it was a gift from God, the Twelve promised to use it only for purposes of good and to place a shield, like the one from Halo City. The shield blocks the existence of this place from most angels. Only a select few know of its location. That is the reason why Michael can’t find you.”
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Austin’s words seemed incomprehensible. But, with everything I’d experienced so far, I guessed anything was possible. I turned my focus to Michael. “But you’re on the same team.”
 
   “Yes and no. We follow one set of rules, and Phillip and the others at Crossroads follow another. Many times we disagree with what should be, but since we are the ones on Earth, it is our right to set them as we see fit. You can go outside now. Wait for him by the cliff.” Austin’s tone was weary.
 
   I opened the double doors, but before I walked out, I grabbed my boots. My black overcoat and my scarf were nowhere in sight. I didn’t bother to ask where they were; at that point, I didn’t care. I turned back to Austin as I recalled Michelle’s words: “Making out in her mind are you?”
 
   “Don’t ever go inside my mind without my permission,” I said firmly. I was positive that he had; Michael had told me how angels could place themselves in a person’s mind, and I could now confirm that Austin had done so. Austin looked genuinely remorseful, as if he felt guilty.  Then he composed himself and grinned flirtatiously. “You don’t want to admit it, but I know you enjoyed it.”
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about,” I said coldly.  “As far as I’m concerned, you poisoned my mind.” 
 
   “I’m toxic. I like the sound of that. At least I know I excite you in a dangerous way,” Austin said.
 
   Irritation crept inside me. I wanted to yell at him for invading my personal space and my mind, but all I could do was glare at him, to tell him that I was not playing his game. I didn’t want to admit it, but there was a part of me that had grown fond of his friendship because he had been there for me whether I wanted him there or not.
 
   I looked straight ahead to where the ocean met the sky with a celestial glow and thought how beautiful and peaceful this place was, but my instinct told me something was wrong. I could feel it to the depth of my being. My heart pounded with apprehension as I turned my back to Austin and walked cautiously out toward the cliff…this time, with my boots on.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
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   Anxiously, I walked away from the house to wait for Michael. The cool wind swept my hair back, brushing it against my face. It felt sticky and smelled like salt. Yuck! Not exactly what I wanted to smell like when Michael put his arms around me. As I waited, I marveled at the beauty of this place. It looked like a romantic getaway for honeymooners. The house was white, humongous, modern, and beautifully architecturally designed. And what I hadn’t notice before, because I was too busy trying to escape, were the beautiful statues of angels surrounding the house. Some had their wings open, and others had a bow in their hands with no arrows.
 
   Looking out into the endless ocean, the sun reflected glistening colors of turquoise and violet. I was mesmerized by the beauty that was so inviting that I wanted to jump in, but this time, not from attempting suicide.
 
   As I wondered when Michael would appear, I was greatly startled by the rapid movements of the clouds, turning the white, fluffy clouds to dark gray. The clouds tumbled and rolled again, this time leaving a portion of the sky black, preparing for a heavy storm. Then boom! Thunder roared and lightning cracked across the horizon, flashing multiple times. The clouds parted in the center; it looked as if Heaven had split open. The holy rays beamed brightly, penetrating through the clouds, blinding me for a brief second. Chills shocked down my spine, stinging like an electrical current, and my heart stopped.
 
   Out in the distance, I saw ripples of water, causing the waves to be bigger than usual. It looked as if hundreds of dolphins were moving together in a straight line formation. Though I was frightened, my intuition told me I was safe, so I stayed instead of running back to the house.
 
   Was I hallucinating or were my eyes playing tricks on me? Michael appeared first in my vision, gliding in the middle, as if he were water skiing on his feet. Davin was to Michael’s right, Caleb and Vivian were on his left, and there must have been about 20 other alkins. I was completely spellbound by what I was seeing, their power and strength. Glowing with happiness to see them all again, my heart felt full and my stomach fluttered with happiness. My heart pounded faster the closer they approached. Then suddenly, they shot out like a shooting star, blazing towards me, and landed on the cliff. “Michael,” I called and ran toward him.
 
   Instead of being in his arms, I collided into something; I realized it was the invisible shield as I fell flat on my bottom. Feeling extremely embarrassed and in pain, I looked up at him. Michael looked worried and was pounding on the shield, sliding his hands over it, trying to figure out a way to break in. “Claudia,” he cried out. He drew his sword and sliced through it, but it was no use.
 
   Michelle said she had turned off the first shield. Were there two? Austin must have forgotten to shut it down…or not. Immediately, I got up, stumbling with a throbbing ache, and hobbled to Michael. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach as I looked into his deep, irresistible eyes. Separated by the shield, I carefully placed my hand on his as if I could feel his warmth. After what felt like a few seconds, he looked past me, and his eyes filled with fury as if he had seen his worst enemy. I turned to see Austin standing behind me, gloating.
 
   “Austin, let them in,” I demanded.
 
   “Michael needs to promise to keep his hands to himself, like a good little boy,” Austin mocked.
 
   I turned to look at Michael. His body was filled with rage, his muscles tensed, and then finally he relaxed. “All right,” he confirmed.
 
   Then the shield was gone. Michael ran toward me and held me like he hadn’t seen me in years. He gave me a feather-like kiss, but it was enough to make me feel safe. “Claudia, my Claudia…I’m so sorry. I couldn’t find you! I tried everything. You know that, don’t you? Please forgive me.” Michael looked desperate. He had done nothing wrong, and yet he felt this was his fault.
 
   “I know, Michael. Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault,” I reassured him.
 
   Davin, Vivian, and Caleb gave me a hug, too, then quickly backed away in defense.
 
   “You had no right to kidnap her. What is the reason for this?” Michael’s tone was hostile.
 
   “I follow orders from the Divine Elders. I do not need to explain to you. You are out of your jurisdiction. I’m guarding her now,” Austin replied.
 
   I peeled my eyes away from Michael to turn to Austin. Did he just say he was guarding me?
 
   “They told you to kidnap Claudia? I don’t think so. What is the reason? I demand to know,” Michael shot back, approaching closer to Austin.
 
   “Don’t take another step…I’m warning you. Anyway, why do you care? She is safe. Aden is dead. You should follow your Divine Commandments. Thou shall not love mortals; it is forbidden.”
 
   “That’s a question I do not need to answer. You are outnumbered. Clearly, you can see there are many of us and one of you. I’m taking Claudia back to her home, where she belongs.” Michael grabbed my hand and burst out his wings.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
 
   “Watch me,” Michael taunted.
 
   “Actually, you need to look up there,” Austin pointed behind him. Everybody else was so busy focusing on Michael and Austin arguing that none of us had noticed what was behind us. Standing on the roof and surrounding the house were hundreds of angels. Some had their wings expanded, others held up their weapons—what appeared to be bows—in defense, and some were standing there with their hands crossed as if to say “Don’t mess with us.” It was a mesmerizing sight—beautiful and graceful. I knew they existed, but seeing numbers of them together was a whole different story. Then I realized the statues were missing.
 
   “Oh, my God,” I garbled.
 
   Davin took a couple steps toward me and muttered, “No, I think the term here would be, ‘Oh, my wings.’”
 
   Davin was right. I had never seen so many angels with wings right in front of me. We were in awe of what we were seeing; even Michael looked intimidated.
 
   “So, where were we?” Austin mocked. “Count again. How many of us are there now? Claudia stays here under my protection, and that is final.”
 
   “No,” Michael said and the alkins behind him stood in a straight line next to Michael. Their swords were up, ready for battle.
 
   Sensing the alkins move, the guardians did the same, standing in fighting stance in line with Austin.
 
   “Wait! Stop!” I yelled. I felt so perplexed. Angels don’t fight angels. “Please, Austin, I want to go home. I’m not in danger. You can clearly see that I will be safe with these angels.”
 
   “I follow the Divine Elder’s order. I’m sorry, but I need to bring you in.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen. Claudia comes with me,” Michael stated.
 
   “Think again,” Austin said, and suddenly I found myself gravitating upward.
 
   Michael looked horrified, and he grabbed my hand. The force was too strong, and I broke free from Michael’s hold. As I floated higher, Michael extended his arm, using his power to pull me toward him. He was succeeding when all of sudden, an alkin leaped into the air, blocking an incoming bolt that looked like lightening. The impact caused a fire of silvery flame that blinded my eyes. It was so bright that it even caused many to look away. That’s when Michael lost his hold on me, and they were thrown back. I managed to look up to see a female angel floating in midair with her wings open. She was holding a bow that was half her body length, which she pointed straight toward Michael.
 
   “Michael!” I managed to shout, but it sounded more like a whisper from all the commotion.
 
   Quickly they got up as the second bolt headed toward him.
 
   “Michael, watch out!” Davin shouted and raised his sword. He blocked the blow but was thrown a few feet from the impact.
 
   The other alkins were ready to charge forward, but before any of them could react, their hands were bound behind them by what looked like a cuff. The cuff was beaming, glowing like the sun. Michael and the alkins looked stunned and then outraged.
 
   “We come in peace. What is the meaning of this?” Michael asked angrily.
 
   Austin ignored Michael’s question and gazed his eyes where I floated. “Holly, put her down carefully, and watch her,” Austin commanded. “As for you,” he looked at Michael, “you are now my prisoner.”
 
   Davin let out a nervous chuckle. “In human language, what the heck? Are you nuts? You know we can’t survive here long enough to stand a trial. We’ll become weak, and you know the outcome.”
 
   Austin looked at Michael.  “Actually, I just need you. As soon as I take you, your friends will be released.”
 
   Davin was fuming with anger. “You’ll kill him. He can’t stay here. You know that.”
 
   “I’m only following the Divine Elder’s order,” Austin replied calmly.
 
   “Again, in human language, that’s B.S.,” Davin shot back and looked at me, confirming he said the right letters. “And all the letters in the alphabet that mean the same thing…and that’s a mild version of what I’m really thinking.”
 
   I was horrified at what I was hearing. This wasn’t happening; I didn’t understand. Why would the Divine Elders want Michael?
 
   “Austin, please, you can take me. I’ll go with you. Set them all free, including Michael,” I begged.
 
   “I already have you.”
 
   “Austin, please. I’ll do anything. Just…” And those words were the last spoken from my mouth as Holly bound my hands and gagged me.
 
   Austin sprang toward me and released his massive wing. He took the gag out of my mouth and released the binding on my hands. “Sorry,” he said and gave Holly an angry look. “I didn’t say Claudia.”
 
   Holly nudged her shoulders with attitude. 
 
   “Holly, bring Michael. Patrick, release the rest,” Austin commanded. He turned to me and enclosed his wings around me. I struggled to break away from his hold, but as usual, what was the point? In complete darkness, I was in Austin’s arms, and I knew we were being teleported to the unknown.
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   I wasn’t sure where we were, but we were standing in someone’s office. A tall bookcase, which was situated behind a mahogany desk, covered the back wall from the ceiling to the floor. A crystal chandelier hung in the middle of the room, giving it an elegant look. There was a black leather sofa on the right, adjacent to a rectangular coffee table. An arrangement of beautiful, tall flowers was placed in the center of the table. The décor was elegant in its simplicity. Looking out through the window, I knew we were someplace high above; all I could see was the blue sky.
 
   Austin stood between Michael and me. Michael’s hands were still bound behind him. I leaned forward to glance at Michael, and he gave me a warm smile to tell me everything would be fine. The door flung open, and I tensed up. Holly, the girl who had gagged my mouth, walked in first. I would like to gag her, I thought. Her ebony hair was just above her shoulders, streaked with blonde highlights. She was petite and slim—a figure much like mine—with striking facial features. Then Patrick walked in. He was taller than Michael with honey-blonde hair and bright green eyes. He wore a warm, friendly smile. Both Holly and Patrick held their bows that were superbly imprinted with designs in gold; these were the bows that magically shot what looked like lightning bolts.
 
   After a few seconds, a woman appeared in the doorway with her hair in a stylish bun. Her beauty took my breath away, and at that moment, I knew I had seen her somewhere before. She wore a red, sleek dress, looking sensual, especially with her black, spiky high heels. Pearl earrings dangled from her ears, and her neck was lavished with a strand of pearls. Taking graceful steps, she headed toward the front of the desk. As soon as she set her eyes on us, Austin bowed. The lady in return nodded her head to acknowledge him.
 
   “My Lady Katherine, this is Michael and this is Claudia Emerson,” Austin introduced.
 
   Katherine? My eyes grew wide with sudden revelation that this was the Katherine; the one in the painting at the Grand View Hotel. I couldn’t believe I was standing right in front of her. I was in awe of her appearance but frightened because I didn’t know what she wanted. If memory served me correctly, I wondered if her wings were golden, just like the painting of her.
 
   “You’ve done well,” she replied with a proud tone, looking at Austin. Turning to Michael, she said, “Sorry you were bound, but had you come in peace, this would not have been necessary.”
 
   What!!! I thought. That was not the way it happened. I didn’t say anything because it was not my place to do so, and more so, I didn’t want to correct Katherine.
 
   “However, I do agree some actions may have been hasty. Austin tends to be a little dramatic.” With a flick of her hand, she released Michael. His hands were free, resting by his sides.
 
   “Thank you,” Michael said. Even as a hostage, he was polite.
 
   “Let me introduce myself.” Katherine regarded both of us and turned to Michael. “I am Katherine, one of the Twelve. The Twelve were separated many lifetimes ago. Phillip, Margaret, and Agnes make the decisions in Crossroads and I, along with the rest, do so on Earth. We are located throughout Earth and meet when there is a need.
 
   “Phillip and I have disagreed on how to handle conflicts on many occasions. We offered our help, but he refused. Because Claudia crossed over to Halo City, Phillip believed it was his right to handle the situation. But I believe that for anything that happens on Earth, we have the right to intervene. Imagine me, going to Crossroads and taking over, making demands. Phillip does not know our ways, and I can say for sure that you and your friends do not know the culture of this century. Phillip was overly confident with your skills, but Aden and his followers were weak. There is a bigger problem at hand. Aliah, the demon creator, escaped when the gates were open.”
 
   Katherine paused. Fear emanated in Michael’s eyes and Katherine understood his expression.
 
   “Yes, Aliah escaped when the gates were opened. We didn’t know until Michelle and Gracie found Austin. Austin tends to attract female friends,” Katherine said, cocking her brows. Then Holly let out an agreeing cough. “Michelle and Gracie gave us pertinent information and asked to be forgiven. They still have to do penance for their sins, but as long as they prove themselves, they will be forgiven.”
 
   “Where is Aliah?” Michael asked.
 
   “We do not know. All we know is that he has been sending his demon spirits to kidnap young girls that fit the description of Claudia.” Katherine looked at me blankly.
 
   Katherine’s words had just confirmed my hunch of why Claudia was missing. My heart sank thinking about her—how scared she must have been and with no guardian angel to protect her.
 
   “Claudia needs to be protected at all times,” Michael stated, his eyes pleading with his request.
 
   “We’ve been protecting her ever since we found out. I’ve assigned Austin to be her guardian angel,” Katherine replied.
 
   “She doesn’t need one; she already has me.”
 
   Katherine looked harshly at Michael. She didn’t like his response. “Have you not heard a word I said? You are from Crossroads, and you are out of jurisdiction. I run Earth as I see fit. I’ve already assigned Austin and that is final. It was her grandmother’s wish.”
 
   I blinked in surprise. I didn’t make the connection until now. Gamma was an Earth angel; of course she would know Gamma.
 
   “Lucy Reed and I were good friends. She begged me not to tell anyone about Claudia and her secret. She asked me to watch over her if something were to happen to her. May she rest in peace. I’m sorry we couldn’t help her. She kept everything to herself. I’ve fulfilled her request and assigned Austin.”
 
   “But…” Michael continued.
 
   Katherine interrupted. “I’ve heard many things about you Michael…good and bad…what you did in the past and what you have done presently. I could use your help, but we need to do things my way…not your way. Understand me clearly. Disobedience from you, and you will no longer be welcomed on Earth. You’ve already broken one of your Divine Commandments: You’ve fallen for her. I can feel it in your heart, and I can feel it from her.” When Katherine set her eyes on me, I immediately gazed down, unable to look her in the eyes.
 
   Katherine continued. “I have the gift of emotions. I can feel your sorrow, pain, hatred, guilt, love, and every emotion you can think of. I’m assuming Philip doesn’t know about this. I’m not sure what he would do, but I know that he cares for you deeply. He may even pretend he doesn’t know. Yes, it is forbidden, and we ingrain it in your minds that it is so, but falling in love is the least of our concerns. We have more important things to worry about. We were not created to judge. That will happen when Judgment Day comes. But that doesn’t mean we approve of angels falling in love just because we do not reprimand them. You’ll be reprimanding yourself when you are left with a broken heart.
 
   “If I had it my way, angels and humans would cohesively live together, but Philip and a few others do not agree. At the end, we are left behind with a broken heart, and the humans move on to their Heaven. This is a long story and I don’t need to bore you with this. Let’s talk about the plan. We need to draw Aliah out of hiding. He sends his demon spirits to do his dirty work because he can’t leave his dimension. He is stuck somewhere…what we call Between. Since he is aware of Michelle and Gracie’s betrayal, they cannot locate him. We need to use Claudia as bait.”
 
   “No!” Michael rebutted. “That’s not a good plan. I won’t allow it.”
 
   “Michael, I will remind you again. You follow my orders. You will be able to protect her too, or else you’ll be sent back and will not be welcomed. You decide.”
 
   “There has to be another way.”
 
   “I’ve weighed the odds, and I see no other way. We’ll have to capture one of the demon spirits and have him take us to Aliah’s hide out. He’s already killed several Claudia Emersons, thinking they may be the one.”
 
   Michael looked distressed. I could tell he didn’t agree, but he had no other choice. “Could I stay with her at all times?”
 
   “Michael, you know that I cannot grant that. I can only allow you to stay as long as you can. That was agreed upon with the Royal Council; I cannot undo what has been done. Since you cannot guarantee your stay with her at all times, Austin needs to be her guardian angel. There is no need to worry. The Royal Council does not know Claudia is special. They’ve actually left the decision up to us. I guess you could say, in human terms, they’ve retired. This decision was made recently, and they left Phillip in charge of Crossroads, as it always has been, and the Divine Elders in charge of Earth. The Royal Council will stop their visits. They feel the Divine Elders are capable of making decisions that were in their hands.”
 
   “I guess I have no choice,” Michael said, glaring at Austin. “Could I ask Davin, Caleb, and Vivian to join me as well? They have proven their skills and can be useful if there is a need.”
 
   “Yes, besides Austin, there will be Patrick, Holly, and you remember….” She was hesitant. “Trinity?”
 
   Michael looked bewildered. “Trinity? I thought she was…?”
 
   “She was near death, but we managed to save her. Let her in,” Katherine said to Patrick. “She’s been waiting to see you. Ever since she found out you were alive, she has been begging to make contact with you. I kept you a secret from her because you two exist in two different worlds. But when I found out of your involvement, there was no way around it except to let her know that you are alive.”
 
   Patrick walked out the door and walked back in with Trinity. She was tall with long, wavy, dark hair. Her eyes were mesmerizing, like the sunset glowing of violet hues. I had never seen that color of eyes on anyone before. I wondered who she was and why she wanted to see Michael.
 
   “Michael,” she said excitedly, running toward him. She immediately wrapped her arms around the strong back of his neck, squeezing him tightly as tears ran down her face. Then she placed her lips near his, giving him a soft, long kiss that one would give to someone who meant more than just a friend.
 
   “Trinity…is it really you?” Michael asked, cupping her face, gleaming with happiness. “I thought you were dead. I thought one of Aden’s followers killed you.”
 
   “I was near death, but Katherine found me and gave me peace and hope. I belong to her. She didn’t send me to Crossroads. She made a deal with the Royal Council.”
 
   Michael turned to Katherine. “I thought you just said you couldn’t undo what was done.”
 
   “The situation at hand was different. I saved her, and Phillip saved you. If I could change your duration of time on Earth, I would, just for Claudia’s sake, but I can’t. However, the more of us looking out for her, the safer she will be. I also need Trinity…and you know why.”
 
   The conversation ended there. Why does she need her? I wanted to know, but I was not in the position to ask questions. Trinity stood right next to Michael, unable to take her eyes off him, placing her arms around his waist. She might as well have undressed him with her eyes, the way she was looking at him. I wasn’t sure, but if my instincts were correct, they’d had something once upon a time. And at that moment, my heart shattered, and for the first time, I felt insecure about Michael’s feelings for me. I forced myself to look away. Anger and jealousy seeped through, and I wanted to tell her to keep her hands to herself and that Michael was mine. Then I remembered that she would be watching over me. That’s just great!
 
   “Now that our reunion is over, let’s talk about our plan. Claudia goes back. Michelle and Gracie will try to lure Aliah’s followers to us. We’ll capture them and force them to take us to him. It will require teamwork. You must trust each other or our efforts will be wasted. Is this clear with all?”
 
   “Yes,” Austin agreed.
 
   “Yes,” Michael nodded.
 
   “Good. Michael, you need to report to Phillip and make sure he agrees with our deal. I do not want him to hold this against me. Austin will take Claudia back home.”
 
   “May I have a moment with Claudia alone?” Michael asked.
 
   “Yes, of course, but make it quick,” Katherine replied. They all followed behind her, out the door.
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   “Claudia,” Michael whisked me in his arms, holding me ever so tenderly.
 
   I melted in his arms, and my feelings of anger and jealousy faded. It had been some time since we had a moment like this together.
 
   “I want to explain,” he said.
 
   “Tell me who she is,” I demanded, sounding like a jealous girlfriend. I couldn’t believe how harsh my words came out of my mouth.
 
   “You’re mad at me.”
 
   I released myself from his hold and walked toward the window. I changed the subject.
 
   “Who is Aliah?”
 
   “Aliah was one of God’s first angels. A life time ago, the Royal Council stripped a group of fallen souls, and Aliah took their bodies. These fallen became spirits without their bodies. Spirits are like what you would call a ghost. They can’t harm you unless they enter through a vessel, a living being. This is the reason why Aliah was known as the demon spirit creator. He was supposed to place their bodies and souls in the deepest part of the Abyss so the two could be joined to be punished. Instead, he hid the bodies and allowed those fallen to become spirits. We were told that he allowed many to escape to enter your world. When the Royal Council found out, he was accused of premeditating a war against the angels. Aliah was cast into the Abyss, locked away into eternal darkness for his punishment.”
 
   “What do you mean by entering through a vessel?”
 
   “These spirits can only enter through souls, possessing human bodies. The non-believers and weaker souls are easy targets.”
 
   The movie The Exorcist came to my mind and I played out the horror images from the movie clip in my head. It made me shiver, remembering the nightmares I had after I saw the movie.
 
   Michael continued. “Now that he’s out, they will obey his orders.”
 
   “They’re looking for me,” I muttered.
 
   “I’m here, Claudia. I’ll protect you. I promise,” Michael said.
 
   “You can’t really keep a promise. It’s just a word. Can you promise me that I won’t die? Can you promise me that you’ll love me forever? Can you promise that we’ll be together after this all ends?” Michael was quiet. He knew I was right. “Promise is saying I’ll do my best, but I can’t guarantee. Don’t promise me something that you can’t guarantee,” I said weakly. Then I changed the subject. “Where are we?” I looked down as far as I could see, turning my head to the left and to the right. All I could see was a sea of white plump clouds—no cars, no street lights, no people, and no buildings. It felt as if we were part of the clouds, floating aimlessly across the sky.
 
   “We’re above the Grand View Hotel, but Katherine’s private corridor is high above. So the only thing you’ll see is clouds.”
 
   “It’s beautiful and peaceful here…reminds me of Crossroads. So does that mean she owns this place?”
 
   “Yes, many angels on Earth have normal human jobs. They need to blend in. Katherine is the owner of the Grand View Hotel.”
 
   “How do you know all this?”
 
   “Holly explained while we were being transported here.”
 
   “Oh, I see. So, did you have a thing with her too?” I asked sarcastically. I couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of my mouth. I knew the answer, but I was mad at myself for being insecure.
 
   Michael gave half a smile. “Jealous, are we?”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about Trinity? If you told me, I would have been prepared.”
 
   “What Trinity and I had was a lifetime ago. You and I are present.”
 
   “Love doesn’t just go away that easily. When you love someone with all your heart and soul, it doesn’t matter how many lifetimes ago. It clings to your heart. It goes with you wherever you go, even if you don’t want it to. Love is like…like…” I couldn’t think. The first thing that popped in my mind was the ocean, the beautiful ocean that surrounded Island of Eden. “Love is like the ocean. Sometimes it’s smooth and sometimes it’s rough, but it’s constant. It never dries out,” I stated, hoping this kind of love was not what he felt for her.
 
   “I love you, not her,” he said, inching his way toward me. “I didn’t know what love was until I found you. I knew with all my heart and soul that it was love that I felt with you, even though we were trained not to want it. All I wanted was to be with you, but I couldn’t. I would wait for your visits. I kept you a secret. Miraculously, you found a way to cross over. Then you turned my world upside down. I knew that we could never be. But still, all I needed was your smile and just having you near me made me happy, and I felt complete. I couldn’t have known that the best was yet to. You loving me back was the greatest gift I could ever imagine. I didn’t know I could be even happier or love you even more, but I do.”
 
   I wanted to run to him, to place my arms around him and kiss him madly, but pride, jealousy, and disbelief held me back. Michael continued. “You need not worry about her. Don’t you know how much I care for you? Haven’t I proven to you time and time again? I will tell Trinity about us. I don’t even know if that will matter to her.”
 
   I wanted to tell him that he was wrong. I saw the same sparkle in her eyes that I’d seen in others who were in love, but I didn’t say it. “Tell me about her.”
 
   Michael sighed. “We were together once upon a time when we were Aden’s followers. I convinced her to rebel against Aden. During our escape, I was badly wounded and I saw a sword pierce through her body. That is all I remember, and the rest is a blank. I found myself at the Crossroads in Halo City.”
 
   “You didn’t bother to find out if she was alive or dead?”
 
   “If she was alive, Aden had her, and there was no way I could find her.”
 
   “Do you love her?” I asked hesitantly. I needed to hear it again.
 
   “I already told you that I don’t. Honestly, I don’t even know if it was love that I felt with her. Many things have changed. I have changed. You are all that matters to me. You are my constant…my ocean.”
 
   “Does she have to come with us?”
 
   “I don’t think we have a choice as to who watches over you. Trinity is one of the best. She will be able to protect you, and she has a special power that none of us has.”
 
   “I guess I have no choice,” I sighed, wondering what power she had that was so special, but I didn’t want to talk about her anymore.
 
   “Claudia, don’t waste your energy arguing about something that isn’t there. Don’t waste time being angry. We don’t have enough time as it is. Spend that energy and time loving me.”
 
   His words hit home. Katherine said to make it quick, and I didn’t know when I would see him again. He was right. I was acting foolish, wasting precious time, rotting away with insecure emotions.
 
   “Michael, I’m sorry.” I ran to his arms.
 
   He welcomed me with open arms and kissed me tenderly on my lips. “I missed you so much that it hurts. I never knew pain until I thought I had lost you. Not knowing where you were or if you were in danger or if you needed me…was the most heartbreaking feeling I had to endure my whole life. And you know I’ve lived what feels like forever. The only way I could try to reach you was to get into your dreams.”
 
   “It worked. You came into my dream, asking me to help you find me.”
 
   Michael chuckled happily. “Wow! It really worked? Now I know I can appear in your dreams every night and do things I want to do.” He arched his brow slyly.
 
   “You don’t need to appear in my dreams. I always dream of you. You are my dream come true; just don’t become my nightmare,” I said softly and jokingly.
 
   Michael chuckled and kissed me on my forehead. “I have to leave for a bit. I don’t like him looking after you, especially when I know he cares for you more than he should.”
 
   “Hmm…jealous are we?” I teased.
 
   “More than you know. Only my wings get to wrap you. Only I get to be the one to hold you in my arms and whisk you away.”
 
   Michael’s wings opened. He pulled me in, and our bodies touching the way they did shot tingling sensations all over me. I looked up at him, placed my hand on his cheek, and then sensually touched his lips. He kissed my fingers softly, and then I lost control. I drew him in, kissing him madly as I gripped his strong masculine shoulders, wanting more than a kiss. This wasn’t the right time or place to display our physical affection for each other, but we didn’t care. We were totally making out until there was a knock at the door. Michael stole a quick kiss before Austin walked in, making me giggle.
 
   “Claudia, we need to get going,” Austin said, raking his eyes down at Michael. Then Austin held out his hand with my cell phone. I snatched it and checked my messages. Mom, Patty, and Kristina had texted me several times. It looked like Austin had replied for me. Great, I thought with a roll of my eyes.
 
   “Don’t worry, they don’t know a thing. As far as they are concerned, you are just fine,” Austin said lightly.
 
   “Keep your hands and your mind to yourself,” Michael warned.
 
   “My mind has a mind of its own,” Austin replied. “Someone actually told me it was toxic. I think she likes it lethal, don’t you think?”
 
   Hot flashes burned through me, and my face felt hot. I wondered if Michael knew Austin did his mind trick on me. At that moment, I wished I could place a gag in Austin’s mouth and make myself disappear.
 
   “Don’t make me regret what I’ll do to you if you don’t,” Michael shot back.
 
   “Whoa, tough guy. Just remember, I’m her guardian angel now,” Austin smirked.
 
   “Katherine may have appointed you, but in Claudia’s eyes, I am still her guardian. Just keep that in mind,” Michael huffed.
 
   “She might change her mind. These mind tricks can do wonders for the mind and the body,” Austin teased. Then he gave a short laugh. “We’re fighting over something that cannot be.”
 
   “When it comes to Claudia, I’ll make it happen.”
 
   “Is that what you said about Trinity?”
 
   Michael gave Austin a look that could kill. With a fierce fire look in his eyes, he looked like he was about to punch him. “Don’t test me. Speaking of which, you have quite the reputation.”
 
   “I guess you’ve finally met your match then. No, you are only half of what I am.”
 
   “You and I are nothing alike.”
 
   “Thank God!”
 
   Michael ignored Austin’s comment, turned to me and planted a kiss on my lips. Just then, Holly strode into the room like she owned the place. “Boys, lose the male ego. We have a job to do,” she stated. “Michael, Trinity is waiting for you. And Claudia, I’m at your service. If these two can’t handle themselves, I’ll clip their wings. See you at school.” Holly gave a quick smile and left the room.
 
   See you at school? Did she attend my school and I never knew? Maybe I had heard her wrong; I didn’t think much of it, but hearing Trinity’s name gave me cold chills. I felt the same uneasy feeling creeping up on me again. Austin opened his wings and waited for me. “Come, Claudia, let me take you away. Maybe somewhere he can’t find us.”
 
   I gave Austin a disapproving look as I hesitantly walked toward him. “You need to watch what you say,” I scolded and turned so my back was toward him. Michael was not pleased at all. I knew it irked him to see me leave with Austin, in his arms, just as much as it bothered me to see him go to Trinity.
 
   Michael smiled warmly, letting me know everything would be fine. “I won’t be long.”
 
   “Do take your time. Three is a crowd,” Austin commented.
 
   I was afraid Michael was going to attack him, so I intervened with my words. “That’s enough, Austin. Just take me home.”
 
   Austin enclosed me halfway with his wings. The last thing I saw was Michael letting out a huff as Austin taunted him by giving me a nibble on my neck. I was about to step out of his hold when he enclosed me completely and we disappeared.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
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   We transported directly to my room. I turned to him as soon as he released me. “Don’t ever do that again!” I yelled and pushed him as hard as I could. He didn’t move an inch, so I pushed even harder and punched him even though he couldn’t feel a thing. He just stood there, allowing me to use him as a punching bag, and my hands hurt like hell. Ouch!! The knuckles and the palms of my hands were red.
 
   “What’s wrong with you? You’re supposed to be a guardian angel, not a pain in the…butt. Why are you so mean?” I yelled again as I tried to lessen the pain in my hands by rubbing them together.
 
   “Say it!” His voice was loud. “Say the word. I know you want to,” he challenged, moving in my direction with authority.
 
   “What?” I yelled.
 
   “Say it. What were you going to say? It’s okay. I won’t judge you. I know your anger is not for me, but for Michael. Let it out. I dare you to say it.”
 
   “You’re crazy,” I fired back.
 
   “I’ve been called worse.” Unexpectedly, he shoved me. He barely touched me, but it was enough for me to stumble.
 
   His action made me furious. I wanted to shout out from the top of my lungs, but I fought back the urge. “You’re such a pain in the aaa…”
 
   “Say it!”
 
   “Ahhh!!!” I pressed my hands to his chest. “Why are you such an ass???” I couldn’t believe I said it, but it felt so good! Then I thought, How does he bring out the worst in me? I’m not an angry person, and I don’t normally shoot out cuss words; Mom and Gamma taught me better than that.
 
   Unexpectedly, he gripped my wrists, moving them behind me and drew me into him. My heart heaved in and out from being a breath away from his lips and from being exhausted from all the energy I was releasing. He set his eyes deeply into mine and exhaled. “Everything was just great until you walked into my life. I know who I am and my purpose in life, but you are making me confused. For the first time, I want more. The worst part of this is that I can’t have you, even if you allowed it.” He paused, searching for words. “I want you to hate me ’cause if I knew that you ever cared about me that way, I would give up everything just to be with you. I don’t know why. And that scares me more than anything I’ve ever known. So there is the answer to your question. Satisfied?”
 
   We just stood there with our eyes locked. I was completely speechless. What could I say? There were no words. After he released me, I rubbed my sore hands again.
 
   “I can make it better,” he said sweetly and cupped my hands with his, as if our conversation never took place. A small beam of divine light surrounded his hands, and mine started to feel warm and tingly. His angelic touch worked its magic and made them feel much better ’til finally the pain was gone. “Don’t punch me next time. You can’t hurt me physically, but you can hurt me in other ways. Like right now; you’re killing me softly with your presence.” Then he let go.
 
   My hands felt better and I didn’t know what to say, so I just said, “Thank you.” It became awkward, not knowing what to say or what to do. I started pacing in my room while he sat on the edge of my bed, and I did a double take when I spotted my overcoat and my scarf on the bed. How and when? I thought, but I didn’t bother to ask. Instead, I took the opportunity to ask him questions. “Those angel statues on Island of Eden; they come alive, don’t they?”
 
   “You noticed.”
 
   “How could I not? They are beautiful in their stillness, but they disappeared when the alkins came. I thought I was losing my mind.”
 
   “Yes. We call them the watchers. They were fallen once.”
 
   “Fallen?” I asked, sounding flabbergasted.
 
   Austin explained. “Fallen angels can be split into several group—the angels who sided and allied with Lucifer during the war in Heaven, the ones who fought along with Aden, and the fallen known as watchers or Grigori. These watchers were created by God to be Earthly shepherds of the first humans before the Earth angels existed. Their job was to observe humanity, lending a helping hand when necessary but not interfering in the course of human development.
 
   “Over time while living among them, they couldn’t resist the temptation. They soon began to lust for human women, and the offspring of these unions were born—the nephilim, half human and half angel. The watchers further taught humans things such as weaponry and other techniques that would otherwise be discovered gradually over time, not foisted upon them all at once.
 
   “God was very angry, and eventually he cast a great flood to rid the earth of the nephilim, thus Noah’s Ark. Many watchers asked for forgiveness, and the Royal Council agreed to save their souls under one condition. For their penance, they would help the Divine Elders. Since Divine Elders are not trained nor fit for battles, they needed many who could guard and keep an eye out for demon occurrences. Each Divine Elder has a group of watchers under their command. The watchers are banned from human contact, so that is the reason why they become statues until they are needed. They are bound ‘in the valleys of the Earth’ until Judgment Day.”
 
   I didn’t know why, but I felt sorry for them. And thinking of angels, I thought of Gamma since she had been one. “You knew Gamma?”
 
   “I met her several times with Katherine. They were good friends. She was an amazing Earth angel whom I deeply admired. She kept many things from us so we wouldn’t risk our lives. She always thought of others before herself. The last time I saw her was regarding you. She asked Katherine to send a guardian to watch over you. Naturally, Katherine would send you the best.” He cocked his brow, referring to himself.
 
   “Really, I’ve already met the best,” I said, referring to Michael, purposely bursting his ego.
 
   He chuckled. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”
 
   “I’ll be the one to judge.” Then I changed the subject again. “I wonder why she never mentioned you?”
 
   “Isn’t it obvious? She didn’t want you to know or be around us. All she ever cared about was your safety.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.” I was confused. I didn’t know what questions to ask. I had so many. “Were you guarding me at camp?”
 
   “No. I wasn’t assigned to you yet.”
 
   “Then, meeting you was a complete coincidence?”
 
   “You came to the restaurant I work at. I didn’t force you to come; however, I did know you. You could say I admired you from afar.”
 
   I ignored his flirting. “Why do you work?” I asked, leaning against my desk.
 
   “Because I get bored. We don’t have assignments all the time. We go chasing after demons when we have a lead.”
 
   “Oh, so, when did you get assigned to me?”
 
   “The day of your grandmother’s funeral.”
 
   “Oh, I see.” I swallowed hard, trying to keep from tearing up. “Were you at the funeral? I thought I saw you.”
 
   “You were thinking of me?” he asked, grinning.
 
   “No, I wasn’t,” I said quickly. “You were there. I thought I was seeing things.”
 
   “I was there briefly to pay my respects.”
 
   “So, you and Gamma were friends?”
 
   “Yes, if that’s the word you want to use. We didn’t exactly hang out and party together.”
 
   I gave him the “don’t be a smart mouth” look.
 
   “She mentioned you several times. She loved you more than anything in life.”
 
   His words pierced through my heart, bringing back the memories of her, and blinking back the tears wasn’t working. “I know,” I managed to say. A teardrop found its way out of my watery eye.
 
   “You were everything to her. She said she loved you like her own.”
 
   I wanted Austin to stop speaking. His words were so precise about how Gamma felt about me that it made me miss her so much. The wound from the loss of my grandmother reopened when I had thought I had healed it somewhat. Tears streamed one after the other, and there was no way to stop them from falling. I didn’t want him to see me this way.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Austin said, now standing in front of me, wiping my tears. “I didn’t know you would react this way. I wouldn’t have said anything. I don’t know how it feels to lose someone you love. I don’t know much about loving someone, I…”
 
   “It’s okay. Thanks for letting me know,” I interrupted. I didn’t want him to continue.
 
   Suddenly, he lifted me up and backed me against the closet door. His wings were fully extended, protecting me. I used my finger to find an opening through his silky, layered wings and peered out to see who he was protecting me from since my butterfly necklace was still crystal clear.
 
   Out of thin air appeared Davin, Vivian, and Caleb.
 
   “Who let this dove in?” Davin sneered. “Wait, no, dove is such a pretty bird. Who let this goose in? After what you did, you don’t deserve to be in our presence.”
 
   Austin didn’t look happy with Davin’s comment, but he didn’t say anything, which was surprising. After he realized it was safe, his wings closed. I wiped away any evidence that I was crying and walked to Davin.
 
   “Who told you to come?” Austin retorted.
 
   “Michael told us to keep an eye out for Claudia,” Davin replied.
 
   “You don’t need to be here. I’m her guardian. He knows better than to ask amateurs to watch over her.”
 
   Davin’s eyes grew wide. “Amateur?!?!” His tone was loud and angry. Vivian must have seen the same expression on Davin’s face, the kind of expression that says, “I’m gonna kick your butt.” Before things got worse, she stepped in front of Davin.
 
   “Lose the macho ego, goose,” Vivian huffed. “We stay whether you like it or not.”
 
   “Fine.” It was all Austin could say.
 
   Then Holly and Patrick appeared.
 
   Holly stared down Vivian. “Who dressed you? Going to a funeral?”
 
   Vivian looked livid. She gasped with shock. “Perhaps it’ll be yours.” She paused and spoke again. “Claudia dressed me.” Vivian looked at me and shrugged her shoulders. “Fashion Wear,” she said to me. “Your stuff…you sell them.”
 
   Vivian didn’t look bad. She had her usual black outfit. I guess she could’ve used more color, but what did I know about fashion? I loved my jeans and T-shirt. Then Vivian shot back, “Who did your hair, zebra?”
 
   “Zebra?” Holly looked offended. “It’s called highlights, for your information, and zebra’s are black and white. You see any white on my hair?”
 
   “Who cares about the color? Stripes are stripes.”
 
   “Look, we’re not here to argue about fashion or who gets to look at this princess,” Holly said. “We need to follow Katherine’s plan. But first, we all need to get along and work as a team. This is the plan. Michelle and Gracie will lure the demon to us. Austin and I will look after her at school, and then you can take over when she comes home. Sound like a plan?”
 
   “You and Austin will be attending my school?” I asked, not liking this one bit.
 
   “Yup,” Holly replied. “You got a problem with that?” She furrowed her brow. Holly was a bit shorter than me, but it was her tone that made others submissive to her.
 
   “I don’t need babysitters,” I fought back. “I don’t need you two to follow me around.”
 
   “First of all, I don’t watch babies. Second of all, you got no choice, princess. We go wherever you go. You go to the bathroom…I’m there.”
 
   “Great,” I muttered.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
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   Austin drove me to school. The heavy-tinted windows shielded me from the students, but it didn’t shield them from me. Girls stared deeply through the window out of curiosity as we slowly drove through the parking lot, and the guys just admired from afar. After we parked, I waited until the second bell rang. I was late for school, but I didn’t care.
 
   “Thanks…see you after school,” I said, slamming the door shut. The icy-cold wind swept through me, making me shiver. Austin followed behind, helping me put my overcoat on, as we weaved around the parked cars. “Why are you following me?” I mumbled, looking around, hoping nobody would notice. Thank goodness there were only a couple of students that I noticed by their cars—either late or ditching school.
 
   “Didn’t you hear Holly? We go wherever you go.”
 
   “What? You’re enrolled in my classes?” I tossed my backpack hard behind me, purposely, allowing it to hit Austin, letting him know I wasn’t happy. As always, it didn’t bother him, but I heard a chuckle. I might as well have hit him with a feather.
 
   “Yup. I’m enrolled in all of them,” he smirked.
 
   I let out a heavy sigh. Great!
 
   Holly and Austin always sat in the back of my classes. I ignored them, pretending not to notice them. None of the teachers even asked who they were; I guessed they used their angel magic to make that happen. Kristina couldn’t keep her eyes off Austin, wondering why she hadn’t seen him before. And walking back and forth to class, girls couldn’t stop talking about him. Austin flirted a couple of times with my friends, and I was surprised at myself for feeling a twinge of jealousy. And it wasn’t really so bad being with them at school; it was actually quite comforting. Nothing out of the ordinary happened the first couple of days, which was a relief.
 
   After school one day, I found a note in my locker; it looked like someone had slipped it in. Surprisingly, it was a note from Kristina, reminding me that I had a group meeting at 4:00 PM in the gym. Though I was excited to receive the note from her, I wondered why she didn’t text me instead like she usually did. She hardly ever stopped by; her locker was across campus from mine. It was a good thing she left me a note because I had forgotten all about it.
 
   “I need to go to my meeting. Do you have to be there? It’s a group project; they won’t let you in,” I said to both of them.
 
   “Holly and I will wait for you in my car,” Austin agreed.
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea? I don’t think we should split up,” Holly suggested.
 
   I gave Austin a pleading look.
 
   “Give her some space; we’ll be in the car,” Austin directed.
 
   “Thanks,” I said and headed to the gym.
 
   It was quiet as I walked down the hall. I passed the office, but it looked like the lights were off and everyone had left. The only sound I heard was my boots clanking across the laminated floor, and the dangling trinkets clipped on my backpack, bouncing with the rhythm of my steps. Feeling the cold slowly sweeping in meant the heater was turned off. Shivering, I remembered that I had left my overcoat inside my locker. Shoot!
 
   Why the gym and not the library? I wondered as I pushed the door open to enter. This huge room with the high ceiling felt so eerie that goose bumps were crawling up my spine, especially when not a soul was there. What was even worse was the smell of sweaty clothes, body order, and cheap cologne. I told myself that everything was fine and decided to walk farther in toward the bleachers, and I pulled out my cell phone. Did they change the location and forgot to tell me? I scrolled down to check for any text messages from Kristina when suddenly I was startled by a man’s voice. He was standing underneath the basketball hoop; I hadn’t seen him when I came in. “Hello, Claudia. Glad you could make it.”
 
   I recognized his voice. “Mr. Cain?” I was glad to see a friendly face. I confirmed it was him, and I continued speaking. “I…umm…actually…I’m supposed to meet my group here. I think I’m early,” I said cheerfully.
 
   “You’re not early. You’re just on time, 4:00 PM. You did get my note, didn’t you?”
 
   I couldn’t put it together, but it was his voice or his mannerisms that were different, unlike the way he was in the classroom.
 
   “I didn’t get your note. I got Kristina’s no…” I stopped speaking when I realized I had no idea what he was talking about. “Mr. Cain, where did you put the note? I don’t think I got it.” Fear pumped through my veins, and I felt short of breath; and naturally, that’s when my necklace turned black and started to vibrate. He didn’t answer. I glanced around the room for demons, but saw nothing. “Mr. Cain?” I called again urgently. “I think we should get out of here.”
 
   “It’s Nicholas. Mr. Cain is no longer present.” Then his eyes turned jet black.
 
   I swallowed hard in panic as I finally understood. This was one of the demon spirits that Michael and Austin had told me about. He’d possessed Mr. Cain’s body and now he was coming after me. Backing away while dragging my feet, trying not to look like I was moving, I tried to think of something clever to say. I pretended to be ignorant of what he said. “My friends are waiting for me. So, I think I’ll go get them before they worry.” I bolted for the door, but when I pushed it with all my might, it didn’t budge. I desperately shook the door. Come on, open! But to no avail.
 
   With my back flat against the door, I looked around the room for Nicholas; he had disappeared altogether. My whole body trembled in fright, and my legs felt heavy, too scared to move. My cell phone vibrated in my pants. I took it out, and it fumbled in my hands while my hands shook. A message popped up. Chills ran down my spine as I read it: “We’re here! Let’s play. Ready or not, here we come. Now, run!” I didn’t want to just stand there like an idiot so I ran to the middle of the gym, then to the door on the opposite side. When I reached it, it rattled like there was an earthquake. I backed away carefully, wondering if something was going to explode through the door. The shaking continued, so I ran to another exit; then I heard a creepy, wicked voice calling my name. “Claaaaudia.” My name and then his laughter echoed eerily through the entire gym. The combination of events confused me—where to go, what to do?
 
   “What do you want?” I yelled.
 
   He didn’t respond. Suddenly, the first row of bleachers started shaking, then the second, then higher and higher, until all of them were rattling. I thought they were going to explode. My body tensed with fear, and my stomach cringed with anxiety. I had to cover my ears from the pain from the sound. “Stop!” I screamed. Surprisingly, it did. All was calm, almost too quiet. Some guardian angel. Where are Austin, Holly, and the alkins? I thought as I slowly tip-toed toward the door, hoping it would let me be.
 
   An easy escape out of the gym was not what I expected, but I had to try. I was just about to reach the door when I was pushed back by something. I was horrified by their sight—they were white, long, ghostlike beings without a face or hands or feet; there was just a black hole where their head and hands should be. Many of them whirled around me, faster and faster, producing heavy, cold air—too much. Unwillingly, I sucked in air, and my lungs felt tight, like they were going to rupture. Reaching out my hand, I tried to break the motion, praying this would stop them, but my hand went right through. Suddenly, I was being elevated toward the ceiling.
 
   Just when I thought my life would end this way, Austin, Holly, and Patrick appeared. They surrounded the tunnel of demons and shot silver flames out of their bows—so many flames that it looked like an electrical current. It felt like I was riding a lightning storm; it was beautiful and frightening at the same time. The white spirits screeched in pain. When the tunnel collapsed, they dispersed, with nowhere to go but straight down. Fortunately, Austin caught my fall, and held me tightly.
 
   “Sorry, we were held up,” he said, still floating us in midair. “Damn those spirits. They attacked Holly and me inside my car. Nobody messes with my car.”
 
   Late or not, I was happy to see them. He brought me down and placed me behind his wings. Everybody else huddled around us. Then it became quiet again.
 
   “Did you see anything?” Holly whispered.
 
   “He said his name is Nicholas,” I whispered back.
 
   “Nicholas,” Austin repeated. “I should have killed him when I got…”
 
   Austin didn’t get to finish his sentence. About twenty of the ghost-like figures appeared with Nicholas in front of them. Poor Mr. Cain. He had no control over his body and mind, but he was in there somewhere.
 
   “Austin!” Nicholas shouted. “Move out of my way.”
 
   “You’re kind of attractive this time, not like the last time when you possessed the hideous-looking person,” Austin teased.
 
   Why does he find humor in everything? Then I thought, Last time? Austin spoke like he’d encountered Nicholas before, but then again, he did tell me he’d encountered and fought many supernaturals in his lifetime.
 
   “Are you in Mr. Cain’s body?” Austin asked, feeling disgusted.
 
   “Why don’t you come closer and take a look?”
 
   “I like Mr. Cain. Did it have to be a teacher for crying out loud? Now, who’s going to teach English literature? At least your taste has improved,” Austin mocked.
 
   “Your mouth will get you in trouble.”
 
   “It already has,” Austin smirked. “Why don’t you go back to Hell? Take your stretched out marshmallows with you and fire up some s’mores. I’ll provide you with the Graham crackers and the chocolates.”
 
   “That’s kind of funny. I only make burnt ones. Now eat this!” Nicholas yelled in anger and burst into a huge ball of flame that shot out what looked like fire balls.
 
   “Ahhh!” I screamed, as they came toward us. Austin held me tightly, dodging the searing flames, moving from left to right. He raised his hand, using his angelic power to obstruct them. Holly and Patrick sped around the room, shooting silver flames, preventing the fireballs from hitting us. The walls behind us caught on fire, and as the scorching flames blistered toward the ceiling, they flared up the banners and spread quickly. Smoke started to fill the room, making angry, loud, crackling sounds. It got hot and extremely uncomfortable, but it didn’t seem to bother anyone but me. It was getting difficult to breathe even though I was shielded by Austin’s wings.
 
   Just when I wished that Michael and the alkins were there, Davin, Vivian, and Caleb appeared right in front of us, but where was Michael?
 
   “What took you so long?” Austin said.
 
   “You said after school. So we waited. When none of you showed up in Claudia’s room, we came here,” Vivian sneered, blocking the flames with her sword as Nicholas continued to throw them at us. The flames ricocheted off their swords and returned back to Nicholas. Startled by the alkin appearance and by getting hit by his own flames, he yelled with fury, “Get them!”
 
   “What in the heavens are those ugly things?” Caleb asked in shock as the white spirits unfurled. They looked like smoke at first. Then they took on a physical white form. It was the first time the alkins had laid eyes on these creatures.
 
   “Albus daemonis, white demons. Your girlfriends from the past; love is definitely blind for you. Got any dirty secrets you want to share?” Austin replied.
 
   “At least I had girlfriends. They’re much better looking than the ones you fooled around with,” Caleb said, swinging his sword in a complete circle, ready for their advances. I was shocked. Caleb was usually quiet. He hardly spoke a word, but I was glad he had this time.
 
   Holly stepped in front and held her bow steady to shoot. “Come to me and I’ll dress you up with some silver,” she sneered.
 
   The white spirits soared straight toward us, and for the first time, I saw their weapons. Though they had no hands, razor-sharp claws pulled out from where their hands should be, making all too eager clanking sounds.
 
   “What the heck?” Davin said in surprise. “They have claws? Looks like Caleb’s girlfriends forget to cut their nails.”
 
   Davin leaped off the ground, surprising one as it came closer, and drove his sword right through its gut, but it had no effect. Stunned, he did it again, but nothing. Davin swung again, but this time, it gripped Davin’s sword. “So you want to dance? Sorry twinkle toes, you’re not my type.” It obviously didn’t like what Davin said; it responded with a loud, ugly hiss as they tangoed across the floor.
 
   Vivian gracefully pivoted to the right, flipped over several demons and sliced through their hands. Squealing in pain, they vanished into the ground, leaving behind white ashes. “Cut off their hands!” Vivian yelled.
 
   As soon as Davin heard Vivian, he backflipped, surprised his demon partner and sliced both hands. “Boo yah!” Davin exclaimed. The spirit made an ear-piercing, screeching sound. The claws melted on the ground leaving a puddle of silver liquid, and it vanished.
 
   Caleb jumped over Vivian and swung his sword, but the spirits escaped his blow. One surprised Caleb from behind, and its claws penetrated into his arms.
 
   “Caleb!” Vivian yelled, throwing a dagger straight for the claw. But a silver flame got there from Holly, who was floating in mid-air. She gave a quick smile then turned to attack another.
 
   Davin and Patrick had their backs against each other. Several of the white spirits were circling around them. “Why don’t you put the glowing hand cuffs on them?” Davin shouted. “It would solve our problem.”
 
   “It only works on angels,” Patrick replied, lunging forward and missing.
 
   “What? You found a way to capture your friends and not your enemies? That’s so clever. Why didn’t I think of that?” Davin said sarcastically, successfully severing a white demon’s claws.
 
   “It was created when God’s first angels rebelled against Him,” Patrick replied, dodging and sending silver flames that cut off the claws. Patrick opened up his wings to go after the ones that had escaped.
 
   “That’s just great. Lucky demons,” Davin huffed and ducked.
 
   Patrick and Holly floated in mid air, bolting out silver flames, but the white spirits maneuvered too quickly. A few went right through the flames, but one hit precisely on the claw. It squealed in pain and disappeared.
 
   “Stay back, Caleb!” Vivian yelled, seeing Caleb trying to defend himself. “Stand next to Claudia and Austin! Why aren’t you healing?”
 
   Caleb was hesitant, but he knew it would be difficult to fight with his injured arm, plus Vivian would worry about him too much. She would only be trying to protect him, so he stood next to me with his sword held up. “I don’t know why I’m not healing,” he said wearily.
 
   There were only a few left, but the white spirits were so fast that it seemed like my angels were trying to hit a piñata with blind folds on. After Davin and Vivian killed a couple more, there were only two left.
 
   “Watch it! Don’t mess with my hair!” Davin yelled at Patrick as a silver flame nicked his hair. Patrick almost struck him while trying to strike at one nearby.
 
   “Sorry!” Patrick yelled from across the gym.
 
   Holly and Patrick were now drifting with their backs against each other, shooting at the ones whirling around them. They looked like two trapped, fluttering butterflies.
 
   “Don’t shoot us,” Davin said standing several feet below them.
 
   Vivian and Davin leaped and their swords collided with the claws with such precision that with one strike, they severed both claws at the same time. The metals impacting the way they did made a loud piercing sound; it was like running one’s fingernails down a chalkboard.
 
   All the white spirits were eliminated, but Nicholas staggered back and pointed to the bleachers. One by one, they shot out. There were many pieces, and the angels dodged and blocked the incoming ones. Some impacted on the wall, shattering to pieces. That fed the hungry fire, causing it to spread even more. This caused the emergency water sprinklers, located on the ceiling, to turn on, and water poured like rain, leaving everyone soaked.
 
   Then Nicholas touched the floor and made the flames head straight for us. They surrounded us in a circle, and the orange and red flames rose higher as the smoke clouded our vision.
 
   There was something mesmerizing about the burning flame, the way it moved up and down with a rhythm of its own. I used both of my hands to cover my nose and mouth from inhaling the smoke that was filling my lungs. My coughing got worse, and the sweltering heat was excruciating—too hot to bear. I felt like a meatloaf burning in an oven.
 
   “That’s it,” Austin said. “Cover her and him,” Austin said to the alkins, referring to me and Caleb. Caleb looked frail as he stood his ground bravely. His left arm was closely tucked to his chest while the other one steadily held his sword in defense.
 
   Austin glided across to the middle of the gym, fanned his wings open, and spun in circles, creating a tunnel of wind, like a tornado, creating a massive heavy air. The air forced the bleachers to splinter into countless pieces, never reaching us. The flames died down and black ashes floated all around us the way leaves glide with the wind. Austin landed on the ground, looking tired and weak, and Nicholas was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
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   The gym was a complete disaster, like it always is after a battle. Drenched from the sprinklers, I was panting and coughing, releasing fear and smoke out of my lungs. It was too painful to breathe. My lungs felt like they were being squeezed. I didn’t realize how terrified I was until it was over. My muscles felt tight, unable to move as ashes fell on me. Austin positioned himself on bended knee, shoulders slumped with his head down. It was the first time I’d seen him vulnerable, so weak and speechless. My heart went out to him. He did it for all of us, to keep us safe. I wanted to run to him, to thank him; it was the least I could do. But when I saw his friends already gathered there, I became hesitant and shy at the thought. Just when I thought my legs would give out on me, Davin reached for me and pulled me into a warm hug.
 
   “Good to see you too, Davin,” I said in hoarse whispers. His hug heated through my body, as if he knew what I needed. Light radiated around us and just like before, the hug released the shock of all that I had witnessed and the adrenaline that was bottled inside. It was the hug that Michael would have given me to make me feel safe and secure.
 
   “Thanks, Davin. I needed that.”
 
   “I know. It’s what Michael would have done.” Then our attention turned to Caleb.
 
   “Caleb, how badly are you hurt?” Vivian asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” he replied.
 
   “We better get you back and heal that wound.”
 
   “Okay, but look at this mess.”
 
   “It can wait,” Vivian said.
 
   “I can do it.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah. Michael would want me to.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” Austin interrupted, “where is he?” Austin stood up, unsteady, standing in between Holly and Patrick.
 
   “We don’t know,” Davin said worriedly.
 
   “You don’t know? Or you won’t say. Maybe he’s having too much fun with Trinity?” Austin gloated.
 
   I cringed at the thought of the two of them together. And Austin had to rub it in my face.
 
   “It’s not like that,” Davin sneered. “You should really watch what you say in front of Claudia, putting ugly thoughts in her mind. And don’t say anything bad about Michael. He’s not here to defend himself, and he’s not doing anything bad.”
 
   “I say what I think.”
 
   “That’s the problem with angels on Earth. You are all self-absorbed and have too many human emotions,” Davin rebutted. I was surprised he said those words.
 
   Vivian and Caleb smiled. They were amused by Davin’s remark. Holly and Patrick looked upset, but Austin placed his hands out to prevent them from saying or doing anything they would regret.
 
   “Davin, I’m taking Caleb back,” Vivian said, breaking the tension. “He needs to heal and rest. I’ll be back when I can, but I’m going to try to find out what Michael is up to. He wouldn’t just disappear. He would have been here, protecting Claudia,” Vivian said, smiling, reassuring Michael’s feelings for me. “Don’t worry. I’m sure he’s trying to find out something important.”
 
   I smiled and nodded. I wanted to believe her, but my gut feeling told me that something wasn’t right because Vivian was right; Michael would have been here.
 
   “Are you guys always this positive?” Patrick smiled, looking amused.
 
   “Positive anything is better than negative nothing,” Davin replied.
 
   Vivian and Caleb gazed at him with confusion, wondering what he was talking about. Davin saw the puzzled expressions on their faces. He turned to them. “I read it somewhere.” Then he turned to me. “Let’s go, Claudia. We need to get you out of the wet clothes before you get sick or else I won’t hear the end of it from Michael. Sorry, no car this time—just one hundred percent pure Davin horsepower.”
 
   “I’m going with you,” Austin said.
 
   “A deal is a deal. It’s after school now. We’re on duty,” Davin reminded.
 
   “You’re gonna watch her by yourself? You saw what these demon spirits can do.”
 
   “I don’t think they’ll come just yet. I’ll let you know if I need you…or not.”
 
   With that, Davin and I transported. Caleb and Vivian stayed behind to clean up, putting the gym back the way it was.
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   There was still no sign of Michael. Everyone told me not to worry, but that was easier said than done. The thought of him being in danger or hurt gave me such anxiety that I had to put the thought out of my head. It was difficult to concentrate on anything when my mind was consumed with thoughts of Michael.
 
   Mom had called several times to make sure I was fine. She decided to extend her stay with her friend and couldn’t tell me the exact date she would be returning. I was glad she’d decided to stay longer. With Aliah and the demons after me, who knew what would happen to those around me that I cared about? It would also have been difficult with my body guards twenty-four hours a day. The routine was always the same; venators watched over me when I went to school and the alkins after school. Weekends weren’t arranged yet, so I guessed it would be a surprise.
 
   “Claudia,” Patty called. “Could you ring her up, please?”
 
   “Huh?” I said, noticing the clothing items on the counter. “Sure, Patty.” I snapped out of my thoughts of where Michael could be and wondering if he was with Trinity. Then I couldn’t remember what Patty had asked me to do.
 
   Clara had come back to shop some more, and of course, she asked for Patty’s help. Since I didn’t do as she asked, Patty placed her hands on my shoulders and carefully moved me over. “Here, I’ll ring her up,” she insisted, giving me the eye as if to ask if I was okay.
 
   I pulled out the plastic bag and placed the clothing items inside after Patty rang them up. Clara walked out happy as she could be and as always, held her bag as if she had diamonds in it.
 
   “Okay, what’s going on?” Patty asked. “You’ve been very quiet. I didn’t want to ask because I figured you would tell me before I asked. But since you didn’t, I’m beginning to think that you’re mad at me.”
 
   “Don’t be silly.”
 
   “I’m with Andrew practically all the spare time I have. I’m sorry. Let’s do something together,” Patty said sincerely.
 
   “I’m not mad at you. I’m happy you found someone really nice.”
 
   “I’m your best friend. I know when something’s up. So if it’s not spending most of my spare time with Andrew, then what is it?” she asked with a concerned tone.
 
   How could I tell her? I wanted to, but I knew she would never understand. She would think I was crazy. Sometimes I thought I was going crazy. So I just played it off like nothing was wrong when deep inside, I wanted to burst with all the mixed emotions that were scrambling inside my heart. There were so many that I couldn’t pinpoint which one I was feeling.
 
   “I…I…” I rubbed my butterfly necklace. Maybe I could tell Patty without saying a word.
 
   “Michael. What did he do?”
 
   “Nothing. He didn’t do anything.” That was the problem. He was simply gone.
 
   “Okay. Since you are still wearing the necklace he gave you, then that’s not it.” She paused, and I could tell her mind was wandering with thoughts. “It’s Austin, isn’t it?”
 
   “What?” I questioned, wondering why she would say his name. I turned on my heel and walked over to a rack of clothes and started to fuss over the ones that needed fixing.
 
   “I knew it. You like him too.”
 
   “No, I didn’t say I liked him. And Austin is not the problem,” I said calmly.
 
   “But you texted me and told me you went out with him. I waited for you to tell me, but since you didn’t bring it up, I thought I’d go first.” She gazed at me with a confused look on her face.
 
   “I did what?” I asked flabbergasted.
 
   “Yeah, didn’t you spend Thanksgiving weekend with him?”
 
   “I did?”
 
   “You texted me back and said you got the hots for him. You said his kisses drove you wild.” Patty giggled. “That’s okay. Austin is a hottie…I already told you that. Don’t get me wrong. I love my Andrew.”
 
   Then it dawned on me. Austin had my cell phone during Thanksgiving weekend when I was trapped on his island. They were texting back and forth, only Patty had thought it was me! I remembered Austin giving me my cell phone back and telling me he’d texted everybody back, letting them know I was fine. Anger was fuming inside me. He had no right to do what he did! He was messing with Patty’s and my minds. Wait ’til I got my hands on him!
 
   “Did someone call my name?” Austin appeared, walking into the store. At that moment, I knew he was on watch. He looked at me with a heartfelt smile, but I gave him a cold stare to let him know I was mad. Patty trotted over to give him a tight squeeze. Austin gave her a peck on her check, and I thought I saw her blush.
 
   “What brings you here?” Patty asked excitedly.
 
   “Claudia and I have a date,” he replied, matter-of-factly.
 
   In shock from his words, I flicked my eyes at him and then at Patty. Patty’s smile gleamed brighter than the sun, if that was even possible.
 
   “Where are you guys going?” she asked.
 
   “It’s a surprise,” he winked at her. “Oh, by the way, Andrew said he’ll meet you at your house. I was just with him.”
 
   “Then I will wait for him. You kids run along now, and don’t be too late. Let’s do a double date next time. Only if you guys want to,” she giggled.
 
   It was close to closing time, so I insisted that we stay until we counted the money and Patty was safely in her car, heading home.
 
   After Patty left, I got into my car and Austin got into his. We met at my house and both walked inside. Soon as we got to my bedroom, I turned to punch him, but decided not to. I didn’t want my hands to be sore like last time. I decided to use my words instead, but he spoke first before I got the chance.
 
   “Sorry. From the look you gave me, it looks like you would have preferred the alkins to watch over you.”
 
   For some reason, my anger subsided. Maybe it was his apology, but still, I had to let him know. “Where’s Holly?”
 
   “I told her she didn’t need to be here.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. “By the way, next time, I’ll do my own texting…okay?”
 
   He looked extremely confused.
 
   “Let me refresh your memory. We had a date. I think you are a hottie. And your kisses drive me wild. Sound familiar?” I raised my brows.
 
   “You’re finally admitting it? Good for you. Don’t forget…I’m toxic. I like the sound of that. Shall I refresh your memory of that night?” he asked, closing the gap between us.
 
   Ahhhh! I screamed inside my head. My body exploded with anger, and I walked away toward the blinds, irritated with him. I looked outside my window, thinking about the last time Michael had appeared, when Austin spoke, breaking into my thoughts. “I’m sorry. I’ll never do that again.”
 
   I turned to find him just a breath away. I jerked back and banged my head against the window. Austin’s reflexes were fast, pulling me toward him into a hug, preventing me from what could have been worse. He massaged the area on my head that was sore. I stood there silent and still, unexpectedly comforted by his embrace, and I lay my head against his chest. I took a deep breath, holding him tightly, and tears ran down. They were tears of missing Gamma, tears of not knowing where Michael was, tears of being afraid for the lives of myself, the alkins, and the venators, and now, tears of caring for Austin’s friendship, even though I didn’t want to. Strangely, I felt close to him, and somehow being around him made me feel close to Gamma. Then I felt his soft, velvety wings wrap around us.
 
   “I’m sorry, Claudia. I’ll never text for you again,” he said sincerely. “I never meant to hurt you.”
 
   I backed away, wiped my tears, and gave him a quick smile. He can be real sweet, sometimes, I thought. “I’m really exhausted. I’d like to get ready for bed.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, and his wings closed to disappear.
 
   After I brushed, washed, and changed, I walked out of my bathroom. Austin was sitting on my desk chair, hands behind his head and feet plopped on the desk. He looked like an ordinary good-looking guy, nothing like an angel. He sure didn’t act like one, but what did I know? Maybe it was because they lived on Earth. Patty was right; he was a hottie, but hottie or not, Michael was the one I loved.
 
   “Cute pajamas,” Austin stared, cocking his eyebrows, breaking my thoughts.
 
   I was wearing a long sleeved, pink cotton pajama set that I had gotten from Gamma last Christmas. Feeling embarrassed, I quickly got into bed. “Are you going to sit there all night?”
 
   “That’s the plan.”
 
   “You’re not going to watch me sleep are you?”
 
   “If I could, I would watch you sleep every night,” he said, so seriously that it made me blush.
 
   Regretting my question, I reached over to my night stand, turned out the lights and slid further under my blanket.
 
   “Good night,” Austin said.
 
   I lowered my blanket a bit to see what Austin was doing, then pulled out Michael’s T-shirt from under my pillow and hugged it like a teddy bear. “Good night,” I replied, knowing angels didn’t sleep.
 
   The moonlight seeped through the half-closed blinds, and I could see stars glistening. It was so peaceful and quiet. Austin was holding a book, flipping through the pages. It was nice to have him here, only because I was in danger, but Michael occupied my mind. Where was he? What was he doing? Michael was my last thought, as he always was before I slept. My eyes felt heavy. Slowly, uncontrollably, they closed. Then I felt serene, and I felt my body levitating off the ground.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
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   I was walking aimlessly down a path, and I found myself surrounded by many different kinds of flowers everywhere I looked—full, vibrant, and colorful. The ones I recognized were roses, birds of paradise, daffodil, daisy, iris, and hydrangea. Being surrounded by these flowers gave me happy goose bumps and a sense of peace. I bent lower to touch the soft, delicate petals and to inhale the fragrances. Each of them was heaven sent. As I brushed them once more, countless butterflies appeared, and just like the flowers, they were unique and vibrant. As they continued to appear, I followed their spiral path and looked up to see the most perfect, cloudless, blue sky. The butterflies took a sudden turn, fluttering away toward someone. I got all choked up, and tears ran down my face when I recognized her.
 
   “Gamma,” I whispered. My heart burst with happiness. She gave me the biggest smile.
 
   I ran to her and jumped into her arms. “Claudia, my sweet Claudia,” she said, embracing me tightly.
 
   “Gamma, Gamma, Gamma,” I repeated, unable to believe she was there. Her hair was still the purest white that I remembered it to be. She wore a long, white dress, and she smelled like the flowers surrounding us. Suddenly, I realized I was dreaming. “I’m dreaming, aren’t I?”
 
   She pulled me back to face me. “You look beautiful. You’re wearing the pink pajamas I got for you,” she said, smiling proudly, ignoring my question. Then she held my hand and we both sat on a white bench that hadn’t been there before. I guess in dreams, you can make anything appear.
 
   “Yes. I’m giving you this dream,” she answered finally.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’m giving you this dream for one purpose only. You need to let your heart heal. You need to let me go. I can feel your pain, and it’s preventing you from reaching your full potential.”
 
   “I won’t ever let you go. I can’t,” I said, sounding like a stubborn child. “I miss you so much. Every day I think of you, and knowing that I can’t call or visit you hurts too much.” My lips trembled as the words came out of my mouth, and tears escaped me.
 
   She rested her hand over mine. “I know, and I’m asking something of you too soon, but you must. I’m your past. You must embrace the present and the future. The world depends on it. Aliah needs your soul so he can leave the Betweens. He wants to enter Crossroads and regain his power to the fullest strength. What you must understand is that he must not take it. He is more fearsome than Aden. Aliah will open up the deepest abyss and make a legion of demon spirits. These spirits will enter through weakened souls. Your world will be a disaster, and apocalypse will begin. You and only you have the power to stop him, but you must believe. You must will it and want it.”
 
   “What power do I have? You keep telling me I have this great power, but I can’t do anything. It’s too much. I feel hopeless. I don’t want this,” I squealed in irritation. I quickly calmed down, knowing this was not how I wanted my dream with Gamma to end. Then I remembered the incident in my bathroom with my T-shirt. I felt some kind of strangeness, something unfamiliar running through my veins. “Something happened and it only happened once. Why?”
 
   “Your powers are not like mine or any other angels. Your father was one of the Royal Council. Only they have the power to destroy someone as powerful as Aliah. Since Aliah was one of God’s first angels, just like your father, you and only you can destroy him. Having the soul like a Royal Council and half human, your power will come forth when it is needed the most.
 
   “There needs to be a balance in everything in life, as I have tried to teach you before. If you had all the powers that an angel has, yours would be ten times its strength, so I hid your power, deep inside you. Powers emerge when one is at a mature age, but with you, you are different…special. Your powers could have emerged anytime. I had to make sure you could never show them. I knew there would be many fallen after you if they even suspected who you were. I could not take that chance. Now you must release it. Only you can do that. Since I was the one to suppress your power, you must let go of me.”
 
   “No! I can’t. I won’t let you go,” I pouted, and tears swelled up in my eyes.
 
   “Your pain doesn’t keep me alive. It will only harm you and make you weaker. You’ll still have memories of me. You will still remember our times together. What you must do is release your pain from your heart. It must be at peace.”
 
   “But I miss you! I need you!” I cried, wrapping my arms around her and placing my head on her lap as I always did when I needed her comfort.
 
   “I miss you too. How I loved you…like no other,” she said sadly, running her hand down my hair. “You must remember my words and never forget what I just told you. Your heart must be at peace when that time comes or else all will be lost. Whether you want it or not, you need to embrace your destiny. Remember, everyone is born with a purpose. Purpose unfolds itself when the time is right. You will know.”
 
   I continued to hold her, comforted by her presence, even if it was just a dream. The soft breeze brushed my hair gently while the aroma of the flowers danced around us. It felt euphoric and my heart and soul was in a state of peace I had never felt before. Then I remembered this was somewhat like how I’d felt in my bathtub, the moment when something magic had happened. I set the thought in the back of my mind because all I wanted was to think of Gamma, hoping that my thoughts of her would keep her in my dreams longer. I knew my heart would break when she left, not knowing if and when she’d ever appear again. I wanted to stay here as long as I could.
 
   “Gamma,” I called. “Where am I?”
 
   “You’re in my Heaven.”
 
   “Heaven? I’m in Heaven?”
 
   “It’s different for everyone. It’s where you feel most at peace.”
 
   “Will this be my Heaven?”
 
   “You may appear here first, and then you can make your own.”
 
   “What if I want to stay in this Heaven with you?”
 
   Gamma let out a soft, short laugh. “Then of course, you may stay.”
 
   “Will I see you again?”
 
   “You’ll see me when you need me the most.”
 
   “I’m scared, Gamma.”
 
   “I know, dear, but it will be all right. You’ll see. Just believe. Remember what I told you. Believe in yourself, believe in others who want to help you, and believe in the forces you cannot see.”
 
   “I’ll try. But I don’t know if I can.”
 
   “You can. I believe in you as I always have. I loved you more than anything I’ve ever loved.”
 
   “Okay, Gamma. I’ll try.” I meant it. I didn’t know what it meant for me to try or what exactly I had to do, but I had to do it for Gamma if not for anyone else.
 
   “That’s my girl. I’ve taken too much of your time. It’s time to wake up,” she said softly, still stroking my hair.
 
   Then tears escaped me again, and my lips trembled, making it difficult to speak, but I had to try. I needed to let her know. “I love you, Gamma. I always will. Though I’ll let you go, I’ll never forget you. I’ll never forget the way you loved me. I’ll never forget our time together on Earth. And when the time comes for me to be with you, I will meet you in your Heaven.”
 
   Then all of sudden, I felt weightless, as if I could be carried away by the breeze. My heart felt warm, and Gamma started to become translucent. No, don’t leave just yet, I wanted to say, but I knew my words couldn’t make her stay. I knew she had to leave me and I needed to wake up. At first, a small beam of light surrounded her. Then the light intensified, covering all of her. She became so bright that I had to cover my eyes.
 
   This was the same way she had left me when she passed away in the hospital. Then with a huge burst of light, she was gone. “I love you, Gamma,” I whispered as I sat there alone on the bench. My heart ripped into pieces, and it felt like I was burying her all over again. Tears poured down as I gasped for air. I covered my face with both of my hands, and I let it all out—tears of missing her and letting her go.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
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   I was crying so hard that I woke up, I think. I lay there with my eyes filled with tears, wondering if I was still dreaming. There was a tremendous ache in my heart because I had let Gamma go, but there was also a sense of relief. I felt as if a hole in my heart had been mended. As I continued to weep, I heard a voice.
 
   “Claudia, I’m here. I’m sorry I was away.”
 
   What a wonderful dream. It was Michael, and I could hear his voice.
 
   His hand touched my face, and then wiped my tears. Immediately, I knew it wasn’t a dream. His physical touch confirmed he was really there. I tried to open my eyes, but it was extremely difficult from crying so hard, and the tears blurred my vision.
 
   “Michael,” I called softly. I wrapped my arms around him and aimed for a kiss with one eye open.
 
   Michael lay next to me and held me tightly. My heart exploded with joy, and I didn’t want to let go. He kissed me tenderly on my lips while I ran my hands all over him, embracing this moment that he was really here. “Where were you?”
 
   “I was tracking a demon spirit who could’ve led us to Aliah.”
 
   “And you didn’t bother to tell anyone?” I asked, trying not to sound accusatory or upset, but my tone was unpleasant.
 
   “Trinity told me she told Holly.”
 
   I broke away from his hold and sat up. “You went with Trinity? You were with her the whole time?”
 
   “Yes,” he said calmly, looking confused as to why I was acting this way. “She was the one who told me about the demon spirit.”
 
   “Do you know how much I worried about you? No…take that back. Do you know how much we worried about you while you were doing whatever with Trinity?” I huffed.
 
   “Claudia, I was doing this for you. This has nothing to do with Trinity.”
 
   “Do you know that we were attacked by some demon named Nicholas and his stretched out marshmallows?” I couldn’t believe I’d just used Austin’s description of those white spirits.
 
   “I thought I knew all the names of the demons. What do these white marshmallows look like?”
 
   Then it dawned on me that he didn’t know what marshmallows were and that he didn’t understand what I was describing. “Never mind,” I said as I walked toward the window. “How could you make us worry about you like that?”
 
   Michael moved and sat on my bed. I wanted to jump in his arms, but I was fused with anger and jealousy. “And what do you mean by “could have”? I answered my question for him. “You mean that you had no luck finding Aliah’s hide out?”
 
   “Trinity and I followed a lead. We followed a demon, and he almost led us to Aliah, but he realized he was being followed. Then we lost him. I’m sorry. I failed you.”
 
   Why did he have to say he failed me? It always made me feel guilty for getting mad at him. “You didn’t fail me, Michael,” my tone was softer. “You failed us by not letting us know. I don’t think Trinity told Holly. And I’m not saying that because I’m sounding like a jealous…out of jealousy…” I wanted to say girlfriend, but I wasn’t even that; I didn’t know what we were. “That is what I think.”
 
   “Why would Trinity not tell her? What would be her motive?”
 
   Her motive is you, I wanted to say, but I didn’t. “I think you should ask Holly and Trinity yourself,” I suggested.
 
   “I will, just to prove it to you.”
 
   “Fine,” I said in harsh tone as I turned away from him. “Why couldn’t you just tell me what you were doing through my mind?”
 
   “Any supernatural beings can tune in when angelic powers are being used. The demons can pick up on it, and they would’ve known they were being followed.”
 
   “Oh.” It was all I could say.
 
   “Claudia,” Michael called sweetly.
 
   “What?” I asked with an angry tone, still unable to look at him.
 
   “I missed you. I thought of you every second I was away. You can get mad at me all you want. I’m not ever letting you go.”
 
   Then I felt really bad. He was always risking his life for me, and I was not only sounding like a jealous, inconsiderate person, but I was starting a fight. Don’t ever let me go.
 
   Then I felt something soft brushing underneath my hand, and I looked down. It was my pillow floating, ready for me to grab it. I laughed to myself and held it tightly with my right hand. I couldn’t help but curl my lips into a huge smile. Then I turned to look at him.
 
   “Hit me,” he said playfully. “Let it all out. I can feel anger inside you.”
 
   Instead of hitting him with my pillow, I dropped the pillow and ran to be locked in his embrace. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I know I should trust you and that you are doing what you think is best for me.”
 
   “Always,” he said. “You come first. It’ll always be you.”
 
   “I know, Michael.” Even though I said I knew, a part of me still felt insecure. Then we sat on the bed. “Where is Austin?” I asked out of the blue, forgetting he was watching me last.
 
   “I asked him to leave.”
 
   “Did he give you a hard time?”
 
   “Did you want him to?”
 
   “Of course not…I was just wondering. Sometimes he can be a pain.”
 
   Michael raised his brows. “You got that right.”
 
   “So, what happened to Ryan?”
 
   Michael gave me a cunning smile. “I went inside his dream. I took him flying, tossed him around in the air, and let go, letting gravity do all the work. I guess you’d call it a free fall. Then I told him the next time, it won’t be a dream.”
 
   “Then, does he know about you?”
 
   “No…because to him, it was just a dream. A dream he’ll never forget.” He winked.
 
   His punishment was mild, not what I had expected. But then again, what would I want Michael to do? Michael lay across my bed, propping his head up with his hand, and I sat next to him. He looked so dreamy it was extremely hard to focus on what I wanted to say when all I could think of were impure thoughts of us.
 
   I managed to fill him in on the details of what had happened in the gym. Then with several pauses from just staring at him and losing my train of thought, I finally managed to tell him about the experience I had in the bath tub, my dream of Gamma, and Mom’s dying friend. He looked at me the whole time with loving eyes, caressing my arms in a way that sent tingling sensations all over me.
 
   “Let me make up for the days I missed,” he flirted. He took my left hand, matching it flat against his. Then he lightly kissed each of my finger tips. “One for each day I was gone.” Then he kissed the back of my hand, up my arm, to my shoulder, up my neck, and finally stopped.
 
   My eyes were closed, trying to control my urge to kiss him. I opened them to see him only a breath away as he teased me by brushing his lips on mine. My heart hammered faster, wanting more as he brushed his lips down my neck. I was enjoying his attention when we were interrupted.
 
   I looked up, startled by their appearance. It was Davin and Vivian. They looked surprised too, seeing Michael and me in a tender loving position. Davin quickly covered Vivian’s eyes and then his. “Sorry! I guess we should have knocked on the…window? Or not come at all?” He peered through the opening of his fingers, looking to see if we would get upset. But Michael and I had already sat up, adjusting our appearances.
 
   “It’s okay, Davin,” I reassured.
 
   Vivian pushed his hand out of the way. “It’s nothing we haven’t seen before.”
 
   “But it’s not like the movies. It’s Michael and Claudia,” he said, grimacing. “I don’t want to have nightmares.”
 
   “You can’t even have dreams.”
 
   “Okay then, day dreams. I can have those.”
 
   Vivian shook her head, letting out a short laugh. “You have too many of those. And I have no idea of what.”
 
   “You don’t want to know.” He arched his brows.
 
   “Where’s Caleb?” Michael asked, breaking their conversation.
 
   “He’s still recovering,” Vivian replied.
 
   “Still? Wasn’t it just a puncture wound?” Michael asked.
 
   “It was. Thank goodness that it was just that. Apparently, their claws are made out of the same material that can actually kill us. It’s covered in steal or metal as a disguise.”
 
   “What would that be?” I asked.
 
   “The same crystal that your necklace is made from…the same crystal the Twelve swords are made from,” Michael replied.
 
   I placed my hand on the necklace, marveling at its beauty. How could something so beautiful be that dangerous to angels? I guessed everything had a weakness. Gamma would say, “what has a beginning must have an end.”
 
   “Only these crystals can kill any angels,” Vivian answered. “Except for the original angels.”
 
   “Unless they take my soul,” I muttered.
 
   Michael placed his hand on mine to give me comfort, to let me know he was there for me.
 
   “The crystal can’t hurt us unless it is pierced through our body. It’s like poison. Remember, Aliah was one of the first angels. He knows what can harm us,” Vivian stated.
 
   “This isn’t good; something isn’t right. How could he get ahold of it? He was locked away until the gate opened,” Michael said. “I guess we’ll have to ask him. Anyway, I’m glad Caleb is in recovery. I’m assuming Agnes is healing him?”
 
   “Yes,” Vivian replied. “He’s not happy that he can’t be here. But I do have to say those things looked hideous. Fighting a fallen is one thing, but fighting something without a face with only a black hole staring back at you and a body that is covered with what looks like a white sheet, is just scary. Hopefully, we eliminated all the white demons. So, since you and Davin are here, I can go?” She changed the subject.
 
   “Where’re you going?” I asked.
 
   “Don’t get mad ’cause it seems like I’m cheating on your store. But, you see, I’m getting tired of Fashion Wear, so…Holly said she’ll take me shopping. And I think Trinity is coming with us. Is that okay?” Vivian looked worried, like she just hurt my feelings.
 
   “Don’t be silly, Vivian. Have fun shopping. I’m glad you two are getting along.” I purposely said two instead of three, referring to Holly and not Trinity.
 
   “Well, it will be more like window shopping. They’ll find their mannequins clothes-less, that’s all.
 
   “You bring a whole new meaning to the term ‘window shopping,’” Davin teased.
 
   “You could do with some window shopping yourself.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with what I’m wearing,” Davin fought back.
 
   “It’s just the same thing every day.”
 
   “No, it’s not. Hey, at least I don’t smell.”
 
   “That’s what you think.”
 
   Michael and I sat there, listening, amused by their conversation as our heads turned from side to side, like watching a tennis match. Then they both looked at us. “Don’t say another word about us being brother and sister on our life on Earth,” Vivian huffed, but in a nice tone. “See you when I see you,” she said, and then she was gone.
 
   “Hey, that’s my line,” Davin snorted. “She did that on purpose. Oh, well. I guess I can find another on the Internet. Don’t mind me. Do what you want to do. I got an iTouch.” He pulled it out of his jeans’ pocket, held it up, and gave a big grin. “This thing is so cool. Gonna put these ear plugs on, listen to music, and surf the net. Maybe I can search for nightclubs. And oh, by the way, Michael, you would be amused. Did you know the humans have written songs about angels?” He gave a quick grin and turned.
 
   With that, he started to bob his head to the music. Michael chuckled, resting his hand on mine. “Maybe you and I should go somewhere else,” Michael suggested, grinning.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   He lay me down gently. As we stared into each other’s eyes, he covered me with his massive wings, and it became dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
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   He brought us to our waterfall. I gave him the biggest smile, immediately wrapped up in the romantic memories that Michael had created for me and that we had shared in the majesty of the place. I loved it there, and I was so happy that he brought us back. How I had missed this place. Just the beauty of it made me feel tranquil. The uniqueness of the grand, tall trees that enclosed the area gave it a secluded feel.
 
   Birds gracefully glided freely from the tips of the trees while the butterflies fluttered from petal to petal without a care in the world. There were flowers such as calla lilies of bright white mixed with purple and lavender. Surrounding the area, giant leaves of bold green made it more like something out of a fairytale then any real place in the world. The water was crystal clear with small ripples from the impact of the water flowing down from high above. It was purely a magical place.
 
   Back at home, fall was in full force. But the weather here was perfect, and I knew Michael had something to do with it. I looked up to where the water fell from above, remembering Davin standing there the last time. I was so busy marveling at this place, the trees, and the flowers that I didn’t notice Michael had jumped in until I heard a splash.
 
   “Michael,” I called, laughing. He was shirtless, that I knew for sure. But I couldn’t help but stare at his broad shoulders and wonder about the rest of him. I didn’t see any of his clothes on the ground.
 
   “Claudia, jump in.” He was trying to lure me in with his smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll catch you. You know I won’t let you fall.”
 
   I knew with all my heart that I was safe. “I didn’t bring anything.”
 
   “You don’t need anything.”
 
   “What?” Heat surfaced throughout my face from the thought. “I’m not skinny dipping. I need a bathing suit.”
 
   “What’s skinny dipping? I’m only asking you to jump in.”
 
   I kept forgetting that he was not familiar with things that were so typical for me. “I can’t swim in my jeans.”
 
   “Take them off. I won’t look,” he said playfully. He turned away from me.
 
   Last time, I thought he may have had eyes behind his head. I chuckled to myself thinking how silly my thoughts were. I took my tennis shoes off, wiggled out of my jeans, and pulled my sweater over my head. I was down to wearing just my bra and underwear. Even knowing there was no one around to watch, I covered myself the best I could with my hands and walked toward the edge.
 
   “I’m gonna jump in. I’ll count to three. When I say three, you catch me,” I said nervously.
 
   “Okay. I’m ready for you.”
 
   My stomach felt heavy, turning inside out. I didn’t know if I could do it, but I had to try. Step by step, I inched closer. “Okay…one…two…” I inhaled deeply. “Three.” I jumped in and Michael turned to catch me. I knew he got a glimpse of my almost naked body so I blushed on my way down.
 
   My head was out of the water, and I exhaled. As expected, the water felt warm.
 
   “Nice bathing suit,” he said, holding me tightly.
 
   I produced a huge smile and wrapped my arms around his neck. He pulled me in closer, placing my legs around his hips, and then placed his hands on my bottom. I gave a short gasp. It caused me to tingle inside, more so when I confirmed he was definitely clothesless. Me being almost naked and our bodies tangled the way they were aroused me so intensely that I couldn’t help myself. I dived in for a long, lingering, soft kiss on his lower lip. My fingers now laced in his hair, pulling him closer as our kisses intensified. I pulled back to exhale and gave him a playful, naughty look.
 
   Anchoring myself steady on his hips, I placed my arms behind me to unhook my bra. I couldn’t believe what I was doing. After I took it off, he gave me a big grin and blushed. I tossed it behind me, and it landed near my clothes. He drew me in; his chest against mine made me quiver and every pleasurable sense in my body had awakened. He began to softly suck my lips, tasting me, moving lower and lower. His hands gently caressed every inch of my back and heat exploded inside me. I desired him, wanting more than just kisses but not knowing what he wanted, when he started to slow down.
 
   “Michael,” I whispered. “Don’t stop.”
 
   “Claudia, I want you.” He continued with his kisses, but then he pulled slightly away with a deep breath. “We shouldn’t. You know we can’t have this. After this is over, I won’t be here and I will leave you with…” He paused. He didn’t know what to say.
 
   “Memories. Don’t you remember telling me memories are what keeps someone alive?” I spoke for him.
 
   “Yes, I remember. I’m sorry I brought you here, and I’m sorry that I love you when I shouldn’t.” His head rested on mine. “I told you I was no good for you. I will only hurt you in the end. Even knowing this, I can’t seem to control myself around you. I have absolutely no will power when it comes to you. How you have consumed my mind, heart, and soul is something I can’t explain.”
 
   “It’s called love. You can’t explain love. You feel it, need it, and want it,” I stated. “I know my heart will stop beating when you leave me. But I don’t care. I’ve never felt like this with anyone else before. And you loving me back is the greatest gift I could ask for. I would rather only have wonderful memories of us then not to have loved you at all. I will look back on all the things we shared and it will be my source of energy to move forward. Gamma once told me, life is not measured by the number of breaths we take, but by the moments that take our breath away. And you take my breath away. I want to share any moments that take my breath away with you.”
 
   “You are absolutely right. How did you become so wise, my young one? You know I’m a lot older than I look,” he teased.
 
   I was glad he’d lightened up a bit. “You don’t even know how old you are.”
 
   “That’s true,” he said paddling his arms, seemingly heading us toward the waterfall.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, feeling a bit nervous, contemplating his move. “You’re not going right through the waterfall are you? Michael?”
 
   He gave me a playful smile. “I’m going to take your breath away.”
 
   “Michael. Ahhh!” I held him tightly, and we went through. Our hair was drenched coming out. Michael swept my hair back that covered my face. As I wiped the water off my eyes to clear my vision, I saw the most loving, blissful smile. We laughed like crazy. It was so much fun.
 
   “Swim with me,” he said.
 
   He saw the anxious look on my face. “I’m right here. You go first. I’ll be right behind you watching every stroke you take. And you know how I love to watch you.”
 
   I knew why he wanted me to swim. He knew I wasn’t a good swimmer. I nodded and detached myself away from his hold. He gave me a little push to help me with the momentum, and then I was on my own. With long strokes above the water, my feet quickly pedaled beneath.
 
   Michael was right behind me; I could feel his gaze. And knowing I was safe, I began to relax and enjoy the fact that I was swimming with Michael at this breathtaking place. We didn’t swim far. I was getting tired so I swam to the right. As I placed my hand on land to prop myself up a bit, I felt a pair of shoes.
 
   Surprised, I ducked lower to cover myself and looked up. The sun beamed right in my eyes, making it difficult to tell who it was. I blocked the light with my hand to find Davin standing there with his hands covering his eyes.
 
   “Davin, what are you doing here?”
 
   Davin slowly put his hand down. He didn’t answer my question; I think he was too embarrassed to find me undressed. “Ummm…Claudia, what happened to your clothes?” Davin asked in a scolding tone, but then he  chuckled.
 
   “They’re right there.” I pointed by the boulders. “You can’t see anything, can you?” I knew I was safe to ask because only Michael had special vision. Michael was underneath the water tickling me, making me squirm as I spoke.
 
   “Where’s Michael?”
 
   Michael popped out, splashing water at us. He brushed his hair back. “Hi. Being peeping Tom again?”
 
   “No, not this time. Found a way to get Claudia to take her clothes off. That’s my man…or angel…or whatever.”
 
   Michael splashed more water on him. “You talk too much.”
 
   “Not as much as Austin,” Davin muttered.
 
   “What brings you here?” Michael asked.
 
   “Claudia, you want to come out?” Davin teased, lifting his brows. “I’ll help you.” He looked at Michael.
 
   “Very funny, Davin,” Michael said.
 
   “It was all good intentions, nothing else.” Davin winked. “The reason why I am here? To find you two. But I didn’t know you were swimming, especially without any clothes. I mean, it’s something I would do, but not Claudia, so I’m a little shocked.”
 
   Michael and I laughed. Davin continued. “It appears that Michael brings out the wild side in you.”
 
   “You’re not on topic,” Michael said.
 
   “Okay. The reason why I’m here again…you and I need to go back to Crossroads to rest up. I’m feeling a bit weak, and I know you are too. We need to be in top shape just in case we get surprise visits—meaning the demons and nothing good. The girls got a lead while they were shopping. They overheard information about strange incidents happening at a nightclub called Black Velvet. We’re planning to check it out this weekend.”
 
   “Who’s we?” Michael asked.
 
   “Us for sure and then I don’t know about the others.”
 
   “Don’t go looking for trouble. Let trouble come to us.”
 
   “We’ll never find Aliah. We’ll end up just killing demon spirits for who knows how long as they keep looking for Claudia. She’ll never be safe.”
 
   “Okay, but I don’t like the idea of using Claudia as bait.”
 
   “We won’t.”
 
   “I’ll take Claudia back home and meet you at the Crossroads. Who’s on watch?”
 
   “Your best friend,” Davin said in monotone. Then I knew it was Austin.
 
   “Then we can take our time,” Michael said. “I’ll see you in a bit.”
 
   “Okay, but don’t take too long. Remember what happened the last time we were here. And plus, Alexa Rose is waiting for you.”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” Michael jeered. “I’ve been searching for demons in the Betweens and as long as I was there, oddly, I was rejuvenated. It’s kind of like being at the Crossroads. That’s the reason why I was able to stay away for a longer period of time.”
 
   “The Betweens are a spiritual place. You would know better since you’ve been there.” Davin placed his hand under his chin, looking away in deep thoughts. “Your call. I’d rather be in top shape when I encounter those monsters. So, I’ll see you soon?”
 
   “I’m right behind you,” Michael said.
 
   “Claudia,” Davin called.
 
   “Yes, Davin?”
 
   “Peace out!” He looked at me for approval.
 
   “Peace out to you too,” I said, giving him a heartfelt, warm smile before bursting out laughing. He was adorable, making me smile and laugh as usual.
 
   With a blink of an eye, he was gone. Michael and I continued to swim. After we’d had enough, we came out. Michael had a towel, a pair of jeans, and a sweater that were mine in my tote bag ready for me. I dried off and put my clothes back on. Michael magically was back to wearing his jeans and this time wore a nice blue polo shirt. “I had it prepared. I was planning on bringing you back here.”
 
   “And getting me undressed…I like that part,” I teased.
 
   “That part was not planned.”
 
   “I didn’t mind,” I said.
 
   “I didn’t mind looking.” Then he held my hand and took me higher up where there was grass under a tree, a perfect place to have a picnic. Underneath the tree was the blue picnic blanket with the same wicker brown basket on top. “It’s getting late and you haven’t eaten. I thought you would be hungry, especially after the swim.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, thinking he was always so thoughtful and concerned about my needs.
 
   Sure enough, he was right. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I took the first bite. I devoured my dinner—salad and spaghetti with meatballs. Afterward, we enjoyed chocolate-covered strawberries and sat there talking and marveling at each other until it was time to leave.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
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   Katherine sat on her luxurious, black leather chair behind her desk and gazed out the window at an endless, blue sky. She was daydreaming about the day when she promised Lucy she would assign a guardian to watch over Claudia. Her thoughts were interrupted when there was a soft knock on the door.
 
   “Come in,” she said, knowing who was on the other side.
 
   Austin, Holly, and Patrick walked in.
 
   “You’re late,” Katherine said in monotone, resting her arms on the table. “I expect my son to be here on time.” Her lips twisted with discontent.
 
   “My apologies. We were tracking a demon who was trying to capture a girl name Claudia, but it got away,” Austin said.
 
   “That’s not good news.”
 
   “We do have a lead. We will arrange this with the alkins and follow up on it,” Austin continued.
 
   “Where is this lead taking you?”
 
   “A night club,” he muttered under his breath.
 
   “A night club? Are you sure?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “Try not to get too distracted.” Katherine’s eye brows furrowed.
 
   “Yes. Of course.” Austin winked at Patrick.
 
   “Have you sent the watchers to guard all the Claudias?”
 
   “Yes, all over the world. But I’ve left some to watch here, Nubilus City, Grand View Hotel, and Island of Eden,” Austin replied.
 
   “Good. I don’t want to hear about any more deaths. These poor girls,” Katherine stated. She stood up and walked toward the front of her desk. “Margaret from Crossroads will be gracing us with her presence. Patrick, could you get the door?”
 
   Patrick nodded. On cue, Margaret appeared. “Welcome, my Lady Margaret,” he greeted, admiring her grand, magnificent wings, and he bowed.
 
   Margaret folded her wings, revealing a turquoise dress that she wore underneath her white cape. The hood of her cape loosely hung over her head. When she glided forward toward them, her cape swept the floor, and everyone acknowledged her with a bow except for Katherine. Katherine walked toward her and gave her a warm hug and a kiss on each cheek.
 
   “It’s good to see you, Margaret,” Katherine said, leading her to the leather sofa.
 
   Margaret pulled the hood of her cape down, revealing her long, silky, lustrous cascade of brown hair. “It’s good to see you too Katherine. Phillip and Agnes send their regards. They would be here as well, but they are keeping an eye on Caleb.”
 
   “Yes, I heard what happened. I hope he will recover quickly.”
 
   “It’s a good thing it was only a puncture wound,” Margaret commented.
 
   “You remember Austin, Holly, and Patrick.”
 
   “Yes,” Margaret said smiling. “It’s nice to see you again. It’s been a long time.”
 
   “Margaret, you asked for this meeting. Is there something I can help you with?”
 
   “Yes, we have a few questions and concerns that cannot wait.” Margaret looked at the venators.
 
   “I completely trust them. It’s okay.” Katherine smiled, reassuring her.
 
   “I’d rather we spoke in private,” Margaret requested.
 
   “Fair enough.” Katherine turned to the venators, but they already knew what to do as they headed out, closing the door behind them.
 
   Margaret continued. “Since the Royal Council has retired, the Divine Elders make decisions regarding matters on Earth. What are your plans concerning Claudia Emerson?”
 
   “Yes, sorry you were the last to find out; however, you already know where I stand with this issue. What I believed a lifetime ago and what I believe now is the same. I still believe angels and humans can co-exist. There was no need to flood the land…poor Noah. And what has that proven? Even after the flood, the nephilim still exist today. I did not believe it was right to take the alkins away from their parents. They are the first generation and the only generation up on Crossroads. It would have worked out, but we will never know.”
 
   “We don’t know what is right from wrong anymore regarding this matter; therefore, we at Crossroads agreed not to intervene with the decision of the Divine Elders,” Margaret said. “We really have no choice since the decision has already been made. Claudia stays here, under your protection. Please know that if you need our help, do not hesitate to ask.”
 
   “Thank you. The alkins have been very helpful, and we appreciate their help. Regardless of our decision, Claudia is the only person that can defeat Aliah, so we really don’t have any choice. Lucy did the right thing by keeping her a secret. The Royal Council would have taken her and that would have left us no assurance of defeat.”
 
   “How is it that she can defeat Aliah? What is it that she must do?” Margaret inquired.
 
   “I don’t know. Only she will know when the time presents the opportunity. All I know is that her soul will guide her. She has no training, whatsoever. We are going to have to guide and teach her self-defense at least. I will arrange this with Austin. Unlike us and the other nephilim, her powers do not work the way ours do. Lucy has sealed her powers for too long. She thinks she is fully human.”
 
   “Then how will she know what to do?”
 
   “I do not know the answer.” Katherine’s heart felt heavy. She desperately wanted to help and guide Claudia, but didn’t know how.
 
   “Does the Royal Council know of Claudia’s existence?”
 
   “Odd as this may sound, yes. They left the decision in our hands. They won’t intervene with humans anymore. Since the Divine Elders are in position to make such decisions, we have agreed that she stays. Everything has a purpose. We’ll just have to let it unfold the way it was meant to.”
 
   “Hmmm…perhaps you’re right. But we are putting our faith in this one child who has no idea what she is doing. Before I forget, I brought you something from Halo City.”
 
   “A gift is not necessary, but I thank you.”
 
   “It belonged to Aden. He never used it, and we took it away when he was against us. We are currently using this on Caleb.” Margaret pulled out a small, golden box that was safely tucked inside the pockets of her cape. She opened it and pulled out a ring, the color of turquoise. It was fourteen carat crystal, rectangular in shape, and facet on white gold band.
 
   “The healing crystal,” Katherine said with exhilaration. “It’s absolutely stunning when it’s on a ring compared to the rock we received!” She laughed out loud. “I don’t know what to say!” Katherine placed it on her middle finger and admired the beauty as it sparkled brilliantly.
 
   “As you already know, this crystal is an antidote. We thought to bring this to you when Caleb was injured. I gave Caleb mine, so we have one less. Since the alkins are down here often, I wanted to make sure you would have an extra one just in case. I hope you’ll never have to use it.”
 
   “Me too,” Katherine agreed. “What about Zachariah’s healing crystal?”
 
   “I’m keeping it for Michael. I believe it is his to keep. When the time is right, I will give it to him.” 
 
   “Does Michael know about his past?”
 
   “No. We have held that information from him. We thought it was for the best. It would be too painful to inform him, that while he was fighting alongside Aden, Aden killed his father. How do you think this poor child would feel?”
 
   “I just hope that he never finds out.”
 
   “We are trying our best to keep loose ends closed.” Margaret heaved a heavy sigh. “It’s too bad Michael was not born of this century. He would have made a fine addition to the venator team you have created.”
 
   “True, but I can still use his help. I’m just grateful the Royal Council agreed to allow my son to be here with me on Earth along with the rest of the nephilim I found. Holly and Patrick are great examples.”
 
   “Yes,” Margaret nodded in agreement. “Times have changed, and I’m glad the Royal Council realized we need to make changes that are necessary.”
 
   “I’m glad you understand,” Katherine said and changed the subject as she gazed at the ring.” Please do tell me how the crystal works. Since I’ve never had to use mine, I’m curious.”
 
   “It’s simple. You don’t need divine words. Take the crystal out, place it on the wound, and let it perform the miracle it is meant to do.”
 
   “So, it really works,” Katherine said with relief.
 
   “Do you doubt the gift from the Royal Council?”
 
   “No, of course not, but we were all given only one; one to use for our entire life.”
 
   “At least it’s better than none. We have a chance to save any one of us. You can actually think of it as having twelve…I mean eleven now, instead of one, since the twelve of us each received one as a gift.”
 
   “How did you know to use it on Caleb?”
 
   “When we saw the small puncture wound on Caleb that should’ve healed quickly and did not, we concluded that Aliah must have taken the crystal with him.”
 
   Katherine admired the ring once more. “It shall stay with me at all times. I hope there will be no need to use this. I don’t like to imagine one of our own injured…or worse, dead.”
 
   “Yes, I agree. It must be difficult for you, living among humans and trying to overcome human needs and temptations.” Margaret said sympathetically.
 
   “Yes, how I do enjoy the material things.” Katherine gazed at her bracelet that was made of pearls and crystals. Then she let out a guilty sigh. “As you already know, I fell in love with a human once…” Katherine said shamefully as she paused.
 
   “Go on. I will not judge you,” Margaret encouraged. 
 
   “We outlive them. It was the most painful experience I have ever known. One thing that gave me the will to go on was our child. To carry a miracle inside you and hold him in your arms is a feeling one can never forget.” Katherine’s eyes shimmered with love and pride.
 
   “I will never know the feeling, but from how you are describing it, it makes me want to have a child of my own. I’ve always wondered what it was like.”
 
   “Giving birth was easy for me, but for humans, it can be quite painful. Regardless of the pain and suffering of morning sickness and giving birth, they do it many times. I don’t know how the humans endure so much pain and suffering; life is not so glamorous for many. I’m glad we are here to help, but many are much stronger than we think. They have hope and endurance.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know, but you are the expert since you live among them. Tell me…I am curious…if human mothers carry their child for nine months, was it the same for you?” Margaret inquired.
 
   “No. The duration of pregnancy is about three months. Austin is my pride and joy and I do not wish him the same fate as mine. I tried to shelter him from human emotions. I told him that his father passed away before he was born so he would not try to seek him and become emotionally attached. I will have to face what I have done one day; however, creating him was the start of the venators. Regardless of what he wants, he is still part angel, a son of one of the Twelve. When the time is right, he shall sit on the throne with the rest of us. After all, we do need to find a replacement for Aden’s and Zachariah’s seats.”
 
   “Keep in mind that we need to make decisions of such sort with the other Divine Elders,” Margaret advised with a quick smile. “Any decisions.” Then she stood up, and Katherine followed. “It was a pleasure to see you,” Margaret’s lips curled into a smile. “The humans are learning the value of life, and there is less violence in this world. We need to thank the watchers, venators, and especially the Earth angels for all their hard work and efforts. It is not easy when dealing with human emotions and at the same time, trying to fight our own demons. We are not God. We are angels with free will to do good deeds or not; however, if Aliah gains his power back, we will all be doomed.”
 
   “Don’t be so pessimistic, Margaret. You are underestimating the power of good,” Katherine said.
 
   “Maybe so…I just like to tell it how it could be. Prepare for the worst and hope for the best. Anyway, I’m sure you have many things to take care of, and I have already taken enough of your time.” Margaret turned to hug Katherine, pulled up the hood of her cape, and walked out the door.
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   Claudia fell asleep in Michael’s arms, and he flew her back to her bedroom. As he lay with her, he felt a lump under her blanket. When he pulled it out, he realized it was his T-shirt. Knowing she still had it touched him warmly, and he could not suppress a satisfied grin. He stared at her with admiration while his heart beat with love. He knew he should let her be…let her get her rest. He couldn’t help himself as he gently traced the outline of her nose, eyes, and lips. Feeling electrified, his blood swiftly raced through his veins at the mere touch of her skin.
 
   He wanted her to wake up to have her set her beautiful eyes on his…to have her lay her lips on his. She was so exhausted that she slept through all his touches. Michael swiftly craned his neck as he sensed a presence.
 
   Austin stood by the window, staring down at Michael and Claudia. His heart sank, but he tried not to show it. He knew it would never work. It wasn’t the fact that she loved Michael. He could fight for her, but what was the point? Even if she allowed it, they could never be…it was forbidden. He could break the rules, but his mother was one of the Twelve. He could not disappoint her. He thought if she hated him, it would make it easier for him, but it didn’t. It only felt worse. He now knew that he’d rather have her as a friend than nothing.
 
   “I heard Caleb is doing better?” Austin said, surprising Michael with his concern for Caleb.
 
   Michael slowly removed his left arm, tucked under Claudia’s neck. He stood up carefully, trying not to disturb her.
 
   “I haven’t seen him yet, but I was told he is doing better. Thank you for asking.”
 
   Austin gave Michael a quick smile. “So, I guess it’s my turn to watch.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of her.”
 
   “I’m sure you will,” Michael sneered.
 
   Austin ignored his sarcasm and changed the subject. “You know you’ll end up hurting her at the end.”
 
   “You are talking about something you have no idea about. Do not accuse me of something we both agreed upon. You think that it will have no effect on me once I have to leave her permanently? You think I can just forget about her? I will die the day I have to leave. My heart and soul will be here with her. Until we are united again, I will be at Crossroads without a heart and soul. Do you understand?” Michael’s tone got a bit louder, but it was soft enough not to disturb Claudia’s sleep.
 
   “I can imagine your pain, for I feel it now. I know she loves you. What I don’t understand is that you have broken one of your Divine Commandants, which is the same as the one for the venators: thou shall not love mortals. But you seem fine with it.”
 
   “Yes, you’re right. I don’t care. When it comes to being with Claudia, I’ll break all the Commandants. I can’t explain love to you—nobody can. It’s something you feel and you can’t let go, no matter how hard you try. When you find the one, there isn’t anything you wouldn’t do.”
 
   “If what I feel is love, I don’t like it…especially when it’s not returned.”
 
   “What you are feeling is called rejection,” Michael said and slapped him on the back.
 
   “Well, no wonder. I’ve never been rejected in my lifetime,” Austin muttered. “No mortals can resist me, except for one. We can’t really count her; she is half after all.”
 
   “I should get going. You behave now,” Michael reminded.
 
   “Afraid of a little competition?” Austin teased.
 
   “Nope, afraid of what Claudia will do to you when her power emerges, so you better watch out,” Michael warned. “She is a fighter. You should’ve heard what she did to Ryan, her ex-boyfriend.”
 
   “I know. I was there.”
 
   “You were? Why didn’t Claudia tell me?” Michael looked puzzled.
 
   “Maybe, she was trying to keep me a secret.”
 
   “Rather, you’re just easy to forget,” Michael scoffed. Then he thought about that night. Claudia was upset with him for not knowing she needed him. “That’s why I didn’t know she was in danger. It was because of you. You were there, and Claudia didn’t know you were an angel. Now it all makes sense.”
 
   Michael engulfed Claudia one last time and turned to Austin. “It would be wise if you knock on the front door next time. The door has a purpose. You may not want to see the things we do when no one’s around.” He let out a quick smile and disappeared into the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
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   Another week went by and all was calm. Mr. Cain was no longer our substitute. He was replaced by Mrs. Weber, who cancelled our project since it wasn’t her assignment. I wondered what happened to Mr. Cain since Nicholas took over his body and mind. I hadn’t known him that long, but I was greatly worried for him. I wondered if he had a wife or children. Would anyone miss him?
 
   Mom called almost every day apologizing for not being there with me. I told her that I was fine and that she didn’t need to treat me like a child. She also said that the doctor predicted that her friend just had a month left to live. Mom wanted to be there with her for Christmas since her friend was being released from the hospital. She asked me to join her during Christmas vacation, but I fibbed and said that I had asked Mrs. Lee to schedule me in for the whole break. I actually wanted to spend some time with my friends.
 
   Patty had done a wonderful job decorating. She’d hung multi-colored lights and gold streamers behind the register and on the dressing room doors. Colorfully wrapped Christmas boxes were stacked neatly on top of the clothing rack, and she’d even placed a small fake Christmas tree, decorated with red ribbons and various ornaments, by the entrance. As the fragrance of poinsettias and the sounds of Christmas melodies filled the store, it was definitely festive.
 
   It was an extremely busy day. Everyone was doing last-minute shopping, being that it was two days before Christmas. Nanci attended to the customers while Patty and I worked behind the register. We had never worked this hard; we hardly got to talk. This place was loaded with customers. At one point, the line was very long and even though Patty and I moved as fast as we could, it hardly made a dent in the line. Mrs. Lee should have scheduled more employees today.
 
   As the end of the day was nearing, Patty sent Nanci home. Patty and I finally had time to catch up while we counted the day’s earnings.
 
   “Oh, I almost forgot.” Patty walked into the storage room and walked out with a box. “Some girl told me to give this to you.”
 
   It was a large box that was neatly wrapped in red with a gold ribbon. “Someone gave this to me?” I asked, taking the box out of her hands and placing it on the counter by the register. There was a card attached to it.  “Did she give you her name?”
 
   “No, but she had long hair. Tall. Pretty. I think she shops here. She had on the same shirt that I displayed last night before I left…or at least I thought I did.” Patty was deep in thought, trying to recall what she’d done. Then she snapped out of it, shaking her head. “Anyway, I don’t remember seeing her before.”
 
   From Patty’s description, I knew it was Vivian; she was on watch today. I didn’t know exactly where she was, but when I was at work, they were told to keep their distance but to stay alert.
 
   “Well, aren’t you going to open it?” Patty asked. “Why would she give me a box to give to you and not want to give it to you herself?”
 
   “Ummm…” I had no way to explain it so I quickly changed the subject. “I’m going to open it.”
 
   “Okay,” Patty said excitedly.
 
   Carefully, I opened the card as my heart fluttered with anticipation. It read… 
 
    
 
   Dearest Claudia,
 
   My love for you is like the snowflakes. Unique, special, one of a kind.
 
   Let me take your breath away. Allow me to be your date on Christmas Eve.
 
   I’ll pick you up tomorrow night.
 
   In my heart, in my soul—M
 
    
 
   I was all smiles as I read and Patty had that look on her face, waiting for me to say something. “It’s from Michael,” I gushed.
 
   “How sweet. So…I guess this means you’re dating two guys?”
 
   “No, I’m not dating two guys,” I corrected.
 
   “How about Austin?” Patty looked confused.
 
   There were no words to explain it all. “Austin and I are friends. I’m with Michael.”
 
   “Whom I have never met. Do I get to meet him before I have gray hair?” Patty teased.
 
   “Yes, of course. We can even double date,” I said, immediately regretting what I had just said and wishing I could take the words back.
 
   “Okay, I’ll hold you to it. Aren’t you going to open your present?”
 
   I gazed at the box, wondering what he could have gotten me that would fit in this big box. After I took the lid off and pulled off the tissues on top of it, Patty and I dropped our jaws and stared in awe.
 
   “He…he bought you a dress?” Patty said in admiration. “It’s beautiful. Purple…your favorite color.” She touched the fabric. “It’s silk. I can’t believe he went shopping and got you this gorgeous dress. Where is he taking you?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said softly, still stunned. I took it out and held the dress up against me in front of a mirror. It was absolutely stunning. It was long with spaghetti straps and had little sparkles along the waist line.
 
   “Wow, Claudia, you’re going to take his breath away,” Patty remarked with exhilaration.
 
   “Thanks, Patty,” I said, feeling a bit nervous and excited.
 
   Patty went back to the storage room and walked out with another box. “Since I have the day off tomorrow and you’ll be busy tomorrow working and then with Michael, I might as well give you your gift.” She handed me her nicely wrapped box. Then I went behind the register and took out a Christmas bag. “Here you go,” I said and gave her a warm hug.
 
   “You open first,” she insisted.
 
   I peeled the wrapper and opened the box. “Patty, these will go perfectly with my dress!” She had given me a pair of clear crystal earrings that hung slightly below the ear and a silver sweater that was meant to wear with an evening dress.
 
   Patty’s eyes grew wide. “Well, what do you know? Your Mr. Right and I coordinated without talking to each other,” she laughed.
 
   Patty opened her gift, and as usual, my gift was practical—a gift certificate to Fashion Wear. “I didn’t know what to get you, so I thought you could buy whatever you wanted.”
 
   “Claudia, this is too generous of you,” she said sincerely, giving me a hug.
 
   “I wouldn’t have this job if it wasn’t for you,” I said, squeezing her back.
 
   “And I told you, you got it yourself. Who could resist your charm?”
 
   I pushed her playfully. Afterwards, we counted the earnings, locked the door, and headed home.
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   Being Christmas Eve, Fashion Wear was open ’til noon. Though we were exceptionally busy, my mind was somewhere else, and I couldn’t help but wonder what Michael had planned. With every hour that passed by, my stomach fluttered with excitement and anticipation.
 
   After I got home, Mom and I talked on the phone, but I was only half listening. Time couldn’t fly fast enough. I found myself doing the laundry, cleaning my room, and flipping through the pages of a book I’d started a while back. Michael didn’t mention what time he was going to pick me up, but I assumed it was would be soon, since he knew I usually eat dinner around 5:00.
 
   I slid into the dress Michael had given me and curled my hair. Afterward, I lightly put on makeup and slipped on my only pair of high-heeled shoes. Unexpectedly, there was a knock on my door. Who could that be? I thought. I had expected Michael to knock on the window, but that wasn’t the case. When I peeked out the window, I saw a black Ferarri 612 Scaglietti and let out a huge smile. It was the same car Davin had borrowed to take me to Michael.
 
   I opened the door to see Michael all dressed up in a nice, dark gray suit. He looked so debonair and handsome that all I could do was gawk and give him a happy smile.
 
   Michael smiled back. He looked a bit shy. “Claudia, it fits you perfectly. You look beautiful,” he said, taking my hands and kissing them both, then hugging me tenderly.
 
   “You don’t look bad yourself,” I replied, but what I was really thinking was that I wanted to just grab him and kiss him. “Come in,” I said finally. “Why didn’t you just fly in?”
 
   “I wanted this to be like a real date,” he said. “I don’t think guys normally just fly into their date’s bedroom.”
 
   “Normally,” I laughed.
 
   “We should get going. I have a reservation for us at 5:00.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “If I tell you, then it won’t be a surprise.” He took my hand and led me to the car, opening the passenger’s side. “It was Davin’s idea,” he said. “But don’t worry, I don’t drive like him.”
 
   “I’m not worried,” I giggled, feeling giddy and so overwhelmed with excitement that I could hardly contain myself.
 
   When we arrived at our destination, I saw that we were at the Grand View Hotel. The tall picturesque building with thirty floors stood out elegantly compared to other hotels surrounding the area. One thing I did notice this time that I hadn’t noticed before was the pristine white statues of angels situated high above. Their beauty was evident as their wings fanned partially, holding the same stance, like soldiers, guarding this place as they did at Island of Eden. Knowing who they were gave me a sense of new-found respect as I fell under the trance, and I could do nothing for some time but stare.
 
   After Michael pulled up to valet park, we got out of the car and headed to the entrance. The bellman opened one side of the glass double doors. “Thank you,” I said as I walked in first.
 
   The crystals from the chandelier caught my eyes like the last time as they burst with unbelievable brilliance that sent sparkles throughout the room. A colossal, decorated Christmas tree stood tall smack in the middle of the front lobby. Adorned with golden balls, red ribbons, and shimmering lights, every inch of the pine tree was occupied. It was truly a magnificent sight. Beautiful arrangements of poinsettias in tall bronze vases were placed throughout, filling the room with a rich fragrance. Multiple, giant, real wreaths with red bows hung against the walls as an instrumental Christmas melody gave an added touch to the ambiance.
 
   As we headed toward the elevator, I stopped in front of a huge, striking painting of Katherine. She was painted standing with her golden wings expanded. Her long, dark hair accentuated her chocolate brown eyes. “Look, Michael, it’s Katherine,” I said, hypnotized by her beauty.
 
   Michael didn’t seem to care. He grabbed my hand and led us to the elevator. We got off on the 28th floor. I’d imagined walking into a restaurant, but instead, all I saw were doors—doors to the rooms. I gulped and wondered what Michael had in mind.
 
   “Feeling nervous?” he asked, opening the double doors to room 2828.
 
   “No,” I smiled, but I was. Immediately, I could smell roses and stargazer lilies, which he already knew were my favorites. As we walked further in, I realized we were in a suite as my feet moved from carpet to marble floors. The room was filled with flowers, and as I peered to the right into the bedroom, heart-shaped, red rose petals were spread out on the bed. I was mesmerized, overwhelmed with it all, and I stood there still unable to believe my eyes.
 
   “The flower arrangements are beautiful. This room is so big. I’ve never been inside something like this before,” I rambled, not knowing if I made sense, hoping he would feel the depth of my gratitude. Then I melted into his arms.
 
   “Only for you,” he said and led me to another room.
 
   After he opened the door, I saw a table-setting for two. Elegant plates with gold trimmings, wine glasses, and candles were set on the table. The atmosphere was pure romance, topped off by the promise of a brilliant sunset for which we had front row seats. I was all smiles as he pulled out the chair, gesturing for me to sit. When he finally sat down, I saw someone wearing black and white walking in from my peripheral vision. 
 
   “Hello and welcome to Da-vin’s.” Davin was dressed as a waiter. He looked so cute, I couldn’t help but giggle. “Davin!” I called excitedly. Then I saw Caleb, looking healthy and well. I wanted to run to him and show him how relieved I was that he was better, but my legs remained planted. I wasn’t sure how he would react to my affection, so I remained seated.
 
   “Caleb. It’s great to see you,” I said enthusiastically.
 
   “Yeah…back to my good old self,” he replied.
 
   “I’m glad you’re better.”              
 
   “Thanks, me too. I wouldn’t want to miss out on any of the fun.”
 
   Vivian walked in. She was dressed up too. “Vivian, what are you all doing here?” I guess it was obvious, but the words just slipped out.
 
   “We’re here to serve you,” Vivian said. “Pretend you don’t know us.” She swooshed me with her hands. Then she walked away, dragging Davin and Caleb by their shirts. “Boys…let’s get dinner.”
 
   I turned to Michael. “So, you had a little help.”
 
   “Of course…when it comes to you, nothing but the best. And you know them. They insisted. You know how much they care for you.”
 
   “Thank you. I know,” I said warmly.
 
   It didn’t take long. The alkins came back with a rolling cart draped with white linen. On top of the cart were plates covered with silver lids. The aroma made my hunger worse and sent me into a whirl spin.
 
   Davin placed a plate in front of me and then one for Michael. He opened the lid, and the smell of the food exploded. 
 
   Yum, I thought. Placed in front of me was a steak, lobster tail, asparagus, and baked potato.
 
   Vivian lit the candles while Caleb poured the sparkling water. Then they walked out and closed the door behind them.
 
   Michael and I ate, watching the sunset, as the city below started to light up, getting brighter and more colorful as day turned into night. It was truly the best date I could ever imagine. I wondered what I’d done to have such wonderful new friends and someone as wonderful as Michael to be in love with me when I always thought of myself as plain Jane. “Thank you for everything: my dress, our date, and for being with me on Christmas Eve,” I said, getting all choked up.
 
   “It’s your first Christmas without Gamma. It must be difficult for you…and with your mom away with her sick friend. She must be worried.”
 
   “I’m okay, Michael. I have you.” I smiled, trying to lighten up the mood. “It’s so beautiful. You took my breath away, just like you said you would in the card.”
 
   Michael smiled, “You haven’t seen anything yet.”
 
   As I was about to ask him what else he had planned, there was a knock on the door.
 
   “Come in, Davin,” I said, giggling, knowing it was him.
 
   Davin walked in with Caleb and Vivian.
 
   “You don’t need to knock,” I said.
 
   “Oh, yes I do. What if you were doing something that I would do and worse—clothes-less like at the waterfall? Then it would really be too good to be true.” He grinned, cocking his brows.
 
   “What, you were clothes-less?” Vivian asked in shock.
 
   Caleb’s eyes grew wide. Then my face felt warm.
 
   “What Davin meant is that we went swimming,” Michael intervened. “So, what’s so urgent you need to interrupt our dinner?” 
 
   “I wanted to give her something before you take her to…”
 
   “Whoa, let’s not ruin the surprise,” Michael said quickly.
 
   “What do you mean, ‘I’? He means all of us,” Vivian said, pointing to Caleb and her.
 
   “Okay, before I get myself in trouble with my mouth, let me, I mean, us, give you this.” Davin handed me three wrapped boxes.
 
   “You guys didn’t need to get me anything. This is so sweet of you all.”
 
   “We don’t celebrate Christmas. Actually, we don’t celebrate anything. How boring is that?” Vivian said. “So, we wanted to wish you Happy Christmas Eve.”
 
   I was extremely touched. “I didn’t know we were exchanging gifts today. I have something for all of you too.”
 
   “You do?” Davin asked excitedly. “I get a gift?”
 
   “That is very sweet of you. You didn’t have to do that,” Vivian seconded.
 
   “Yeah, you’re spending your hard-earned money on us,” Caleb said.
 
   “I feel bad for window shopping,” Davin said, looking guilty with his head low.
 
   “Don’t worry. You don’t have real money,” I said, thinking I used the wrong words, hoping I didn’t hurt their feelings.
 
   “Claudia, why not open them? It is Christmas Eve!” Michael insisted.
 
   I opened Caleb’s first. It was a red sweater. Vivian gave me a colorful scarf that matched the sweater. Then I opened Davin’s box. It was a flashlight that looked just like Patty’s. I couldn’t help myself as I let out a huge smile and giggled. Davin was just too cute.
 
   “I remembered how much you hugged that thing when I gave it to you. You told me that it belonged to your friend. Since you didn’t have one, I thought I’d get you one.” Davin looked worried, probably wondering if I would like it. It was an incident only Michael, Davin, and I would understand. “Thank you,” I said. “This is way too cool.” I gave each of them a hug. “You’ve truly made my Christmas Eve the best.”
 
   “Your mom is away, so we thought it should be celebrated with people who you would consider as family,” Davin said.
 
   I was in tears. They were so thoughtful. “You are my family and always will be—now and forever,” I said while my lips trembled, knowing that one of these days, they would have to leave me.
 
   We all sat around together and ate chocolate-covered strawberries. We talked about what their lives would have been like, and if they could live in the present, what they would be. Caleb said he would’ve wanted to be a doctor. Vivian said she would have wanted to be a fashion designer, and Davin said he wanted to work with cars—only the fast and expensive cars. We had such a great time. It was one of the best Christmas Eves, for sure, though it would have been perfect with my mom and Gamma here too.
 
   About an hour later, Michael stood up. It was his way of telling them it was time to go. After the alkins left, he stepped out of the room and came back holding something white. As he unfolded a lump of white material, he draped it on my shoulders. It was a thick cape, one that would keep me warm. I guessed we were going somewhere cold. I ran my hand down to feel the smooth velvet; it felt plush and soft. “What’s this for?” I asked, wondering why he would put this on me.
 
   “Even though I can keep you warm, I want you to feel comfortable.”
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked as my mind wondered with thoughts of where Michael would take me.
 
   “If I tell you, it…”
 
   “Won’t be a surprise. I got it.”
 
   Michael gave me his irresistible smile as he placed the hood over my head. Then his wings leisurely unfolded. Taken in by his beauty, I was lost for a moment until he spoke. “Ready?”
 
   I snuggled up to him. Tucked lovingly inside his wing, we flew across the dark sky.
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   Michael brought me to The Cliff. This I knew for sure. He told me to close my eyes before we landed. As usual, closing my eyes meant one thing; he had a surprise for me. The last time, the trees were lit with white lights, making them look like stars. It was also warmer back then, but tonight was extremely cold like he said it would be. As I cuddled myself into the cape, I wondered what he had done this time.
 
   “Open your eyes, Claudia,” he said excitedly.
 
   He’d really outdone himself. It was the most dazzling thing I had ever seen. Every single tree I could see was adorned with decorations: Christmas balls and colorful lights hung from top to bottom, each one representing its own unique theme. It brightened up the night; it was like an enormous decorated flashlight. “Michael, it’s…but how…amazing…you did this?” I stuttered. I didn’t even know if I made sense or if I asked him a question.
 
   “I had help from my big elves; you know who they are.”
 
   I turned to give him a long, warm hug. “Thank you.” It was all I could say.
 
   “Claudia, I haven’t given you my gift yet.”
 
   “You already have. Your love is my gift and I will treasure it forever, no matter where we are.”
 
   “Me too,” he whispered. “I mean not my own love, but your love.” He chuckled. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Yes, I do,” I said, smiling. Then I changed the subject. “Davin, Vivian, and Caleb told me what they would be if they lived in the present, but you never shared yours.”
 
   “Mine is simple.” He held both my hands close to his heart. “I would ask for your hand in marriage. We would have children and start living our blissful life forever. Then we would grow old together. That is all I would ever want. I don’t need fancy cars or to live in wealth. I would just need you, our health, and happiness.”
 
   His words were utterly sweet, but why did they hurt so much? Pain stung me as if I had lost him already. Michael heard my sigh and pulled away, seizing my eyes with his. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”
 
   I didn’t give him the chance to explain. It wasn’t his fault that I was being too emotional when I asked him a simple question. “No, Michael. It’s not your fault. Don’t be sorry,” I said and dove back into his arms again. I closed my eyes to feel him and engulf this moment.
 
   “I brought you here for another reason. Open your eyes.”
 
   When I did, snow slowly swirled around us, gliding lightly with the gentle breeze. It felt like we were inside a snow globe. Suddenly it got colder. I shivered as Michael stood behind me, enclosing his wings halfway to give me warmth. He extended my arms out, just like he did when the butterflies fluttered around us. The snow brushed against my hands, feeling cold and slightly damp. “Watch this,” he said.
 
   The falling snow turned into large snowflakes, each in its own unique design, no one looking like the other as they reflected against the lights from the tree. Then we were in a tunnel of snowflakes, and it was magical. “They’re beautiful,” I muttered breathlessly as one landed right on the palm of my hand. When I blinked from surprise, the cold touch stung for a split second as it took off again, moving upward to blend it with the rest.
 
   “Merry Christmas Eve. I hope I took your breath away.” Then he turned to face me and looked deeply into my eyes. “Our love is like the snowflakes—pure, delicate, and one of kind. My love for you will never melt. I’m unequivocally yours, today, tomorrow, a year from now, forever, and then some.”
 
   “Michael….” I didn’t know what to say; I could only mutter his name. After I found my words, I squeezed him tightly and said, “I love everything about today. Thank you with all my heart.”
 
   It was hard to tell in the dark, but from what I could see within the perimeter of the lights from the Christmas trees and from the evidence of my footprints, the Cliff was covered with a white blanket of plush snow. I lay down to show him how to make snow angels. Feeling amused and fascinated, he made one too, but when he made his, he opened up his massive wings and made an imprint of real wings. To make it more magical, he made his imprint glow. It was such an amazing sight I couldn’t help but marvel. Shimmering lights stretched out from tip to tip, and for a moment I felt puny in the world we were in. There in the snow lay the all too real evidence of the reality of it all. I was but a mere mortal and he was an angel—the angel who loved me.
 
   Snuggled inside his tender embrace, we gazed into each others’ eyes. Everything around us ceased to exist; there was just Michael and me. As his eyes sparkled like the most perfect luminous stars, we lay there watching the snow fall, and he promised me he would spend the night watching me sleep. A warm, safe feeling touched my soul, and I could think of nothing to say or do but smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
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   A black Infiniti 3G pulled up in front of a bold, flashing red sign “Valet Parking.” The passenger door opened, revealing a pair of black, high-heeled boots. Holly stepped out and thanked the gentleman holding the door. Trinity and Patrick got out of the back seat and followed Austin to the front of the line which ran down the sidewalk and curved around the corner.
 
   “I’m a VIP member,” Austin announced.
 
   “ID?” the bouncer asked in monotone, asking the same question for the hundredth time.
 
   Austin raised his brow, showing his fake ID that was already in his hand. “You’re new.”
 
   “First day on the job.”
 
   Austin looked at his name tag. “Bob, check the list.  I’m on the list.”
 
   Bob carefully checked Austin’s ID. Then he released his clipboard that was tightly sandwiched between his ribs and his arm. He looked up and down the names of VIP members. Austin felt impatient and looked behind him to see the long line of people wondering what was taking so long. “Mr. Peter Picasso. You’re right here,” Bob said, pointing to a name.
 
   “Great, you found it. I’m in a hurry. Please let us in.”
 
   “Oh, sorry,” he said, feeling a bit nervous as he unhooked the chain. “It’s my first…”
 
   “I know…first day on the job. These are my friends; they’re with me.” Then Austin strode down the hall toward the entrance without the bouncer’s approval, knowing he would just let him be.
 
   “Peter Picasso? You have a fake name? You’ve been here before?” Patrick asked, feeling astonished.
 
   “Several times. Always on a mission of course…sort of.”
 
   Patrick gave Austin a look, wanting more explanation.
 
   “Okay, I was bored. I wanted to check it out. You know how much danger calls to me.”
 
   “Uh huh,” Patrick replied, giving him the “whatever” look.
 
   “You need to get out more and do what normal people do. You need to become less sheltered like…” Austin was going to say Claudia but didn’t.
 
   Patrick didn’t really care. He was just giving Austin a hard time. He wished he could be more adventurous like him, but something always held him back. They reached the entrance door of Black Velvet.
 
   “For goodness sake, what are all these people doing here instead of being home with their families?” Patrick commented, looking astounded, absorbing the scene. His eyes peered down from the top of the stairs.
 
   “They have no family. That’s why they’re here. Love the smell of sweat and alcohol. You better go back out and walk in with the girls,” Austin said and strode down the steps. 
 
   Holly and Trinity waited outside. They didn’t want to be seen together and cause suspicion just in case the guy they were looking for was already inside. “I can’t wait ’til tonight is over. This wig is itchy,” Holly complained, scratching her head, adjusting the fit. “That Michael is way overly protective. I hope his plan works.”
 
   Trinity rolled her eyes. “You almost look like her,” she commented and took a sniff at Holly. “And even smell like her.” And she twitched the tip of her lips in discontent.
 
   “I’m wearing all her clothes, except for these boots. She doesn’t have a shoe collection like me. But she has quite a collection of jeans. It’s a good thing we’re about the same height.” Then Holly and Trinity turned their attention to Patrick, who was coming out of the club.
 
   “Ready, ladies?”
 
   “Wait,” Trinity said, taking off her long overcoat.
 
   “It’s too bad she doesn’t have an outfit like yours,” Patrick commented. Holly raked her eyes over Trinity. She was wearing a long, backless dress that had a high slit on one leg.
 
   “What?” Trinity huffed. “We’re at a night club after all. I’m not wearing jeans like you.”
 
   Holly turned away. “Whatever,” she mumbled and focused on why she was here. “Claudia doesn’t know we’re here does she?”
 
   “Not a clue,” Patrick replied. “Neither does Katherine.”
 
   “And the alkins? Are they coming?” Trinity asked.
 
   “Austin told them not to come. He told Michael that we could handle the situation without them.”
 
   “Tell me why we agreed to do this behind Katherine’s back?” Trinity crossed her arms.
 
   “Austin agreed with Michael’s plan. They both finally agreed on one thing—not to use Claudia as bait,” Patrick replied.
 
   “I don’t like this. We should be using Claudia as bait,” Trinity rebutted.
 
   “What, so you can get rid of her and have Michael to yourself? And when did you start caring about what Katherine thinks?”
 
   “No, of course not. I don’t need to get rid of her to get Michael’s attention. And I do care what Katherine thinks.”
 
   Holly shrugged her shoulders. “Whatever,” she said, and then she changed the subject. “I may not be able to pull this off, especially since Nicholas escaped. He knows what she looks like.”
 
   “That’s true, but I don’t think we’ll be seeing him here,” Patrick said, opening the door.
 
   “Let’s pray that it goes well or else we’ll be sitting in Holy crap.”
 
   Holly entered first. The room was packed, especially on the dance floor, as the loud music surrounded the room. The bar was occupied with couples making out and single men trying to pick up the ladies. Though the room was dark, the Christmas lights hanging all over the room gave it a festive look.
 
   “Who’s your contact, Trinity?” Austin asked.
 
   “The bartender…his name is Jake. Let’s split up,” Trinity directed.
 
   “Wait a minute…how will the bartender know who we are then?” Austin asked.
 
   “You’re supposed to order a special drink, Johnny Walker on the rocks. Now let’s go.”
 
   Then Austin turned to Holly. “Remember, we don’t know you. You two are pretending to be a couple.”
 
   Holly rolled her eyes. “I know. I know. You don’t have to remind us for the hundredth time. Come on Patrick. I’m Claudia and you can be Michael,” she giggled, linking her arms to his.
 
   Patrick and Holly headed out to the dance floor. Trinity and Austin headed to the bar.
 
   “I’d like to order a Johnny Walker on the rocks,” Trinity said to the bartender.
 
   The bartender looked up and then turned pale as the blood drained from his face.
 
   “We’re out of Johnny,” he whispered.
 
   “When?” Trinity huffed.
 
   “I’m not sure. He’s late.”
 
   “You’re not backing out on me, are you?”
 
   “No, he’s just late,” he said, wiping the counter as his hand trembled.
 
   “Did you let him know Claudia Emerson would be here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then we’ll wait right here. Just get me a beer then.”
 
   “A beer?” Austin asked, shocked that Trinity would even order one.
 
   Trinity shrugged her shoulders. “I can’t be here and not order a drink. I need to look…normal.”
 
   Austin grinned, leaning his back against the counter, scanning the room. He spotted Holly and his heart skipped a beat, seeing the close resemblance to Claudia. He didn’t want to think of her, so he focused his eyes elsewhere. The dance floor was filled with people bumping and grinding, bodies brushing up against each other. His eyes narrowed on a female. She tossed her hair back, moving in a sensual way, all the while arousing her companion. He placed his hands behind her back, drawing her close to him. Their bodies pressed together, swaying to the beat of the music. Pure ecstasy filled the room, luring him to the dance floor.
 
   “Excuse me,” a female voice said, breaking his thoughts.
 
   Austin turned to an attractive woman standing next to her friend, both of them batting their eye lashes. “Hi,” she said.
 
   “Hello ladies. What can I do for you?” he flirted, beaming a smile. His eyes took pleasure from their tight, short, black dresses that clung to every curve of their bodies.
 
   The woman’s eyes grew wide, showing her white teeth, flirting through her gestures. “We were wondering if you would like to dance with us?”
 
   Under normal circumstances, he would, without a thought, but he was on a mission. Then he thought of Claudia again. He wanted the thoughts of her out of his mind. She had consumed his mind in ways that made him feel confused. He couldn’t think straight. He knew she was with Michael, and the thought of them together made his stomach cringe in jealousy.
 
   “What the heck. She’s having fun, so will I,” he muttered under his breath. He turned to the bartender who was serving a drink. “Is Johnny here yet?”
 
   “No, I don’t see him.”
 
   Austin felt irritated, exhaled his frustration, and decided he was going to have a little fun. “Sure, why not.” He turned to Trinity. “I’ll be on the dance floor. Raise your glass when he comes.”
 
   Before Trinity could stop him, he was off with the girls, one on each arm, and led them to where Holly and Patrick were. The music was loud. They could feel the base vibrate through their bodies. The strobe lights flickered as if someone was taking a picture with the flash in high speed, producing a special effect, freeze framing every move. Sweat was on their foreheads, and bare skin glistened in the light. The smell of happy drunkenness pervaded the air, and lust was the predominant mood of the crowd. The venators were thoroughly enjoying themselves as they periodically glanced toward Trinity.
 
   Austin spotted a man who sat on the bar stool who hadn’t been there a second ago and who was surrounded by his group of friends. As he continued to dance, his attention was now solely on this stranger, wondering if he was Johnny. He became all business and paid no attention to his female companions who were oblivious to Austin’s line of gaze.
 
   Trinity’s body tensed when she heard the stranger’s voice behind her. She could smell the soulless creature who had used this man’s body as a vessel and overtaken him. The tone of this stranger’s voice gave her chills that prickled down her spine.
 
   “Johnny, what can I get you?” the bartender asked, trying to sound happy to see him as his lips trembled in fear.
 
   “Is she here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “On the dance floor. She is wearing jeans and a sparkly black tank top. Her date is wearing a T-shirt that says ‘I fly with angels.’ Johnny, please, I don’t want any trouble. This is…”
 
   Johnny gave him a cold stare. The look was deathly enough to stop the bartender from talking. When Johnny stood up, Trinity raised her beer bottle and walked away.
 
   Austin spotted Trinity’s signal and the man approaching them. He was tall with silver hair. This man is Johnny, he thought. He looked harmless, but they all did. Austin eye’s followed Johnny’s gaze toward the dance floor. No doubt he was looking for Claudia. Austin bumped lightly into Holly and grabbed her so he could whisper in her ear. “He’s here. I’ll meet you in the Picasso VIP room. Take Patrick with you and be careful.”
 
   Holly purposely turned so Johnny could get a good look at her. Johnny scanned the floor, and when he saw Holly, he narrowed his eyes on her as if he had spotted his prey. Hunger seemed to course through him, like he wanted her. He needed to bring her to Aliah so he would be rewarded.
 
   Holly playfully pulled Patrick’s T-shirt, leading him off of the dance floor, weaving around moving bodies. Slowly, making sure that Johnny would follow, they entered a room. Johnny’s eyes never left the sight of Holly as he carefully followed her, keeping enough distance not to be noticed.
 
   Giving enough time for Holly and Patrick to settle in the room, Johnny thrashed the door open and entered with ten of his friends. He was baffled to see himself on the other side. The walls were completely covered in mirrors—even the ceiling. Finally, he spotted Holly and Patrick sitting on a sofa, pretending to be surprised. “You’ve entered the wrong room. You’ve interrupted a great make-out session!” Holly said out loud.
 
   Johnny ignored Holly’s remark. “Are you Claudia Emerson?”
 
   “That depends. Who’s asking?” Holly asked, standing up, hiding a small dagger behind her back.
 
   “Just answer the question,” Johnny demanded, feeling heavily annoyed.
 
   “Are you as dumb as you look? Prosterno totus sic quo hic malum, tot sic quo hictela enim niteo,” Holly said, gleaming with pride.
 
   “Destroy all that is evil, so that which is good may flourish?” Johnny muttered what Holly had just said in Latin. His eyes grew big and his blood ran like a wild fire with revelation. “Get them!” he yelled.
 
   The bodyguards’ eyes rolled inside out, turning nothing but black as their swords magically appeared.
 
   “Fallen!” Patrick warned. He leaped on top of the sofa with his bow in his hands and speared a silver flame right through several of them. Ashes showered the room. One opened the door, trying to escape, only to see Austin and Trinity.
 
   “Surprise. Going somewhere?” Austin jabbed his bow through the fallen’s heart. The fallen was too shocked to make a sound and crumbled into ashes, then vanished without a trace.
 
   Holly threw her wig at one of the fallen, catching him off guard, and Patrick pierced an arrow into him. Then Holly flipped and landed on the center coffee table. She kicked one toward Patrick and he drove the bow into his gut. As Holly ducked a blow, she slipped and landed on the sofa. Johnny straddled her, ready to cut her throat, but Austin gripped Johnny’s shirt from behind and threw him against the mirror, shattering it into pieces. “Bad luck for you for a thousand years,” Austin smirked.
 
   A fallen picked up a broken piece of the mirror and jumped Austin from behind. Austin flipped forward to get him off his back, but the fallen jabbed him in the arm. Pain and anger pierced through Austin’s eyes as he stared at the fallen that had just wounded him. Johnny managed to pick up his sword and swung it at Austin. Austin ducked and blocked the other swing. Trinity shot multiple silver flames at Johnny, but he blocked them with his weapon.
 
   While Johnny became occupied with blocking Trinity’s flames, Austin took the opportunity to attack, staggering Johnny back a few yards when he punched him in the face. Then he trapped Johnny by placing his bow across his chest. The venators had eliminated all the fallen. As they stood in a whirl of ashes, they pointed the bows at Johnny with a look of triumph. The silver bolts were beaming and with a release of their fingers, all three would go right through his heart.
 
   “Who sent you?” Austin asked in a commanding tone.
 
   “You already know.”
 
   “I want to hear it from you.”
 
   “The one who seeks revenge shall triumph in victory.”
 
   “That’s a long name.” Austin snorted to his own remark. “Have you heard of Aliah?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Let me refresh your memory,” Austin said and punched him hard in the gut.
 
   Johnny led out a loud moan. “You know him now?” Austin asked, looking furious.
 
   “You can’t make me talk,” Johnny mumbled.
 
   Austin stretched out his hand to a shattered piece of mirror on the ground, willing it to him. With a twist of his wrist, he stabbed Johnny’s leg. “Yes, I can.”
 
   “Ahhh!” Johnny cried out in pain. Blood slithered down his leg, making his dark jeans even darker.
 
   “You’re in a mortal’s body. You’ll bleed like a mortal, so shall you die like one. You have one more chance, or you shall face my friends.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of death, nor am I afraid of you.”
 
   “Tough guy. Why don’t you tough this?” Austin drove the mirror into his gut. Blood gushed out, and Johnny’s face grew pale. He looked like he was going to faint. Unable to stand straight, he curled in, using Austin’s bow as a support.
 
   Austin slapped his face to get his attention. “Hey, Johnny. What’s your real name?”
 
   “It’s Johnny Walker, you fool,” he said softly with an angry tone.
 
   “Really. Why not call yourself Johnny Be Good instead?”
 
   Johnny didn’t answer. He was moaning in pain.
 
   “Just kill the poor bastard,” Trinity requested. “I want to get out of here.”
 
   “Trinity,” Johnny said weakly. “It’s nice to see you again.”
 
   Everyone glared at Trinity. “I knew him a long time ago. You know the details,” Trinity defended herself quickly. Then all eyes went back to Johnny.
 
   “Why don’t you just call him Johnny Pain for being a pain in the ass?” Patrick declared.
 
   “Now, I’m going to give you one last chance. What’s your name?” Austin asked slowly as if he was talking to someone incompetent. 
 
   “My name is Kyle and Aliah is going to rip you apart,” he mumbled as his eyes rolled back.
 
   “Well, Kyle. It’s your lucky day.” Austin took something out of his pocket that looked like a pill and shoved it into Kyle’s mouth. He punched him in the stomach, making Kyle gasp and swallow it. “You get to go home. You give Aliah a message for me. Let Claudia be,” his words softened as he said her name. “Go rot in Hell or else we’ll be coming. Do you hear me, Kyle? I don’t want to see your ugly face again or else you leave me no choice but to finish what I started. Believe me, you’ll be swimming in your blood.”
 
   “Enough talking,” Patrick said. “I don’t think he can hear you anymore. Did he swallow it?”
 
   “Yeah. He’ll lead us straight to Aliah.”
 
   “That’s if he hasn’t lost too much blood. Why did you have to stab him in the stomach?” Patrick asked.
 
   “I felt like it. He made me mad.” He wanted to kill Kyle. Kyle wanted to hurt Claudia, and that made Austin furious. He would hurt anyone who tried to hurt someone he cared deeply for, even if that person was his own kind.
 
   “Can we go now?” Holly asked in irritation.
 
   Austin dropped Kyle to the floor. “He should wake up before Black Velvet closes. Let’s go. I’m on watch tomorrow.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
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   I peered through the layers of my hair, which was cascading down my face. I looked up to see Michael’s heartfelt smile, warmer than the sun’s rays that escaped through the small opening from the blinds. “Merry Christmas,” he said. I must have slept in his arms all night. And that thought sent happy chills all over. “Merry Christmas,” I replied, snuggling into him as if I could snuggle even more.
 
   “You know Austin is on watch today, don’t you?” Michael asked through grinding teeth.
 
   “Yes,” I said flatly, waiting to see what he would say.
 
   “Just be careful. I don’t trust him. I don’t like the way he looks at you.” Michael gingerly ran his hand from my shoulders to the tip of my finger.
 
   “He looks at everyone that way,” I teased, trying to imagine Austin’s face and what it looked like when he looked at me.
 
   Michael didn’t say anything. He looked lost in his thoughts.
 
   “One more hug and a kiss before I leave,” he said, leaning down to press his lips on mine, but he missed as I backed away, realizing that he was about to leave without his gift.
 
   “Ouch. Rejection,” he muttered when I ducked to move away. I turned to him and gave him a sorry smile. “I want to give you your gift, and I need to give you Davin’s, Caleb’s, and Vivian’s too.”
 
   “You know we don’t celebrate birthdays and holidays.”
 
   “Yes, but they got me something, and it is customary to give something back.”
 
   “But I already have the only present I ever want. The only thing I need.”
 
   “This is different. You can’t say no; it’s rude. Anyway, it’s something small…something to remember me by.”
 
   “I don’t need any reminders.”
 
   I plopped down beside him on the bed and laid out two boxes in front of him. He hesitantly unwrapped the first box, took the gift out, and looked at it as if he didn’t know what it was.
 
   I took the scarf out of his hand and placed it around his neck. “It’s a scarf. I know you don’t really need one, but I knew it would look good on you.” And so it did.
 
   “I love it,” he said, as his eyes glistened.
 
   “I bought one for Davin, Caleb, and Vivian too. Actually, everyone has the same red scarf.”
 
   “They’ll love it.” He leaned over and kissed me on my forehead. Eyeing the second box, he opened it with a grin. He became frozen…didn’t move a muscle nor did he say a word. I got worried, but when I saw his eyes water up the way they did, my eyes did the same.
 
   He took it out gently, like he was holding something so delicate that if he moved the wrong way, it would break. It was a tiny picture frame on a hook with a picture of Michael and me. It was a little trinket that you could clip on a backpack or a purse. I reached for my backpack to show Michael. “See, I have one too.” I flipped it over. “I had this engraved. It says ‘M & C forever.’ And on the bottom, it says ‘Love knows no boundaries.’ Do you remember Davin’s words when both of you took me back to the campsite?”
 
   He nodded and looked at me with his deep brown eyes, like he had seen something wonderful for the first time. “Claudia, I will cherish this as long as I live.” His hand brushed my cheek, and he became quiet. He didn’t seem to know what to do with it except to hold it in his hand.
 
   “Here,” I pulled the loop of his jeans and clipped onto it. “This way, you won’t lose it, and I can just dangle on your pants.” I giggled. Then I became serious. “This way, you’ll never forget me, no matter how many years have passed. You can have it forever.” Don’t ever forget me, is what I wanted to say, but I couldn’t get the words out…I was afraid I might lose it. I became all tangled up inside, and my lips started to tremble. I opened my mouth to say something, but Michael started speaking.
 
   “I’ll find a way to keep us together, no matter what it takes. You’re my miracle, and I’ll never let you go. I pr…” He was going to say the word promise, but he didn’t, knowing how I felt about that word.
 
   I cuddled up to him as the beauty of his words pained me. We were lucky to have these moments, today, tomorrow, but not the future.
 
   “Austin is here,” he said, suddenly getting even more serious. “I’ll get the other boxes later. I have to stop by somewhere.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   Michael didn’t answer me. He raised me up and we headed toward the front door. I didn’t press my questions. We’d had an emotional moment, and I was about to let someone in that he despised.
 
   Michael opened the door. “Come in.” His tone was actually friendly.
 
   Austin looked surprised, waved his hand without a word, and walked in. “I used the front door. It’s just me today. I was planning on taking her to the Island if that’s okay. She’ll be safe there for sure. You okay with it?”
 
   Michael looked at Austin oddly, wondering why he was asking for his permission. “Sure. Long as you don’t keep her there against her will.” Michael looked at me for confirmation. I shrugged my shoulders with uncertainty.
 
   “No hot cocoa this time,” Austin said, looking a bit embarrassed then curling his lips to a half smile.
 
   “I’ll be back tonight. I’ll meet you at the Island,” Michael said, kissing me on my cheek. “You may want to bring an overcoat. It seems cold outside. No need for a white overcoat.” He was referring to Austin’s wings. Then he flung his wings open. I watched him take off and disappear into the dark clouds. When an explosion of lightning hit, I knew rain would come.
 
   Austin stood still, as if he was waiting for me to tell him what to do, so I took the initiative. “I’m going to call my mom first, and then I guess we can go.”
 
   He didn’t agree or disagree, his face casting no emotion as if his thoughts were a world away. As I was about to go to my bedroom, he spoke. “It’s Christmas. Would you like to visit your grandmother at the cemetery?”
 
   I stopped abruptly and stood still, as if he had born terrible news. The sting of his words rolled in, and my heart shriveled with pain. Why? She isn’t there. Why go there and be miserable? Why go there and have my heart ripped out again? I wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t come out.
 
   “We can stop by and get some fresh flowers. It will do you some good,” he said tenderly.
 
   Austin was right. It was Christmas and the least I could do was visit her, but I didn’t know if I could. Many people visit their passed loved ones and bring fresh flowers, but the thought never crossed my mind. In fact, it never did because I was too afraid, too scared of the pain, too scared to cry. But then I recalled the words she’d said to me in my dream; it was okay to feel the pain, it was okay to feel the hurt. I just had to let her go.
 
   I turned to face him with the realization that I could do this. I wasn’t alone. Austin would be with me. He was Gamma’s friend and now someone I could call my friend. After all, I had to trust him with my life. “Okay, let me call my mom, and then we can go.”
 
   He let out a triumphant smile and sat comfortably on the couch. “I’ll be right here.”
 
   Austin offered to pay for the fresh flowers, but I told him that if I didn’t pay for it, then it didn’t come from me. He smiled, amused by my words, and we headed to the cemetery. When I got out, there was a stifling gust of ice-chilled air that forced me to pull my overcoat tighter. It was a lot colder and windier up here on the hill.
 
   Austin led the way, and I hesitantly followed as tears swelled up. When we reached her burial site, he backed away, giving me space. My stomach cringed painfully, like I had eaten bad food, the acid bubbling, raising to the top and giving me a big lump in my throat.
 
   I glanced around, looking at the grass that now lay on top of her, and it made me think about her body underneath the ground. Though I knew that the soul that had been Gamma was somewhere else, it was hard to imagine her body down there. Kneeling, I placed the mixed bouquet of flowers right by her tombstone. I traced her name with my eyes and came to terms with the fact that she was gone.
 
   “Hi, Gamma,” I said softly. “I know that you’re really not in here, but I wanted to say Merry Christmas and give you this flower. You know it’s the first Christmas without you.” My lips trembled as I wiped my uncontrollable tears. “Christmas Eve, we would go to midnight mass together and you would let me open only one of your presents, and then I would open more presents the next day. You sure did spoil me, and Mom would get mad at you for giving me so much. You always did give me too much—too much of your love, kisses, and hugs. These are what I will hold on to. I promise to let you go, but I’ll never forget our times together. I promise you because you told me to in my dreams.”
 
   I slumped over the tombstone as if I could give her a hug. With that, I felt as if I could breathe. The hole in my chest felt better. I had thought I was going to lose it, but I kept my control. I didn’t know how long I had been in that position, but my legs were tired and cramped. Then I felt Austin’s arms. He pulled me up and held me tightly. “I’m sorry I made you come. I thought it would help you start healing.”
 
   My head still pressed into his chest, I shook my head. “No, I’m glad you made me come. Thank you.” My voice muffled into his shirt. Feeling multiple wet drops, I looked up and our eyes locked. Then I saw the Austin who had taken me to the hospital…the Austin who helped me the night Ryan attacked me. Even though he was assigned as my guardian angel, I knew he did it because he was a genuine good being. I had grown to accept his friendship and cared about him in a way that connected me to Gamma. When I was around him, for some reason or other, I felt close to Gamma, and it was very comforting.
 
   Austin looked at me the way Michael had described. Now I could see plain as day what he meant by not liking the way he looked at me. His eyes were luring, fighting something he desperately wanted to do. I didn’t know what to do, so I looked away. “Let’s go, please.” Then I felt his wings enclosing me in the middle of daylight, sheltering me from the rain. What if someone saw? But no one was around me and those who were at a distance didn’t pay attention to us. “How about your car?” I asked as the thunder boomed, making me feel uneasy.
 
   “I’ll get it later,” he said. And we were gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
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   Austin and I were transported to the Island of Eden. Immediately, I took off my overcoat as I saw the puffy clouds spread across the sky, looking like whipped cream on an ice cream sundae. The sun shone warmly, but with the combination of the soft, cool breeze, the weather was perfect. There was no evidence of any shield that surrounded this place, but I knew it was there.
 
   “You want to come in?” Austin asked, breaking my thoughts, opening the double doors—the same doors I had run out off when I tried to escape. I tried to stifle the unpleasant memories of that day when I’d found out who he was. “I have something for you.” He looked more excited than I did.
 
   “You got me a Christmas present?” I asked, sounding surprised. “Do you celebrate Christmas?”
 
   He looked at me as if I had asked him a question I should’ve known. “I mean,” I continued. “The alkins don’t celebrate anything, so I assumed the venators didn’t,” I said hesitantly.
 
   “We don’t. We don’t celebrate birthdays or holidays, just like the alkins. This is my first Christmas present I ever got for anyone.”
 
   “Oh, thank you,” I said humbly, feeling grateful and guilty for not giving him a gift.
 
   A big, red ribbon was placed on a bow, just like the ones the venators used for fighting but smaller. Was this for real? Was he playing a joke on me? Unsure of his intention, I asked another question. “Is this for me?” Then I thought, what a stupid question.
 
   He chuckled. “Yes. I just told you I had something for you, didn’t I?” he said, raising his brow, finding my question amusing. “I figured you needed something to protect yourself with. I don’t expect you to carry this with you…you couldn’t, but I will hold onto it just in case.”
 
   “It’s beautiful!” I commented, marveling at it. My heart pattered with elation. I wanted to jump up and down as I desperately tried to control my excitement. It was the color of silver with intricate designs and lines curling and intertwining like vines. It’s mine. I have a real weapon! Still mesmerized by it, I was afraid to place my hand upon it, as if it would disappear if I did. I continue to stare and I could feel Austin’s eyes glazing at my enjoyment.
 
   “So, what good is it when you can’t use it?” he said, moving it away from me.
 
   “You’re taking it back?” I asked, confused.
 
   “No, silly. I’m going to teach you how to use it,” he said, swinging the bow effortlessly, as if it was just a long twig.
 
   “You’re going to teach me how to shoot?” I mumbled a question, unable to believe his words.
 
   “Here.” Austin stood behind me, and his body touching mine reminded me of something, a feeling of déjà vu. He placed the bow in front of me, matching my body against his, so close I could feel his chest rise and fall, and I had to calm the feelings that surfaced from his nearness. He raised his hand to the double doors, and they opened as if the wind had done it. The timing was perfect as the wind blew my hair away from my face. Austin pulled his right hand up, holding mine, and pulled back from where the string would be on a normal bow. “Aim for the target. Steady…pull back slightly…aim…fire.” Then he let go. A silver flame shot out, darting far into the distance, heading toward the cliff until I could see it no more.
 
   “That was great!” I shouted with exhilaration, turning toward him. I thought he had backed away, so I practically threw myself on him as I turned. He had to hold me so I wouldn’t topple onto him. I became flushed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean…”
 
   “No worries. I have that kind of effect on women, I suppose.”
 
   I ignored his remark. Though I was embarrassed by what had just happened, it quickly dissolved as I was more overwhelmed with this magical object still in Austin’s hand. “Thanks.” I snatched the bow, turned away from him, and ran my fingers along the surface. The bow was light, yet so powerful. I couldn’t believe this was mine; it was surreal. To have this in my possession, something that I could use to defend myself and my friends, was unbelievable. Where were my manners? “Austin, thank you,” I said sincerely. “This was very thoughtful of you.”
 
   “See, I can be thoughtful…not so selfish.”
 
   There were no words to say except to give him a genuine smile.
 
   “Katherine and I talked it over. We thought it was a good idea for you to learn how to use one. After all, you are one of us. You might as well learn to defend yourself; however, Michael may disapprove, but I don’t care what he thinks,” he said bluntly, giving me an “I don’t care” look.
 
   Why would he disapprove? I thought. But I didn’t pursue his statement. Instead, I was more interested in my gift.
 
   “Can you show me again?”
 
   “Sure, after I give you few lessons, you’ll become an expert.”
 
   I didn’t know if I would be an expert, but I was determined. Whatever the power that was bestowed upon me, it was somewhere buried deep inside. What had once happened in the bathtub hadn’t happened again. Being useless was a feeling I didn’t want to have. This was a great way I could contribute, something I could use to defend myself and my friends.
 
   We went outside and shot at empty space at first. He stood behind me again, but this time I felt comfortable. While Austin continued to direct me, I was focused, determined.
 
   “Why, aren’t we a bit cozy?” Startled by her voice, I jerked away and the shot aimed sideways. I turned to see Michelle and Gracie standing by the double door.
 
   “Should we leave you two alone?” Gracie asked, smirking. “Is this like a date?”
 
   “Where’s Trinity?”Austin asked, looking irritated.
 
   “I don’t know. She told us to stay here. Unlike you, she trusts us,” Michelle said.
 
   “Stop playing around. Where is she? You know I can make you tell me the truth,” Austin challenged.
 
   “Okay. She said that she was going to meet Michael.”
 
   My face turned blood-shot red, and I didn’t know what to think of what she had just said. Michael told me he had something to take care of. I didn’t bother to ask because I wanted to trust him.
 
   “What are they doing?” Austin asked. “I don’t care about Michael, but I want to know what Trinity is up to.”
 
   “Why? What’s it to you?” Michelle teased. “You have a thing for her too?”
 
   I had never seen Austin move so fast. With fluid precision, he had Michelle pinned against the door, and his wings opened. Gracie stumbled back and banged her side against the other door. I ran toward where they stood but kept my distance. I didn’t know what I thought Austin would do with me standing by them, as if I could stop him.
 
   Michelle looked horrified at first, and then she gave a cunning smile. “I was just teasing,” she said playfully, expressing no emotion in her eyes.
 
   “I’ll ask you one last time.” Austin’s eyes pierced into Michelle, letting her know how serious he was.
 
   “Okay! Trinity has another lead. I think they went to check it out.”
 
   “Where does Trinity get her leads? How does she know so much about these demons?”
 
   “I don’t know; I’m not her friend. I don’t even like her. She has an attitude.”
 
   “Really, as if you don’t,” Austin said and released his hold. “Why don’t you and Gracie go to another room and stay the hell away from me?”
 
   “Hell is a long way.” Trinity walked into the room. “I had a lead and Michael offered to come with me. Is that okay with you?” Trinity glared at Austin and then at me.
 
   “You need to be with them at all times,” Austin said, referring to Michelle and Gracie.
 
   “I trust them…so should you.”
 
   “I don’t trust anyone. If you can’t do this one thing right, then I’ll ask someone else.”
 
   “Okay…feisty aren’t we? Just because you are Katherine’s son doesn’t mean you can order us around.”
 
   Katherine is Austin’s mother? There was a sudden uncomfortable silence in the room. Austin didn’t look at me. He looked upset with Trinity for revealing a secret he didn’t want me to know, but he didn’t refute her. Instead, he asked another question. “What did you and Michael find?”
 
   “Nothing,” she said with an astute smile. “We fooled around.” Then she stared me down and walked out of the room.
 
   Michelle and Gracie stormed out of the room after Trinity. “This is how they treat us,” Michelle muttered through her teeth. “After all that we have done for them.” I couldn’t hear the rest of her words as she walked out of the room.
 
   After they left, I turned to Austin. “Why are you so mean to them? Besides the obvious.”
 
   “Once a traitor, always a traitor; I don’t trust them. Just because they gave us information doesn’t mean we can trust them. Katherine saved Trinity because she has a special gift. As you know, every angel or nephilim has a special power, some more than others, especially if they were parented by a Twelve. All angels can heal to a certain degree, but Trinity can heal deathly wounds, except for the wounds inflected by the crystal. Holly, Patrick, and I don’t have a specific special power. Never mind them. They are nothing to me. Let’s concentrate on you.”
 
   I had many questions, but now was not the time to ask so I decided to wait.
 
   “Let’s move on to a real target,” Austin said. “See that rock?”
 
   I nodded. “That’s our target? But it’s too small.”
 
   “You can do it. You have to believe. The flame is an extension of your arm. Concentrate. Will it to that stone.”
 
   I waited for him to go behind me, but he didn’t. I turned to him. “Aren’t you going to help me?”
 
   He backed away. “Not this time. You’re ready to be on your own.” He smiled to give me confidence.
 
   “I don’t think…”
 
   “Nuh uh…no more talking. Just do it,” he commanded.
 
   Exhaling deeply from frustration, I placed my right leg behind me to give me balance. Then I pulled the imaginary arrow back as far as I could. Am I supposed to pull this far? I can do this! I narrowed my eyes to the target. Then I let go. Instead of watching the flame escape, I was pushed back by the force of whatever I did wrong and landed a few yards back, flat on my bottom.
 
   With lightning speed, Austin knelt down to my level. “Are you okay?” His lips curved slightly, holding back a smile, and I could tell by his expression he was desperately trying to hold back from laughing out loud.
 
   “I’m okay,” I said trying to get up. Austin gave me his hand and pulled me up. “I told you I wasn’t ready,” I said, rubbing my behind.
 
   “Someday, you’ll laugh about it, but I’ll laugh about it today.” Then he chuckled lightly. “Sorry, you should have seen yourself.”
 
   “And if I could, I’d rather not.”
 
   “Don’t pull back so far. You’re not ready for that kind of power.”
 
   “You should’ve warned me before you let me go, free to hurt myself.”
 
   He chuckled again. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I was too busy watching you move, enjoying myself.”
 
   Then he made me blush. “Again,” I said and picked up the bow. “You should watch yourself. For laughing at me, I may choose a bigger target next time,” I teased.
 
   “I’m too fast for you.”
 
   “I may be faster with enough practice,” I smiled, preparing myself for another round of practice. Many times I missed, but toward the late afternoon, I was much better.
 
   After practice, Austin took me to show me the rest of his place. It was not as big as I had thought. There were about ten rooms. One of the rooms was a meeting room, furnished with a round table and about twenty chairs. Though it was pretty empty, I was mesmerized by the colorful, stained-glass, high ceiling dome. The walls were adorned with huge oil paintings with the most beautiful golden, thick frames I had ever seen. When I spotted Katherine, Philip, Margaret, and Agnes, I realized the paintings were of the Twelve.
 
   Even though I was in the presence of the paintings and not their physical entities, I felt overwhelmed with awe. My blood pressure shot up too fast, and I found myself short of breath. It was almost like being star struck, just like the way I’d felt in front of Katherine when I first met her, but it was a hundred time worse. I looked at every painting carefully, noting the details, from the color of their hair to the color of their eyes. When I counted only eleven frames, I recounted to make sure.
 
   “There are only eleven,” Austin said, noting what I was doing.
 
   “These are the paintings of the Twelve. Why are there only eleven?”
 
   “The Twelve voted to take down Aden’s painting.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”
 
   Austin walked across to the other side of the room, and I followed behind. He pointed to a painting of a good-looking angel with dark brown hair and chestnut brown eyes.
 
   “His name was Zachariah. Aden killed him. This was before my time. I heard he was a great leader.”
 
   “Aden killed him,” I repeated his words as I looked carefully at his angelic face. His eyes reminded me of Michael’s. As I recalled Michael telling me that his father was one of the Twelve, I wondered if Zachariah could have been his father; and if he was, how heartbreaking it would be for Michael. I didn’t know which would be worse—knowing your father was dead or knowing your father was alive and didn’t care if you were his son or not.
 
   Austin continued. “They meet here, or sometimes they meet in Crossroads.” Austin led us out the door into the grand hall. “None of us spend much time here, except for me. It’s a place where I find comfort and peace. Though it’s used as a safe house, I kinda like to think this is my own,” Austin said, leading me to the kitchen. As we approached, the aroma swirled in my nose, and my stomach panged with hunger.
 
   The kitchen room was huge with an oak tree dining table that was off to the side. “Why don’t you eat dinner and I’ll meet you back in your room?”
 
   I saw the plate on the table and turned back to him. “You’re not eating?” I asked.
 
   “You know that I don’t need to eat…right? We eat for pleasure and for company and for no other reasons. I assumed you knew since the alkins don’t need to eat.”
 
   “I…I…yes, of course I knew,” I lied, now recalling how he barely finished his dinner at Patty’s birthday party. “Where are you going?” I asked timidly.
 
   “To talk to those girls.” He must have seen the worried expression on my face. “Don’t worry, I‘m not that mean. I just do things to let them know I’m serious when they don’t cooperate.”
 
   “Okay,” I said softly and nodded, reassuring him that I trusted him. I was surprised at myself for being disappointed that he didn’t join me for dinner and left me here by myself. But I brushed off the feeling and sat down to eat my dinner.
 
   After I ate, I walked around the pebbled grounds to where the cliff lay ahead. Day had turned to night, and the thousands of stars glistened brightly. They felt so close, as if I could extend my arm and touch them, just like how I felt when Michael and I flew that night. The full moon cast a horizontal glow across the ocean, and the ocean sparkled like shimmering crystals. The ambiance was serene, and it caused me to take a deep breath to smell the crisp, clean air.
 
   When I approached the cliff, I felt a sting of warning, telling me to back away. Many times I tried to overcome my fear of heights, but it was hopeless. I don’t think it’s something you can teach yourself; it’s in you. Your body reacts to it no matter how hard you try and no matter what you say to yourself. Just as I was wondering why I felt this way, I heard footsteps.
 
   “Do you see Orion?”
 
   I let out soft giggle. “Yes. The great hunter.” I recalled that night at camp when he’d told me about the myth of Orion.
 
   “Here, you can see all sorts of constellations. The stars in the sky are divided into eighty-eight constellations, and you can see all of them. The brightest constellation is Crux. The constellation with the greatest number of visible stars in it is Centaurus, but the largest constellation is Hydra. Am I boring you?”
 
   “Nah, go on. I like to hear about them. They are fascinating,” I said as I marveled at their beauty and sat down, tucking my knees to my chest. Then Austin sat down beside me.
 
   “There are twelve zodiac constellations. Your birthday is…”
 
   As if I knew his question, I said, “October. I’m a Scorpion.”
 
   “I see. You remember me telling you that Scorpius is the beast which finally killed Orion?”
 
   “Yes, I remember. Don’t worry. I’m not going to kill you…maybe,” I teased.
 
   “Remember, I’m faster,” he winked.
 
   “We’ll see,” I joked back. “Did Michael tell you when he would come for me?”
 
   “No. I thought he would’ve been here by now. He’s just running a little late…I think.”
 
   “Hmmm,” I said and changed the subject. “Do you think that the stars are really angels’ souls?” I asked, thinking of Gamma.
 
   “Did someone tell you that?”
 
   “Gamma told me to look up at the stars so that I know I’m not alone.”
 
   Austin paused. “I do know that only spirits are the elements that actually go to a place humans call Heaven. We’ve been told that the stars are Earth angels’ souls. Earth angels are special because they are the ones that live among humans. They have a deeper connection with them. When an Earth angel passes away, they are split into two: one part is a soul that turns into a star and stays there as a reminder to humans that there are greater beings watching out for them. A reminder that when all hope is lost there is a light at the end of the tunnel and that they are not alone.”
 
   I closed my eyes, consuming his words. Tears welled up, and I desperately held them back from falling. I looked at the stars and called Gamma in my heart. How I missed her. And all the Earth angels up in the sky, watching over us and giving us hope even after death, thank you, I said from my heart and soul.
 
   Then I changed the subject. “Why didn’t you tell me that Katherine is your mother?”
 
   Austin looked surprised by my question, took a deep breath, and spoke. “It wasn’t important. And I didn’t want you to treat me differently because my mom is one of the Twelve. You understand, don’t you?”
 
   I didn’t understand why he would keep it secret, but now I understood his reasoning because there was a part of me that felt like I had to give him a bit more respect. Then I thought I should have put two and two together and known that Austin was a child of one of the Twelve since he had wings. Descendents of the Twelve have wings. “I guess it would be like you telling me that you are the prince of England. So, what’s it like?”
 
   “Patrick and Holly already know so they don’t treat me any different. I don’t have any human friends except for Andrew, and Andrew doesn’t have a clue as to what I am. It has its advantages and disadvantages. Let’s talk about something else. It’s a boring topic.”
 
   Knowing he felt uncomfortable, I focused the subject about his friend. “Andrew is your only friend?”
 
   “Holly and Patrick are my friends too. Katherine found Holly and Patrick at an orphanage. When a nephilim turns eighteen, something happens to them. Their body makes something similar to a cocoon, like a moth does, and they are encased in it. While inside, their body structure changes; they become much stronger and faster. After they break out, they are reborn. If you are a descendant of one of the Twelve then the layers of cocoon forms itself into wings. Can you imagine if this happened to you, how scared you would be?”
 
   “I didn’t…I mean …” I didn’t know what to say. I was astonished because it sounded so unbelievable.
 
   “That’s because you’re special. You have the Holy Spirit soul. And Gamma made your body believe that you are one hundred percent pure human. Katherine goes searching for nephilim. She tries to find them before the transformation takes place and before the fallen get to them. With her power to feel emotions, she can tell if a being is different. There were many incidents where these children went to the dark side, became a fallen, or afterwards, committed suicide out of madness. We don’t know how many are out there or if any are left at all. Holly and Patrick don’t know it, but Katherine and I believe they are Aden’s offspring.”
 
   I sucked in my breath with shock and gasped at the thought. “They don’t know?”
 
   “Nor will they ever know. You must keep this a secret.”
 
   I nodded sincerely. “But how do you know?”
 
   “Holly and Patrick have wings. When you are born from the Twelve, you have more power, strength, and you have wings. But for some reason, I guess you can say it’s genetic, Michael’s powers are unique and different. I hate to admit it, but he is special.”
 
   “Yes, he is,” I agreed. Austin didn’t like my response, and I heard him huff.
 
   “Do you have any information of Michael’s parents?” I asked, wondering if Austin knew since he seemed to know many secrets.
 
   “No, I don’t. You have to remember that Michael was born many centuries ago. They were the first of their kind, half human and half angel. That is why they are called alkins—meaning the first generation of nephilim. Though I am half as well, we use the term nephilim, but we call ourselves venators because we are trained to be demon hunters. There is a handful of nephilim being trained by Katherine.”
 
   “There are? I didn’t see them.”
 
   “You don’t know because it’s on a need to know basis. They are being trained in Nubilus City, but you don’t know that…okay?”
 
   “Hmmm…I see. You’re telling me lots of secrets I can dangle over your head,” I warned playfully.
 
   “Dangle all you like; I’m already under your command.”
 
   I let out a nervous laugh. Then I changed the subject. “Are there many demons?”
 
   “We don’t know how many, but I’ve killed many of them. And there are still many out there.”
 
   “So the three of you go looking for these demons?”
 
   “You need to add one more—your favorite person, Trinity,” he smirked as I rolled my eyes. “Sometimes we do. It’s quite dangerous. You should come with us one day.”
 
   “Nah,” I shook my head. “I’ll stay in my comfort zone.”
 
   “You would, wouldn’t you, my sheltered one?” he said, letting out a short laugh.
 
   “It’s beautiful and peaceful here,” I said, redirecting the conversation.
 
   “I’ve only shown you the inside. Someday, I’ll take you around the Island. I’ll show you the Tree of Knowledge. You know about the Tree of Knowledge, don’t you?”
 
   “The one and only Tree of Knowledge? The one where the serpent convinced Adam and Eve to take the first bite?” I asked, beyond excited.
 
   “Yup. The Tree of Knowledge was located in the Garden of Eden. It still remains there, except you could say it’s located on the Island of Eden now.”
 
   “Sure, I would love to see it,” I replied.
 
   “It’s getting late. You can go back to your room and sleep while you wait for him or…you can rest your head on my shoulder and fall asleep while you look up at the stars.”
 
   “I’d rather look up at the stars.” I rested my head on his shoulder, gazing at the dazzling lights. After a while, I was fighting to keep my eyes open, but it was getting late and still he didn’t show.
 
   “He’ll come.” Austin said, sensing my concern. “He has no sense of time. He’s not so perfect, you know.”
 
   I giggled and thought about Gamma and Mom.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
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   When Claudia rested her head against Austin’s shoulder, his heart went flaccid, and he felt like he was swallowed up by her. How she made him feel vulnerable and weak by her touch, he could not explain, nor did he want to. As he jabbered away about the constellations, she started to glide lower and curled her body into him. She must have been extremely exhausted, he thought. She wouldn’t usually have snuggled up to him like that. Unsure if she felt cold from the breeze, he draped his wing completely around her and savored the moment, having her here alone with him.
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   Michael transported to Island of Eden and found himself standing behind Austin and Claudia. The countless stars sparkled across the night sky, and the moon glistened across the water in the darkness. A romantic spot, Michael thought as his eyes pierced through Austin’s wings. Claudia’s head was resting on Austin’s lap. He felt a little sting of jealousy running through his veins, seeing her comforted by his embrace, especially at the thought of them sharing this breathtaking view together. But he knew better than to worry; she loved him. A part of him wondered if she cared about Austin more than even she knew. After all, they did spend time together and Austin was very smooth with the ladies, or so he was told.
 
   “You’re late,” Austin challenged.
 
   “You didn’t put up your shield?” Michael asked, but his tone sounded more reprimanding.
 
   “I knew you were on your way. You don’t want to be blocked out like the last time, do you?” Austin mocked, gloating.
 
   “Next time, knowing I would come or not, put up that shield. What are you going to do, fight by yourself?”
 
   “Don’t forget about the watchers behind me. You do remember them, don’t you?”
 
   “Not enough…doesn’t matter. You need to take all precautions, especially when it comes to Claudia’s safety.”
 
   “What are you, my mother?” Austin huffed. “I’ve been around long enough to know what I need. Don’t tell me what to do. Anyway, you’re late,” Austin reminded him again.
 
   “No need to remind me. I was following a demon.” Michael now stood in front of them.
 
   “Better late than never I suppose. You seem to be doing that quite often these days. Found anything?” Austin’s eyes met his.
 
   “Someone has to. And I think you are putting a lot of trust in Michelle and Gracie. I saw them talking to a demon. I followed them but came up empty-handed.”
 
   “It is not I who trust them. I don’t trust anyone except for my close friends. And you’re not one of them.”
 
   “It doesn’t concern me if you trust me or not. When it comes to Claudia’s safety, I need to take matters into my own hands.”
 
   “Venators work together. We call it teamwork.” 
 
   “You’ve worked together for many centuries. This is our first assignment, our first time out of Crossroads.”
 
   “It must kill you that you can’t be with her, as I can.”
 
   Michael didn’t say a word. The day would come when he would have to leave her. “I’ll find a way,” he muttered. “even if I’m damned to Hell. I’ll find a way to be with her.”
 
   “I guess Hell will have to wait.” Austin carefully gathered his wings, revealing Claudia fast asleep.
 
   Michael overflowed with love and excitement at the sight of her.
 
   “She is a lot stronger than you think.” Austin stood up effortlessly and gingerly placed Claudia in Michael’s arms.
 
   As Michael drew her into his body, he released a light sigh. How he had missed her, and a feeling of belonging and comfort rushed through. “I know.” Then Michael gingerly enclosed her with his wings. He looked at Austin with a quick smile to say thanks and laughed to himself as he prepared to say something he knew would throw Austin off. “Peace out,” Michael said, leaving Austin speechless from his words.
 
   Austin gave a short snort and shook his head.
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   Gently, Michael lay her down on her bed. When he reached over for her blanket, his eyes fell on his T-shirt. Chuckling, he guided her hands, crossing one arm over it. Tenderly, he stroked her hair and her cheeks. “Te amo,” he whispered into her ears. Michael walked to her desk, picked up a piece of paper and pen, and started writing.
 
    
 
   My dearest Claudia,
 
   I am sorry I was late. I have a meeting with Margaret, so I won’t be here when you awake. I love you with every beat of my heart, and if my heart stops beating, I’ll love you still.
 
   In my heart, in my soul—M
 
    
 
   Then he sat back on the side of her bed and gave her a feather-light kiss on her lips. He snapped his head to the right, sensing a presence. “Good to see you, Davin,” Michael said, knowing he was right behind him.
 
   “Good to see you too, Mr. Houdini.”
 
   “Who done what?”
 
   Davin let out a chuckle. “No. Mr. Houdini. The greatest magician, who could make himself disappear. I stumbled upon it when searching through the net.”
 
   “Oh,” Michael said lightly. “Big deal. I can make myself disappear.”
 
   Davin chuckled again. “You know it’s not the same.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Davin sensed Michael’s foul mood. “You know you don’t have to do things yourself. We are here to help you.”
 
   “I know, but sometimes a situation presents itself and I can’t wait. You understand, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I do. I’ll never doubt you.”
 
   “Thanks. I appreciate that. But I’ll tell you something.”
 
   Davin sat on Claudia’s chair, making himself comfortable. “I’m all ears. What’s going on?”
 
   “I don’t trust Michelle and Gracie. I saw them talking to a demon, but I couldn’t hear their conversation. Then afterwards, I tried to follow the demon, but I think it knew it was being followed.”
 
   “Maybe they were just trying to get information?”
 
   “Perhaps, but though I know they were told to get information and lure a demon to find Aliah’s hideout, something doesn’t add up. Aliah couldn’t have taken the death crystal when he was cast away. Someone gave it to him. That is my theory.”
 
   “Are you going to confront them with this information?”
 
   “No. I need to track them longer. Austin and Trinity take turns watching over them; I’ll ask Trinity to see what she can find out.”
 
   “Can you trust Trinity?”
 
   “Yes,” Michael said with certainty.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “If Katherine can trust her, then so can I. I don’t see any reason why I shouldn’t.”
 
   “I’m just asking…that’s all. And if you can, then so shall I. Margaret told me to come and get you. I suppose she’ll be keeping you up to date.
 
   “I suppose,” Michael said wearily. Not wanting to leave, Michael exhaled a deep breath. “I better go. You take good care of her.”
 
   “You know I will. Now give me a hug before you leave.” Davin leaned in for a hug.
 
   “What? A hug?” Michael asked, chuckling.
 
   “You know, when you put your arms around me.”
 
   “I know what a hug is. It’s just that…” 
 
   Michael didn’t get to finish his words. Davin dove in for a quick hug. “Now, that wasn’t so bad was it? You be careful too, and keep us informed.”
 
   “I’ll try to telepathically tell you next time, but it isn’t my strongest point. Not only that, the demons can pick up on the vibes, and they will know someone is watching them.”
 
   “Okay. But do try your best. Oh, before I forget. You need to ask Claudia to the Valentine’s dance before some other guy asks her.”
 
   “A Valentine’s dance? And what other guy?”
 
   “During winter break, I snooped around school to see if there were any signs of Nicholas, which there weren’t. I saw students posting flyers about it. I looked it up. It’s a day where loved ones celebrate each other. The day is named after a Christian martyr named Saint Valentine. Though there are several legends regarding this man, I’ll tell you the one I like. So the story goes …when Emperor Claudius II decided that single men made better soldiers than those with wives and families, he outlawed marriage for young men. Hmmm…sounds like us…sort of. Anyway, Valentine defied Claudius and performed marriages for the young lovers in secret. When he was discovered, Claudius ordered that he be put to death. What a jerk! So, while in prison, he fell in love with the jailor’s daughter, who visited him during his confinement. Before his death, he wrote her a letter and signed ‘From your Valentine,’ and apparently, that expression is still in use today. They even have a dance because of him. Way to go, Valentine. So…you going to the dance or not?”
 
   “Oh. You know I don’t like to attend those things, but I will for Claudia if she wants to go.”
 
   “Dude…”
 
   “Dude? Have you forgotten my name?” Michael gave Davin a confused look.
 
   Davin chuckled. “Dude means like ‘hey’ or something you call another guy.”
 
   “Oh.” Michael furrowed his brows and opened his mouth to continue.
 
   Davin spoke before Michael had a chance to say anything else. “You need to ask her, but you have to make it special. And the other guy…that would be me. You know how I love to shake it.”
 
   Michael frowned at Devin, even knowing Davin was joking. “Okay. Got it. Thanks for letting me know. It’s difficult to keep everything straight—Claudia’s schedule and trying to catch these demons. More so because humans’ lives are too complicated; there is so much going on.”
 
   “Lucky you have me,” Davin reassured and smacked Michael hard on the back.
 
   Michael gave Davin an annoyed look. He didn’t appreciate the smack. Then he gazed his eyes on Claudia who was fast asleep, taking one last mental picture of her. His heart felt utterly heavy as he disappeared.
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   Aliah looked down at his hazy reflection. He saw a face with strong, high cheekbones and supple lips and eyes, blue as the perfect cloudless sky. How beautiful, he thought, as he saw himself right before he had become a fallen. Then, with a blink of his eyes, he saw his true reflection. His face looked thin and bony, his lips only a thin line, and his eyes cold and dark like the deathly storm. Looking beyond, his eyes focused on his once alabaster, glorious wings, now wilted and pallid with a mixture of gray and black, looking more pathetic then majestic.
 
   Anger pounded through him so fast that without thinking, he slapped the water to see no more. “Ahhh!” he shouted in pain as the acid sizzled on his fingers, and as his body performed its healing magic, he turned as he sensed a presence. “Stupid demons. Why do their tears have to be acidic?”
 
   “You trapped them in the walls of this cave, you remember?” the visitor said, surprising Aliah.
 
   “That was many lifetimes ago. They are still trapped. Hopefully, soon they will be released. They would have to possess mortal souls to become strong again. One step at a time, I suppose. First I need to find a way to get them out. It’s too bad you can’t. Your soul is almost as dark as mine. But…what a nice surprise! I thought you would no longer be contacting me. Did you come to give me your healing crystal? You do remember I gave those to all of you.”
 
   “Yes, I remember. I will keep mine since it was a gift not just from you but from all the Royal Council members. You should have given us two each…then I would give you my spare one. Now you’ll have to steal one,” the visitor insisted. “I wanted to stop by to make sure the plan is succeeding.”
 
   “Indeed it is,” Aliah smirked. “Soon, they’ll believe she is a traitor. They will point their blame on her.”
 
   “And how are you going to do this?” he asked.
 
   “You shall see.”
 
   The visitor’s wings closed, revealing Kyle, who was in the clutch of the visitor’s hand. Kyle was dreadfully wounded; the wounds that were inflicted by Austin were badly infected. The visitor tossed Kyle in front of Aliah. “This is your plan?” the visitor asked angrily. “If you cannot control your demons to do our task, then I will get someone else!”
 
   “Don’t threaten me. I am your superior! Need I remind you that you are part of my plan? I can get rid of any plan if I so wish…you understand?” Aliah huffed in fury.
 
   “Yes.” The visitor’s head lowered meekly.
 
   “Now, what shall I do with you?” He looked at Kyle with discontentment. Kyle had shamed him and made him look like a fool. This he could not forgive. “I told you not to disappoint me again. I don’t give second chances. It’s a good thing I have Nicholas who is reliable.”
 
   “You may want to get rid of him,” the visitor suggested, indicating Kyle. “He has swallowed a pill. It’s like a tracking device where we can monitor his movement. The venator must have made him swallow it so that they could track him to you.”
 
   “What?!?! These weaklings have no idea of the power and strength I hold in the Betweens. Let them find me. I’ll kill all of them!”
 
   Then Aliah turned to Kyle, who was slithering away, trembling. “Master, the fallen were too weak. We were ambushed. They knew we were coming. Someone…”
 
   Before Kyle could finish, Aliah hurled him into the pool of water. The visitor turned away, unable to witness Kyle melting and crying out for help. His body sizzled into nothing but bones, and then disappeared.
 
   Feeling disgusted, Aliah turned to the visitor. “I need more death crystals.”
 
   “I can’t give you any more. Since they know you got a hold of them, they’re heavily guarded.”
 
   “Find a way,” Aliah heaved. “I need more.”
 
   “You’ll just have to gather more fallen to help you. Like I said before, it is impossible. If I could, I would. I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.”
 
   Aliah sighed furiously with irritation. “Were you able to find Aden’s sword at least?”
 
   “Yes,” the visitor said proudly.
 
   “Do they know it’s not in their possession?”
 
   “No, not yet. And I’ll make sure they point the blame on one of the alkins.”
 
   “Very well. Proceed as planned,” Aliah said. Then he vanished.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
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   It was the first day back to school after winter break. I was distracted by the Valentine’s dance posters—so was everybody else. I wondered if I would be going. The venators decided to keep their eyes on me from a distance since the demons showed no movement, and they could not find a way to get close to one. But every once in awhile, Austin would bump into me between classes to make sure I was fine or to say something to make me laugh. It almost felt like everything was back to normal. Vivian was on watch after school, and I could not wait to see her.
 
   After I settled my backpack and myself inside my room, I plunked on my bed to do homework and anxiously waited for her. Intensely focused on my work, I hadn’t noticed anyone inside my room until I looked up, wondering where Vivian was. I snapped myself up on my bed when I was startled by the sight of Trinity.
 
   “I’m sorry. Did I scare you?” she said so tenderly that her tone was believable.
 
   I wondered how long she had been there just staring at me. “I…I…was expecting Vivian or…” I wanted to say someone else besides you.
 
   “Vivian asked me to keep an eye on you. She had a few things to do.”
 
   Like what? I wanted to say, but didn’t. “Oh,” I said, feeling extremely awkward. “Well, I’d better get to my studies. I have a quiz tomorrow.” I didn’t wait for her response. I focused my eyes on the first available notebook.
 
   “Actually, I’m supposed to take you to Michael, unless you’d rather study.”
 
   I flashed my eyes to hers. “Where is Michael?” I asked, wondering why he wasn’t here himself. Then I wondered if he had something special planned for us; but why would he ask Trinity? Unless, he wanted to prove to me she didn’t care about him. “Where are we going?”
 
   “It’s a surprise.” She opened her beautiful, pearl white wings and gestured for me to go to her.
 
   I took a couple of steps toward her, and she spoke again. “You know you can’t be with him, don’t you?”
 
   I stopped abruptly, staggered by the sudden difference in her tone, and gazed into her eyes, asking for further explanation.
 
   “It’s hopeless to think that you have a future together.” She swiftly folded her wings to closed, and I stood there listening to what she had to say, even though I didn’t want to. “I mean, he can’t even be here with you. You’ll grow old with wrinkles, and he will remain his youthful age forever. Do you think he’ll still want you then? Have you thought of that?”
 
   “I don’t see how this is any of your concern,” I replied with an even tone, though I was brewing inside with anger.
 
   “You’re right. It’s none of my concern; however, I just wanted you to remember…just in case Michael forgot to tell you. I don’t know how much he has shared with you. After all, I know him better than anyone,” she smirked.
 
   I didn’t want to talk to her anymore. She was furiously irritating me. How could Michael send her to get me when he knew exactly how I felt about her?
 
   “I just want to remind you that in the end, you’ll end up hurting him, so you should let him go. I’m not saying this so that he’ll run back to me. I’m worried that he’ll be damned. Don’t you care about his soul?”
 
   I couldn’t believe what she was saying, but she was right. “Yes, of course,” I answered quickly.
 
   “Then set him free. Michael doesn’t think about himself, nor does he think about the consequences of his actions. He follows his heart, and that alone gets him in whole lot of trouble.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can let him go,” I said and immediately regretted sharing my feelings with her. I didn’t need to explain anything to her. I should just keep my mouth shut, I thought.
 
   “I didn’t think you could, but you are quite selfish. You don’t think about anyone else except for yourself,” she huffed and then crossed her arms.
 
   My mouth dropped as my eyes rolled in aggravation. She had no idea who I was, and it felt like a slap on my face for her to think that I was selfish. Then I thought am I being selfish to hold onto Michael when I know our relationship is forbidden? Will he be damned to Hell forever because of me?
 
   When she realized I wasn’t going to say another word, she opened her wings again. “Come on; let’s go. I don’t have all day.”
 
   I didn’t move. She let out an irritated sigh. “Don’t worry. I won’t drop you, I think…unless you’re heavy,” she laughed wickedly.
 
   I couldn’t tell by her tone of voice if she was serious or teasing. Either way, I was sensing warning signs, but I had no choice. If she was going to do whatever with me, she had the strength to do so.
 
   We ended up on a mountain that had an entrance to what looked like a cave. I didn’t know where I was, nor had I ever seen this place before. I wondered if this place was actually located on Earth or somewhere between.
 
   “Come on,” Trinity lured. “Don’t want to keep him waiting.”
 
   It was dark, but there was just enough light that I could see the path, slanting downwards. I followed behind her, trudging along, hearing nothing but my own steps, grinding on the pebbled ground. The cool air made me shiver, or maybe it was just that I was scared. I tried to stay calm by telling myself that if Michael and the venators trusted her, I could too, even though I thought she was two-faced and conniving. In order to wash away my fright, I tried to think of the surprise Michael had waiting for me, but the further I walked in, the faster my heart hammered with fear, and the dreadful foul odor that smelled worse than the gym made me think twice of Trinity’s intention of bringing me here.
 
   When we finally reached the center of the cave, there was a pool of water. It was odd to see such a thing, but it was mesmerizing to see the colors that were reflecting the light, beaming from high above. While I was looking around, I came to a dead stop when I saw Vivian. My instinct told me to run, so I did. As I ran for my life, thoughts of Vivian flashed through my mind and guilt settled in hard. How can I just leave her, I thought. I knew Trinity could stop me, so I stopped.
 
   She yanked my shirt and spun me around. “Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   Out of breath, I looked squarely into her eyes. I was not about to let her intimidate me. “Let Vivian go. I’m the one you want, not her.” Vivian’s hands were bound against the wall with the same cuff that the venator had used to bind the alkins. Her eyes were wide, blazing with anger. She couldn’t make a sound. Her mouth was bound too.
 
   “Don’t worry about her. If I were you, I would worry about myself.” She dragged me toward Vivian.
 
   “What do you want from me?” I yelled and tried to release myself from her.
 
   “Don’t worry. I don’t want your soul. I just want you dead. When you are gone, there will be no reason for Aliah and the other demons to come after you. And then there is this issue with Michael. Once you are gone, Michael will come running back to me. It’s the perfect plan,” she smirked.
 
   “It would have been a perfect plan, but too bad it won’t work,” Davin said, approaching us with the venators and the alkins.
 
   Trinity hooked her left arm around my chest and held a small dagger against my neck. “Don’t take another step!” She looked bewildered. “How did you find me?” They stopped abruptly. 
 
   “I told them where you might be,” Michelle gloated. “This is one of Aliah’s hide outs. How do you know about this place?”
 
   “I’m not working for him if that’s what you are insinuating.”
 
   Michael stepped forward. “Trinity, don’t do this. Let Claudia go and I will be yours.”
 
   I knew he was just saying those words to save me, but his words stung like a knife through my heart.
 
   “Michael, do you think I’m a fool? As long as she is alive, you’ll never want me.”
 
   “No, that’s not true. I was guarding her, pretending to have feelings for her. I was lost without you. She is just a replacement. Now that I know you still care enough for me to go to this length of trouble, I know that we belong together.” He took several steps closer, reaching out to her with such a look of soft passion in his eyes that even I was almost convinced.
 
   “I…I…want to believe you, but I can’t.” Her dagger pricked my skin, and I felt a sharp pain. I could feel blood oozing from my neck.
 
   Michael’s eyes displayed no emotions. Solely focusing on Trinity, he said, “Do you remember when we used to talk about our plan to escape Aden and how we could build our lives somewhere Between?”
 
   “Yes. But that is gone now. I thought you were dead. Do you know how much it hurt thinking you were dead and that I was never going to see you again? And to see you with her is even a thousand times worse.”
 
   “Trinity, I thought you were dead too.” Michael reached out his hand, closing the gap between us. “You and I can go find our Between and start our lives together.”
 
   The venators and alkins dispersed around the cave. I couldn’t see them anymore from my skewed point of view.
 
   Trinity’s hold on me was less tense. Her heart rate that had been accelerated had finally found a normal beat. Then she spotted Patrick lunging toward her. She swiftly jerked backward with a tighter grip on me. “I told you not to come. Now you just…” She didn’t finish her words. Her eyes grew wide, pierced with fear, looking behind Michael to see white demons gravitating forward with Mr. Cain—Nicholas.
 
   “Not again. How many girlfriends did you have, Caleb?” Davin wisecracked.
 
   “Apparently too many,” Caleb replied, half joking, but he obviously felt nervous from the last attack, remembering how long it took him to recover. 
 
   “Ahhh…what a happy reunion.” Nicholas clapped his hands. “You’ve done well, Trinity. But I’m a little bit disappointed that you didn’t tell me you were coming today. You have betrayed me. And for that, you shall be punished.”
 
   All eyes were on Trinity. Her betrayal ripped through the venators’ hearts.
 
   “Didn’t I tell you to take your stretched out marshmallows back to hell?” Austin said.
 
   “How could you, Trinity?” Holly’s eyes filled with betrayal and hurt. “I trusted you.”
 
   “Trinity… no,” Patrick said out loud.
 
   “I…I didn’t…just wanted…” She didn’t get a chance to finish. Nicholas pointed at us and the white demons charged in full force.
 
   Trinity moved the dagger away from my neck, and it magically became longer. With her hold still around my chest, she fought the demons. Austin came from behind her and demanded her to release me. Instead of doing so, she attacked him. Then we were surrounded by the demons. The venators and the alkins were encircled by them too.
 
   “Trinity!” Nicholas called, “give me Claudia and I’ll spare your life.”
 
   “Very tempting, but you need to spare one more…Michael. You let us go, then you can have the rest.”
 
   “You’re dead,” Holly said to Trinity. “I’m coming after you.”
 
   Trinity looked down, shamefully, knowing she had lost her only friend.
 
   Austin took this opportunity and managed to place his bow on Trinity’s neck. “Let go of her. And release the bond on Vivian,” he demanded.
 
   Trinity had no option but to do as she was told. Austin pulled me to him and flew us to the back of the cave, behind some boulders. 
 
   “Here…take this and defend yourself next to me.”
 
   It was my bow. “I…thanks,” I said and held onto it tightly, hugging it, afraid to move.
 
   “Claudia. I’m right here. Shoot anything that comes close to you,” Austin directed.
 
   I stood nervously with the bow in my hand, wondering if I could summon up the courage to even shoot it, let alone aim it correctly.
 
   I peered past Austin to see Michael fighting alongside the alkins and the venators, but he turned his head every so often.
 
   “Where’s Claudia?” Michael yelled. I wanted to tell him I was safe, but the words wouldn’t come out. I was afraid to attract any attention.
 
   “Austin has her,” Davin replied while cutting off the white demon’s claws.
 
   “Where’s Trinity?” Holly asked lunging forward. “I don’t see her.”
 
   I was so busy watching them that I hadn’t noticed a few demons approaching. In fear of them finding me, my heart thumped too fast for me to catch my breath. Austin dashed out in front with his bow, shooting out the silver flames. I didn’t want to sit there hugging my bow, so I tried to build up the courage to fight back. What was the point of the lessons and what was the point of even having a bow if I was too chicken to use it? 
 
   I stepped out to the left and shot the closest demon. The silver flame bolted through its body. It snapped its head to me and charged in anger. As I thought my stomach would burst from fright, I focused the flames to its dreadful claws. Unbelievably, it pierced right through the claws and the demon sizzled to the ground. I couldn’t believe I had actually killed one.
 
   Feeling elated, I quickly got ready to shoot another one. But I became distracted when I heard Michael’s urgent voice inside my head telling me to hide behind the boulders. It was more of a command than a request. Then like a rush of heat, I felt a warm sensation run through my body. My hands felt hot and tingly, like the feeling when your legs fall asleep. It was the same feeling I’d felt in the bathtub. Startled, the bow slipped out of my hands. Michael must have spotted me because the next thing I knew, he was standing in front of me.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
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   Demons and fallen surrounded Michael. He could see Claudia from a distance, holding one of the venators’ bows, ready to face her enemies. How did she get one? he thought angrily. He knew it would be impossible to intervene so he would have to get there as fast as he could. Claudia managed to eliminate one. Michael was so proud of her for being brave but also thought how impulsive she was to risk her life the way she did. There were plenty of angels protecting her, but he knew she was too stubborn to follow anyone’s orders.
 
   Concentrating on her and blocking attacks at the same time, he telepathically commanded her to hide behind the boulders. She didn’t respond; instead, her eyes revealed a look of shock, and she didn’t move back to guard herself from an incoming blow. Her hands were clasped together and the bow was on the ground. 
 
   With a swift motion, Michael stood in front of Claudia, shielding her from the demon. “Claudia, move back!” Michael said with a forceful tone, blocking an attack. His sword contacted the claws with a loud screech. 
 
   Claudia moved to do what she was told. But when she turned to go back, someone muffled her mouth. She tried to wiggle free from the hold, but she was shoved to a spot near the pool of acid water. Michael was not only devastated, but shocked to see her gone when just a minute ago, she had been safely standing behind him. Claudia was now once again in the hands of Trinity.
 
   “How did this happen?” Austin snapped.
 
   “She was right behind me,” Michael replied, blaming himself for his careless act.
 
   Nicholas stopped the demons and glided toward Trinity. All was focused on her.
 
   “Stop where you are!” Trinity shouted when she noticed Nicholas closer to her than before. “I’ll kill her.” Her dagger was firmly placed against Claudia’s chest, and Claudia gasped from the force of the unyielding hold against her.
 
   “Trinity, let me have her, and I will let you free, along with your precious Michael.”
 
   “Send your demons away first to show me you mean it,” Trinity demanded. Fear and anger heated through her eyes.
 
   “No!” Michael shouted. “Don’t do this. You give her to him and it will be the end of humanity. Is this what you want? Have you lost your way? The Trinity I knew would never…”
 
   “I was lost without you, Michael. Heartbroken when I was told you were dead. I died the day I was told you were gone. And now, I will do anything for another chance to be with you.”
 
   “This is not the way. Let me take you away. We can talk about this.”
 
   “No! I don’t want to talk.”
 
   “Trinity, look; I’ve sent the demons away,” Nicholas declared, interrupting, waiting for the perfect opportunity. “Have some faith in me. Now give me what is mine.”
 
   Trinity scanned the cave. All the demons seemed to have disappeared. Just as she was about to release Claudia to Nicholas, however, a demon attacked her from behind, but she managed to swing her sword and kill it, all the while holding steadfastly onto Claudia. Afterward, she snapped around and exhaled sharply, eyes blazing with anger toward Nicholas, and she said, “You flat out lied to me. You pissed me off. You see her?”
 
   “Trinity!” Michael snapped angrily. “You do this, and I will never forgive you. I will hunt you down and kill you with my bare hands. Do you understand me?”
 
   Trinity looked at Michael. Her eyes flared with emotion he couldn’t identify. His words did not register in her mind. The only thought she had now was to escape. Then she looked at Nicholas. She wanted to prove a point…to show him she was not playing games. There was also Claudia, whom she had mixed feeling toward. There was only one way out. There was only one thing to do.
 
   “Michael. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause trouble. I just wanted you. What I’m about to do is the only option. Please forgive me.”
 
   Fear emanated through Michael. Trinity’s words meant only one thing. He hoped he was wrong, but he couldn’t just stand there and wonder. He bolted toward her. Nicholas did the same when he realized Michael was on the move. But it was too late. Trinity plunged her dagger into Claudia’s heart and spanned her wings open to cover both of them to disappear.
 
   Michael got to where they had just stood a split second earlier only to find Trinity’s dagger. Kneeling down, he cried out in agony. “Claudia!” His body slumped over, drained from having his heart ripped apart. He recalled seeing blood  and the look of fear in her eyes.
 
   Stunned silence filled the room. The venators and the alkins stared in disbelief. And Nicholas was nowhere in sight. Michael finally stood up. His face was long and weary. He turned to the only person he thought would be able to locate them. 
 
   “Vivian, find them, please.” His tone was urgent.
 
   Vivian snapped out of her disbelief and concentrated on Claudia.
 
   Davin was completely speechless while he stood next to Michael. He was thinking of ways to comfort him, but he knew if he opened his mouth, he may say something to make it worse.
 
   “This is just great,” Austin said. “This is all your fault.” He raked his eyes on Michael. “We should be protecting Claudia and not having to worry about your ex-girlfriend. I knew we couldn’t trust her. I’m going to kill her. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   “I may beat you to it. I just hope she does the right thing as soon as she comes to her senses.”
 
   “Her senses? Have you not heard a word she said? She is in love with you and there is no stopping her from killing Claudia!”
 
   “I heard what she said and I heard what you said. I got it!” Michael scowled.
 
   “They’re at the Island of Eden,” Vivian said with a look of relief. 
 
   “Island of Eden? Why would she go there?” Austin questioned.
 
   “Maybe she came to her senses,” Patrick answered.
 
   “I doubt that,” Austin replied.
 
   “Let’s go!” Davin shouted. “Yo, Goose, stop talking. You talk too much.” Davin looked at Austin.
 
   Austin ignored him when he realized Michael was nowhere to be seen. “Where’s Michael?”
 
   “He left without us?” Davin registered that Michael took off as soon as Vivian announced the location.
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   Trinity gulped a painful lump back down her throat as she lay Claudia on the floor of her room at Island of Eden and then looked at her hands, which were covered in red. “What have I done?” Feeling bewildered, her eyes fell on Claudia on the floor, unconscious. She knelt down and set her eyes on her chest. Heaving a sigh of relief seeing she was still breathing, she placed her hands over the wound, closed her eyes, and whispered, “I ask you to send forth your ministering angels, to repair and restore any damage that was caused in her body by the presence of sin, sickness, or demonically influenced infirmities. Restore strength to her body and joy to her spirit. I ask that you send forth your Holy Spirit and fill me with your love, light, peace, and joy so that I may heal this being.”
 
   At first, a speck of light shone around Claudia’s chest, then it slowly radiated throughout her body. Trinity’s special power was the ability to heal humans and angels—the reason Katherine had saved her and kept her on Earth.
 
   Though Claudia was healed completely, she was unconscious. Trinity stood up, feeling weak and dazed. She knew she had to face the consequences of her actions. Would Katherine imprison her for eternity? Could she ever go back to the venators? As these thoughts ran through her mind, sensing a presence in the room, she turned sharply. “Michael!” she mumbled, backing away in fright. “I…I…I can explain.”
 
   Michael stood there, and as his eyes fell upon Claudia, he was filled with guilt. But knowing she was still alive was all that mattered to him. He had arrived when Trinity was healing Claudia, and he was not about to interrupt. He felt baffled by Trinity’s behavior. First, she tried to kill her, and now she had saved her. Hoping she had come to her senses, he turned his attention to her when she called out his name.
 
   “Trinity…why?” Michael was filled with anger, brewing even more seeing Claudia on the cold floor, helpless. He wanted to go to her, enclose his wings around her, and whisk her away now that she was healed. But he needed answers, and the only way he would get them was by asking calmly.
 
   Michael’s tone quickly released Trinity’s tension. Her pounding heart was now at a steadier pace. “Michael, I didn’t mean to. I wasn’t thinking straight. I wanted Nicholas to think I’d killed her. I know that I can be difficult, but I’m not a…” She couldn’t get the words out and Michael took a couple of steps toward her. In fear of not knowing what Michael would do, she pulled out a sword. “Stop. Don’t come near me.”
 
   Michael remembered Trinity leaving her dagger behind. “Where did you get that sword?” It looked like one of the Twelve’s swords, but he couldn’t tell for sure. Surely she couldn’t get a hold of one, he thought.
 
   Trinity didn’t answer; instead, she pointed the sword toward Claudia. “She’s healing, but I won’t hesitate to do it again.”
 
   “Calm down. I just want to talk…that’s all. Now, walk away from Claudia. I don’t want to hurt you. I want you to tell me everything. Then I’ll let you free. See, I’m walking back.”
 
   After Michael backed away, Trinity walked away from Claudia.
 
   Michael’s eyes narrowed sharply on Trinity. “Tell me everything you know. Then, you must never come back. I don’t want to ever see you again. Speak quickly before the others come.”
 
   It took her a moment to register what he had said. His words stung sharply; he might as well have twisted a dagger in her heart. When she had been told he was still alive, her spirits burst with happiness that they would be reunited. But here she was, alone; he had just told her he never wanted to see her again. “But…where will I go? I’ll be alone.”
 
   “You should have thought about that before. I told you I would never forgive you. And you should know better than anyone that I keep my word.”
 
   “Michael, please,” she pleaded desperately.
 
   “Start talking. Now!” His loud voice startled her, made her tremble. Her blood pressure escalated, and her grip on the sword got even tighter.
 
   “I’m not working with the demons. Please, you gotta believe me. I…” Trinity said, desperately trying to convince Michael, but he cut her short.
 
   “Stop lying. No more lies! How did you know about Aliah’s hide out?” Michael asked, anger raging inside.
 
   “I didn’t know it existed. I was taken there. I was told to bring Claudia there. It was an order by…” Trinity stopped speaking as the rest of the alkins and guardians appeared.
 
   “Stop!” Michael commanded. He needed to hear Trinity’s explanation.
 
   Everyone halted, except for Patrick. He had just arrived, behind Trinity, and didn’t hear Michael’s words. Trinity whirled around, fearing someone was behind her, and accidently plunged the sword into Patrick’s chest.
 
   “Patrick!” Holly yelled in anguish, unable to believe her own eyes.
 
   Patrick gasped and drew in his breath with a look of shock. Trinity immediately dropped the sword and froze. Davin raced to capture Trinity, but Michael gripped Davin’s wrist and shook his head to let her go. Davin returned a questioning look, but did as told. Trinity took the opportunity to flee with tears in her eyes, for she knew it would be the last time she would see any of them.
 
   The venators surrounded Patrick, who was curled up on the floor, as they waited for him to recover. When he didn’t show any signs of healing, Michael picked up the sword and realized with dismay that it was one of the Twelve’s swords, for sure. It looked exactly like Aden’s with the inscription that read “Angel of God”—the only sword that could kill an angel. He remembered holding it, remembered how it felt in his hand when he had killed Aden with it. How did she get a hold of it?
 
   Austin looked up to see Michael’s expression as Michael telepathically related the details. Austin’s face paled as he realized the implications, and he too wondered how she’d gotten a hold of it. Michael handed the sword to Austin and headed toward Claudia. He enclosed Claudia in his arms, placed her on the bed and sat beside her.
 
   “We need to take him back to Katherine,” Holly uttered with urgency. “Why are we wasting time? Let’s go!”
 
   When Austin showed Holly the sword, she stared at it with disbelief.
 
   No one moved, huddled together in silence, grief stricken, for they knew that there was no cure. Even Trinity’s healing powers could not have saved him.
 
   Vivian placed her hand on Holly’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. But all Holly could do was stare at Patrick’s wound, which shed no blood.
 
   “I’m sorry, Patrick. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you. I didn’t have your back this time. It’s my fault,” Holly mumbled as she placed her hands over her face and started to cry.
 
   Suddenly, a small beam of light radiated around him and then it got brighter and so intense that they had to look away. As the light dimmed, Patrick’s spirit, which had disconnected from his body, appeared in front of them. “Holly, don’t burden your heart. It’s not your fault. It’s my time to leave this world. I will carry the memories of the good times we shared. Weep for me no more, my brothers and sisters, for I am going home!” With a peaceful smile, he vanished.
 
   “Patrick!!!” Holly cried, still unable to believe he was gone. “No…no…no,” Holly muffled her words in her hands, as tears escaped through her fingers. Her cry was soft but utterly painful.
 
   The alkins didn’t know what to do. They too were in shock and couldn’t believe what they had witnessed. It happened so fast that it took a while for it to register that Patrick was dead.
 
   Still feeling flabbergasted, Austin felt something in his heart he hadn’t felt before. Anger and pain shot through his body. He felt the emptiness as if someone had ripped his heart out. The emptiness spread through his body and made him feel weak; so weak, he thought he would collapse. And for the first time, he understood Claudia’s pain from losing Gamma. After he gathered himself, he enclosed Patrick’s body in his arms. “I’m taking him to Katherine. Why don’t you guys watch over Claudia for a while? Holly, let’s go,” he commanded.
 
   Holly numbly gazed at him. Then the three of them were gone.
 
    [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] 
 
   Austin gingerly placed Patrick down on his bed at Island of Eden. He stood there as his eyes gazed upon his friend who was now gone forever. Holly rested her hand on Austin’s shoulder. “Austin…we need your mom.”
 
   “She’s already on her way,” he muttered weakly. Then he sat on the bed, wondering how this could have happened. He gripped the comforter tightly with both of his hands, releasing his anger and pain as his body trembled in agony. He’d never trusted Trinity, and he blamed himself for not acting upon his instincts. Holly and Austin waited for Katherine as they sat silently, only hearing the sound of the waves crashing in. Daily, it was a peaceful sound, but today it wasn’t.
 
   Without warning, the double doors flung open and Katherine appeared. Startled, Holly and Austin stood up. “What happened?” Katherine asked, looking at Patrick. Her eyes welled up with tears, and they started to fall. She approached more closely with her eyes set on him, drawing out the memories they shared. “Oh, Patrick. I’m so sorry.” She placed her hands on his cheeks and poured out her heart and pain. Holly turned away as streams of tears uncontrollably fell. Austin fanned his wings and flew away, unable to handle the unwanted emotions of pain and loss.
 
   After Holly filled her in with the details, Katherine called a meeting with the Divine Elders. She also sent a few watchers to go after Trinity and sent Holly to find her son.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
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   Michael sat on the edge of Claudia’s bed as he curled her hand into his. His eyes glued onto the movement of her chest rising and falling. He wanted to make sure she was breathing and the healing process was steady. Every time he looked at her, his guilt would overpower him, so he focused his eyes on her hand in his. It had been a couple of days since the incident, and though she was showing signs she was completely healed, she hadn’t woken up yet. Davin had forged a note to allow Claudia to be excused from school, stating that she was out ill for the rest of the week.
 
   Claudia peeled her eyelids open one at a time to see an unclear vision of Michael holding her hand affectionately, and she wondered if it was just a dream. Finally, when her eyesight came to, she let out a warm smile and didn’t say a word. She lay there gazing at Michael as she started to recall how she got there.
 
   “Michael,” she finally called in a hoarse whisper.
 
   Michael gave her a relieved smile, caressing her silky hair and soft cheek. His heart pattered when she lit up her all-too-familiar smile, the purity and innocence of it reminding him of the day when she captured his heart and soul at Crossroads. Completely spellbound by her, his human emotions washed through him and caused heat to infuse throughout his body. “How are you feeling?”
 
   She turned to place the other hand on Michael when he immediately gripped her wrist to stop her. Claudia then realized she had a needle inserted into her arm. As her eyes traveled upward, she saw a clear plastic bag—an IV bag.
 
   “I had to,” he said. “I didn’t know how long it would take you to recover. Since you’re not in Halo City, you needed things to help you replenish your body. You’ve been out for two days.”
 
   Then Claudia felt something else, something she had never felt before. “Michael, what the heck is coming out of my…down there? What is that?” she asked, wiggling, feeling extremely uncomfortable.
 
   “It’s a catheter. Don’t worry. Vivian placed it there for you. We didn’t want you to urinate on your bed.”
 
   She immediately stopped squirming. “Oh. When can I take it out?”
 
   “You can take it out now. I can help you.”
 
   She reached down and pulled the tube out slowly while Michael held the bag of urine. Beautiful, she thought sarcastically. He was holding a bag of her urine. Michael was so sweet. He didn’t grimace nor did he show any sign of discomfort.
 
   Michael seemed a little withdrawn as he asked her questions. “Do you remember what happened?”
 
   Then it suddenly hit her. “I was stabbed through the heart with a dagger by Trinity. Where is she?” she asked nervously.
 
   “I let her go,” he said, reaching out his hands to hers.
 
   Claudia snatched her hands back. “You let her go?!” she repeated his words, wondering why he would do such thing when she’d tried to kill her. For a moment, she felt betrayed.
 
   Michael looked distraught at her sudden distance. “Claudia. Please understand, as crazy as it may seem, she isn’t evil. I know she didn’t mean to. Though she acted selfishly, at the end, she was trying to make it seem like she killed you so that Nicholas wouldn’t go after you anymore. And as much as others may think, she didn’t make a deal with Nicholas.”
 
   “You believe her?” she asked, finding herself astonished by his words.
 
   “Yes,” he said, so certain that she almost believed him. “Someone is trying to throw us off, to make it seem like she is the traitor, but I have my eyes on Michelle and Gracie.”
 
   “But they are the ones who gave the venators the information,” she said, confused.
 
   “Maybe they were told to. To make it seem like they are working with us.”
 
   “Where is Trinity?”
 
   Michael leaned in, stroking her hair. “I told her to never come back. She won’t bother you again.”
 
   Though Michael sounded convincing, something didn’t feel right to Claudia. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Something else happened.”
 
   Michael looked at Claudia, but he seemed to look past her. “Patrick,” he said, unable to finish the rest of his sentence.
 
   She knew from the look in his eyes that something went horribly wrong. “Michael, what happened to Patrick?” she asked with urgency as her heart pounded with anticipation.
 
   “He’s gone.”
 
   She knew what he meant, but she couldn’t comprehend the truth of what he’d said. “Gone?” She gulped. “Gone where? He isn’t dead…is he?”
 
   Michael didn’t answer. And she knew at that moment what his answer was. He didn’t need to say a word; he answered her with his eyes. Then she thought about Holly and Austin. They’d lost a friend, and it was all because of her. Her heart became heavy, consumed with guilt.
 
   “Claudia,” Michael said, breaking her out of her thoughts. “This isn’t your fault. Patrick took Trinity by surprise. She was afraid and confused.”
 
   “Patrick is dead because Trinity was confused?!?!” Her tone had turned harsh and Michael looked surprised. She was angry because all he ever did was make excuses for Trinity. Maybe it was because of his guilt about leaving her, but whatever the reason, she didn’t like it.
 
   “Why is that every time I bring up Trinity, you get mad?”
 
   Claudia opened her mouth to speak her mind, but stopped. Once her hurtful words were spoken, she knew she could never take them back, so she held in her anger. What’s the point? she thought. He didn’t seem to understand her point—the point where Trinity killed someone innocent, her own kind, all because she was confused. Claudia knew she was up to no good, but he just didn’t seem to see it. And the fact that she tried to kill her was the last straw. She didn’t want to discuss Trinity anymore. Her mind was occupied by thoughts of Holly and Austin. “Can you take me to see Austin and Holly?” She pleaded and stood up, assuming he would do as she asked.
 
   Since Michael didn’t respond, she sat down and met his eyes, wondering why he didn’t open up his wings.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I can’t take you.”
 
   “What do you mean you can’t take me?”
 
   “We need to give them time. I don’t think we are wanted right now.”
 
   She let out a long, heavy sigh and understood. “Okay,” she said calmly, knowing getting all worked up wouldn’t help the situation. “Sorry. I’m just…ahhhh!” She covered her face with both of her hands, drowning in her pain and guilt. 
 
   Surprised by her action, Michael embraced her with his arms. He hated seeing her like this. Obviously, he couldn’t find the right words to comfort her, so he did what he knew usually worked—he wrapped his wings around her and took her away.
 
   When they reached their destination, Claudia lifted her head in surprise. They were high up in the clouds. Michael leisurely flew through the clouds, hoping this would cheer her. As always, she lit up with a huge smile, sometimes closing her eyes to relish this incredible moment. Michael knew it would be only temporary, but it was enough to help her ease her mind and heart.
 
   “Thank you,” Claudia said, resting her head on his firm chest.
 
   Michael drew her out and looked deeply into her eyes. “Claudia, only for you. I can’t feel the wind on my flesh or heat from the blazing sun, but I can feel you. You are real. I can feel you.”
 
   Claudia held him tightly to let him know how much his words meant to her. Like always, there were no words, but she felt his love for her that made her utterly complete.
 
   “I have one more thing to show you before we go,” he said smiling. “Hold on.”
 
   Michael skillfully moved his hands in a circular motion, gathering the clouds into a ball, and then he exhaled his breath and blew on top of it. The clouds burst out like a cannon ball and dispersed in different directions. Claudia beamed with amazement. The puffy white clouds were now in a formation of a giant heart. “For you. I’m sorry if I hurt you. You are the only one that can make my heart float. You are the only reason why my heart is full,” he said.
 
   “Michael,” Claudia said and held him tight. “You didn’t hurt me. You’ve done nothing wrong.”
 
   “If you’re not happy, then I’ve done something wrong.”
 
   “Michael, I can’t be happy all the time. Sometimes I’ll be sad, irritated, or mad, but that’s all part of being a human. Nothing can ever be perfect. If I’m mad at you, I’ll let you know. You can’t blame yourself…well…only if it’s your fault,” she teased, trying to make him smile.
 
   “All right,” he said, sounding convinced. “But before we go, I have something to ask you?”
 
   “What is it?” she asked, hearing the nervousness in his tone.
 
   He started singing. Claudia heard a sound so pure and perfect, a voice of an angel. Hand over hers, he guided them to the nape of his neck, drew her in as he rested his hand around her waist. They started to slow dance through the clouds as he continued to sing “At Last” by Ette James.
 
   At that moment, Claudia stared in awe. Her heart was wrapped up in the spell of the song, and he was her dream that she could call her own. To her, they were in heaven and her heart burst like the fluffy heart Michael just created with his breath. She felt like Jell-O in his arms. He had her utterly enthralled.
 
   “Will you go to the Valentine’s dance with me?” He chuckled, knowing how he’d just made her completely swoon.
 
   Still feeling astounded, she shouted, “Yes!” Her smile outshined the sun, and his lips tenderly surrendered to hers.
 
   As they continued to soar through the clouds, Michael wanted to talk to her about her bow. He had so many questions. Mostly, he wanted to let her know that he didn’t approve of her having one. It would attract more demons toward her in battle. But he thought to delay the questions since it wasn’t the appropriate time. He knew it would most likely cause an argument—one that he didn’t want right after this romantic moment.
 
   After a while, they went back to Claudia’s room. Claudia saw Davin first, holding a blow dryer, examining it closely and switching it on and off. Vivian was putting on Claudia’s makeup while Caleb was surfing the net.
 
   All three of them stopped and stared at Claudia and Michael in shock as if they were thieves, being caught red handed.
 
   “Uhhh…what’s up, Claudia?!” Davin exclaimed, dropped the blow dryer and reached out for her hug. “Glad to see you in one piece.”
 
   Claudia giggled and felt pure bliss to see them.
 
   “What a strange way to greet someone,” Caleb said.
 
   “Well, if you would just get with it and act like a human when you’re down here, you would know,” Davin defended.
 
   “Then what would humans say when they don’t know what to say…whatever,” Caleb replied, chuckling.
 
   “We were just…ummm…I hope you don’t mind. It’s all new to us… ummm…and we wanted to make sure you were better. We were worried,” Vivian rambled.
 
   “No…it’s all right. You guys are my family. I know there are things you are curious about. I don’t mind at all. And I’m doing great.” Claudia smiled.
 
   “See. I told you so,” Davin said, finally releasing his hold. “Claudia doesn’t mind.”
 
   “How long have you been snooping?” Michael jeered.
 
   “You mean waiting,” Davin corrected. “You want seconds, minutes, or hours?” Davin smirked. 
 
   “Davin,” Michael huffed.
 
   “Okay, okay…not too long. We came to let you know that the Divine Elders are meeting with Phillip, Margaret, and Agnes at Island of Eden. They told me to find you. We are needed at Halo City.”
 
   “What about Claudia?”
 
   “I was told watchers will be keeping their eyes on her.”
 
   Michael turned to Claudia with an uneasy feeling, trying to hide his emotions. “It will be okay. I’ll be back soon. Where are these watchers? I want to have a few words with them,” Michael asked.
 
   “In the front yard, right by the door, in statue forms…out of place, but it sure adds character to your house,” Davin smiled.
 
   Michael turned to Vivian to say a few words, and Davin took that moment to ask Claudia a question. “So, did he ask you?”
 
   “Ask me what?” Claudia asked. It took her a few seconds to understand what he was asking. “Oh, yes…to the Valentine’s dance.” She blushed thinking about the way he asked.
 
   “You said no, right?”
 
   “What?” She felt confused. Davin would want me to say yes, she thought.
 
   “I’m just joking. But you have to save me a dance, okay? I’m asking as a friend…you know how much I love to shake it.”
 
   “I’ll save you two dances or more,” I winked.
 
   “Great,” he said out loud and then covered his mouth when the alkins looked at him.
 
   After reassuring Claudia, Michael told Vivian to stay for a little while longer. Michael and Davin went outside to speak to the watchers.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
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   Austin flew to Claudia’s house. He wanted to see for himself that she was healed and back to herself. He knocked weakly on the door. A few seconds later Claudia peered out. “Austin, come in.”
 
   “You’re okay,” he said and dove into her arms. 
 
   Claudia continued to hold him in her arms. “Yes, I’m okay.”
 
   Austin broke away when he saw Vivian. “Sorry about Patrick,” Vivian said sincerely. 
 
   “Thanks,” Austin replied and cleared his throat.
 
   “I’m assuming you’re on watch, so I guess I can leave?” Vivian was uncertain. She didn’t know if he was here to release her or for other reasons.
 
   “Yeah. You can go. I’m here.”
 
   “I can stay longer if you need more time,” Vivian said. “And plus, the watchers are just right outside.” 
 
   “No, I’m here.”
 
   With that, Vivian left, leaving Austin and Claudia in the living room.
 
   “Would you like something to drink?” Claudia asked nervously. She didn’t know what to say or how to act around him. Then she realized she’d asked a dumb question. She knew he didn’t drink anything.
 
   Austin let out a short smile and sat on the sofa. “I’m fine, Claudia. Sit down. I want to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   Claudia hesitantly sat next to him with her right leg crossing underneath her other leg. He leaned into her, so close she could feel his breath. She swiftly backed away. “Don’t worry; I’m not going to kiss you,” Austin said. “Unless you want me to. I just want to smell you to make sure you’re you.”
 
   Claudia’s face turned warm. “What? That doesn’t make sense. Of course it’s me. Who else could it be?”
 
   “I know it sounds bizarre, but who knows what Trinity could have done to you while you were vulnerable. She could have sent some demon spirits into you.”
 
   Claudia got up, walked toward the refrigerator and poured herself some orange juice. “She can do that?” Claudia asked, feeling flabbergasted. “But I feel fine. I think we need to worry about you.”
 
   “I’m fine. Stop asking me,” he said with a sharp tone.
 
   Claudia angled her brows, surprised by his tone. She took another sip and rested her arms on the counter. “Where is Patrick? I’m mean…where is his body?” 
 
   “Island of Eden with Katherine.”
 
   “What happens next?”
 
   “We will bury him. Then I’m going to find Trinity and wring her neck. No…I’m going to painfully pluck every single feather out of her.”
 
   “Austin, you need time to grieve. You just lost your friend who was more like a brother to you. Please, don’t do anything crazy. Don’t act so tough.”
 
   His eyes flickered at her, remembering the same words he’d said to her several times before. “I told you I’m fine,” he said, but Claudia refused to believe him.
 
   “How could you be fine? Patrick is dead. He’s gone. You’re never going to see him ever again. Don’t tell me you don’t feel anything. Your heart is as big as your ego, so don’t tell me you’re fine!” Claudia exclaimed.
 
   With a flash, Austin stood in front of her. Claudia drew in her breath and gasped. She had been just about to take another sip, and she jerked back when he startled her. It was a matter of seconds, but she felt the glass slipping away from her fingers. Austin’s fast reflexes reached for it before it hit the ground, and he backed her against the cabinet all at the same time.
 
   Austin’s eyes pierced hers. “You want the truth? I feel like someone sliced my heart in two. One part of me feels so empty that I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel. The other part feels so much pain that I want to hurt someone. I feel agony beyond what words can describe.” His tone softened with his last word, and he placed his head against hers. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. I didn’t know it could hurt this much.” His fingers were twisted and lost in her hair. “I didn’t know your pain. If only I’d known. I’m just an ignorant half angel and stupid half human.” 
 
   Claudia wrapped her arms around him tightly. She caressed his hair to give him comfort. “It’s okay. I’m sorry too. I feel like it’s my fault.” And tears streamed down her face. They were tears for Austin who could not shed his own tears, tears for Patrick, and tears of guilt.
 
   After a brief moment, Austin backed away, setting his eyes compassionately on hers. “You’ve done nothing wrong. You didn’t ask to have a special soul. You didn’t drive the sword into Patrick’s heart. Don’t blame yourself for any of this. Do you hear me?” he asked, wiping her tears with his fingers at first and then with his soft kisses. 
 
   Claudia was so distracted trying to wipe the tears that flowed too fast, she hadn’t realized Austin was kissing her cheek. Before she knew what was happening, he was tenderly kissing her lips. His hands drew her in closer, and his kisses grew more passionate. She felt him tasting her, wanting more of her as he kissed her deeper.
 
   Claudia lost herself in Austin’s arms. When she finally managed to back away, heaving, she was confused as to what had just happened. Austin too looked baffled. “Sorry,” he managed to mutter. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me.”
 
   Claudia regained her control. “Uhhh…It’s okay,” she muttered, unable to make eye contact. “We just got carried away comforting each other.” It was the only thing she could say. “Hmmm…I need to get back to my studies.” She promised herself that it wouldn’t happen again as thoughts of Michael ran through her mind.
 
   Austin raked his hair back with his hands. “Yes. You go upstairs to study, and I’ll be right here. Maybe I’ll get myself a cup of…cold water.” Then both of them went their separate directions.
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   Katherine, Elizabeth, Gloria, Margaret, Agnes, Emmanuel, Jonah, Samuel, and Philip sat around the round, oak table in the conference room at Island of Eden. After the greeting took place, everyone took their seats. 
 
   “Has anyone contacted Jeremiah?” Jonah asked.
 
   “He knows about the meeting. Let’s move on,” Gloria stated.
 
   Samuel opened up with a short prayer asking God to give them strength and the courage to do the right thing. Katherine was about to open the meeting when Samuel spoke again. “Shall we wait for Jeremiah?”
 
   Katherine stood up. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m not waiting. I’ve called this meeting because the situation has gone too far. We don’t know if Trinity has been working for Aliah…” Before she could finish, voices of concern filled the room. “Let me finish,” she continued, sitting down on the leather chair. “I embraced Trinity into my family because she had the power to heal deathly wounds, but we all know that wounds inflicted from the crystal cannot be healed. The only thing that can heal it is the blue crystals that were given to each of us by the Royal Council. The alkins and the venators were not aware of the healing crystal until recently. One was used on Caleb and we were too late to save Patrick. He is no longer with us.”
 
   “Yes, I’m truly sorry for your loss,” Elizabeth said.
 
   “How did Aliah get a hold of the crystals and Aden’s sword?” Samuel asked, redirecting the subject.
 
   “I suspect there is a traitor among us,” Katherine announced.
 
   The room again filled with voices of confusion and anger. “What do you mean? Who would do such a thing? Surely not one of us in this room. Aden was an exception, but we’ve been loyal for centuries,” Gloria huffed. “This accusation is outrageous!”
 
   “Then who could have done this? We all have access to Halo City,” Katherine rebutted.
 
   The door flew opened and Jeremiah entered. “I can name one.”
 
   All eyes were on him, waiting for his answer as he arrogantly sauntered to his seat.
 
   “You’re late,” Philip scorned.
 
   “I am, but it couldn’t be helped,” Jeremiah replied without any care. “So…as I was saying.” He looked at Philip. “Michael would be our number one suspect.”
 
   Philip stood up, infuriated. “You have the wrong angel. Michael may have been fallen once, but he is no more. He has proven himself, and I do not appreciate your accusation without any proof.”
 
   “Oh…but I do have proof,” Jeremiah said, smothering a grin. “He has given Claudia a beaded crystal butterfly necklace…did he not?”
 
   “And this is your proof?” Philip laughed incredulously.
 
   “You didn’t let me finish,” Jeremiah gritted his teeth in irritation. “If he gave the crystal to Claudia, then who is to say that he didn’t give it to Aliah?”
 
   “Michael would never do such a thing,” Margaret scowled.
 
   “And we thought Aden would never betray us. And he was one of us,” Jeremiah stated.
 
   “Sorry Margaret, I know how much you care for Michael, but I think Jeremiah may be right. I’m not saying that he is, but we have to look at the whole picture. Trinity and Michael had something once, so maybe they are rekindling what they had. Perhaps they are both working for Aliah. At this point, we need to be cautious,” Gloria said carefully.
 
   “You are pointing your fingers at the wrong angel, and he will prove himself to all of you. I have no doubt. He is not a traitor. The traitor will surface in due time, and I hope it won’t be too late,” Philip concluded.
 
   “Very well,” Jonah said. “We cannot lock him up without any proof. So what is our next plan?”
 
   “Aliah is still in Between. We do not know where. We know that he is still powerful when he is in Between, and he cannot come into our world. We have two of his ex-followers, Michelle and Gracie, searching for demons he has purposely sent to find all females with the name of Claudia Emerson, hoping these demons would lead us to his location. I’ve also sent the watchers as well. We have been unsuccessful,” Katherine explained.
 
   “Have you tried using Claudia as bait?” Samuel inquired, arching his eyebrows as if she should have known.
 
   “Yes, of course we did, but…” Katherine replied.
 
   “You don’t know do you?” Samuel smirked. “Your little angels did not use her as bait, they dressed Holly as Claudia.”
 
   “Why of course I knew,” Katherine lied. She was not going to be made a fool of. “Holly is about the same height and weight as Claudia, so it was a perfect match. And how do you know so much? You are not to intervene in my missions.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I didn’t. I have my ways of getting information that I feel is important to us all. If you can’t control them, perhaps I can give you a hand,” Samuel suggested.
 
   “No, thank you. I have this perfectly under control.”
 
   “Thus…Patrick,” Samuel muttered.
 
   “That’s enough!” Jeremiah said. “After this is over, we need to selectively erase parts of her memory of her past human life. Her skills are extremely valuable, and we shall not let that go to waste. I propose that Austin continues to train her. Their primary goals will be to get rid of these filthy demons that will still be lingering from Aden and Aliah’s doing and find and guide more venators. I’m sure there are more out there. We need to search for them.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘selectively erase parts’ of her past life?” Margaret asked.
 
   “In order for her to train and become a true venator, she must remove herself from the life she has known. Her memories of her mother, the memories of being in Halo City, and the memories of the life she is living now must be erased,” Jeremiah said.
 
   “This is insane.” Katherine rebutted, thinking of Gamma.
 
   “We do this all the time. She is no different from anyone else,” Jeremiah expressed. 
 
   “Let’s vote on the proposal and move on. We have more important things to take care of. Margaret, Agnes, and Philip do keep an eye on Michael. We have no proof, but since Jeremiah  has a reason to believe he may be against us, we must follow through,” Elizabeth reasoned.
 
   The voting was divided. All voted to have Claudia’s memory erased except for Margaret, Agnes, and Katherine. Katherine sank down in her chair, thinking about what she could do or say to sway votes, but she knew they were right. Claudia’s powers were valuable. With Patrick gone, Claudia would be a great asset to their team. But she understood what this would do to Michael. She would have no memories of him. But at the end, they were angels even though they were half human. They had their duties to fulfill. It was their destiny whether they wanted it or not.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
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   I slammed my locker shut. When I turned, Ryan ran smack into me, and I dropped my books. My blood pressure shot up so fast from the unexpected sight of him that I thought I was going to faint. I wanted to run, but where would I run to? It was too late. “Uhhh…Claudia. I’m so sorry.” He went down on bended knees, picking up my books.
 
   I continued to stand there, frozen. I hadn’t seen Ryan since the incident in Fashion Wear. He was casual as he always was and didn’t say a word about that night.
 
   “There you go,” he said, placing my books in my hands. “Sorry… I didn’t see you there. Actually, I wasn’t looking where I was going,” he chuckled.
 
   Motionless, I just continued to stare without saying a word. My heart was beating with anxiety, wondering if he would apologize for the way he’d behaved or if he would just brush it off as if nothing happened. 
 
   “Well, gotta go. I have to walk to the other side of campus.” He gave me an unexpected peck on my cheek. “I haven’t seen you around. It’s good to see you. Bye.” Then he left.
 
   Michael entering his dream really worked, I thought. I was elated that I didn’t have to feel awkward being at school because of Ryan. As I walked down the hall happily with a new-found peace, Valentine’s dance posters were hung everywhere. It was only two weeks away. Since Kristina didn’t have a date, I had set her up with my cousin, Davin. Kristina was thrilled to go with Davin since she thought he was cute. And Davin was overly excited about the news, and he couldn’t wait to get all dressed up.
 
   I promised to save a dance for him, but I had to burst his bubble and tell him that cousins don’t slow dance together. After I told him that I would save a special dance for him at home, he smiled again. A feeling of euphoria rushed through my mind, reminiscing about the way Michael had asked me and thoughts of how special Michael made me feel. Then guilt settled in, remembering accidently kissing Austin. I told myself again that it was an accident and promised myself that it would never happen again.
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   Kristina and I had planned to go shopping together. Since we already had dresses, we decided to shop for shoes at the local mall. After I spoke with my mom on the phone, I drove to Kristina’s house and picked her up. It had been a while since we had been out together, and I was looking forward to our time together, though I really didn’t need to shop for shoes.
 
   “I can’t wait to see your dress,” Kristina said with excitement. 
 
   “I have a picture of it on my phone. I’ll show it to you later,” I said, turning into the parking lot. “The mall isn’t closed is it?” I asked hesitantly, scanning the parking lot.
 
   “It’s only seven P.M. and the mall closes at nine.” Kristina pointed to several parked cars near the tree. “See those cars? I’m sure it’s open. I have shoe shopping to do. I’ll knock down that door if I have to!” Kristina exclaimed.
 
   I parked the car close to the entryway. The mall was open, as we were able to walk in the double doors. But I suddenly felt cold, the palms of my hands started to tingle, and heat flushed through me at the same time. Clenching my fists, I hoped the feeling would disappear. I didn’t think it was a good idea to be there with hardly any people around, but I didn’t have a choice. Breaking a promise with Kristina was not an option, so I just brushed off the nervousness, gazed at my butterfly necklace that was still brilliantly shining, and strolled along. Then I remembered the watchers were guarding me so I had nothing to fear—I hoped.
 
   “Let’s go in here.” Kristina walked in first and strutted between the racks of shoes and headed straight to the back where all the high heels were neatly lined on rows of shelves. It was one of my favorite stores—Brand Name Shoes For Less. As much as I loved to shop here, I was turned off by the size of this place—too many shoes to look at and not enough time. Kristina picked up a bright orange-colored one.
 
   “Seriously?” I arched my brows in disapproval.
 
   “I’m just joshing,” Kristina said, placing it down. “I just wanted to see that look on your face,” she giggled.
 
   “Hello, ladies,” the saleslady greeted, strolling toward us. “My name is Vickie. Let me know if you need any help.”
 
   “Thanks,” we said in unison and giggled.
 
   “It’s slow today,” I commented.
 
   “Yeah, slow for a Friday night. But it happens. Well, let me know if you need anything,” Vickie said and walked away.
 
   “Joshing?” I asked, redirecting our conversation.
 
   “You know…it means joking,” Kristina explained.
 
   “I know what it means. I can’t believe you used that word.”
 
   “Why? Just because I’m book smart doesn’t mean I don’t like to use those ‘in’ words.” She made quotation marks with her hands and picked up a black high heel with sparkles on top.
 
   I flashed a smile. “Now, that I like.” I snatched it out of Kristina’s hand as Kristina’s eyes followed the direction of the shoe, going straight to my feet. “Hmmm…I don’t need another pair of heels, but these are so pretty,” I commented. “I love the bling on them. So shiny.”
 
   “Hey…I thought we were shopping for me,” Kristina pouted and smiled. “We can have the same pair of shoes.”
 
   I gave a guilty smile when I looked at the price tag. “Nope…I can’t afford it right now. Plus, I already have a pair of high heels. They’re simple, but they will do. Anyway, you can’t even see my shoes. Try them on. They’re gorgeous! Maybe someday.” I let out a heavy, wistful sigh.
 
   Kristina headed to the sales lady. “Size seven please.”
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Vickie said, then she was gone into the storage room.
 
   Without warning, my hands felt like they were on fire. Though it wasn’t painful, the heat enveloping them was extremely uncomfortable. As I pressed the palms of my hands together, I hoped it would feel better, but it didn’t. 
 
   “Claudia, are you okay? Do I need to get help?” Kristina asked, panicking. 
 
   “I’ll be okay…give me a second,” I mumbled, barely making out the words as I plunked onto the nearest chair and leaned over.
 
   “Claudia, why is your necklace black?”
 
   I didn’t feel the vibration from the necklace because I was slouched forward. Oh no, oh no, not now, I thought, feeling petrified. “We gotta go.” I gripped onto the first thing I could placed my hand on, Kristina’s left arm. Pulling her toward the door, I didn’t take time to explain. Right as we reached it, the metal bars came crashing down and scraped my sweater. Heaving in shock by what could have happened and what had happened, I stood there for a brief second to gather myself, and I turned swiftly. My back against the metal bars, I examined the room. 
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Kristina grunted, feeling bewildered.
 
   There was no time to explain. The shoes started rattling on the shelves. It started from the back of the room and rippled toward us, getting louder by the seconds.
 
   “Oh my God!!!” Kristina bellowed. “It’s an earthquake! We gotta hide somewhere. But where?”
 
   I grabbed Kristina and headed toward the cash register I’d spotted earlier. The counter was tall enough to give us just enough shielding from the shoes I knew would be flying toward us. Panting, we ducked down, thinking we were safe, but the counter started shaking too.
 
   “Where’s the saleslady when you really need one?” Kristina ranted. “She’s probably left the building. She didn’t care about us trapped in here. She just took off!”
 
   “It’s okay, Kristina. I’ll get us out of here, alive.” I felt horrible. This was my fight, not Kristina’s. If something were to happen to her, I would never forgive myself. When the rattling stopped, I peered to the right, looking for any exit sign.
 
   Thinking all was safe, I motioned my hand to tell Kristina to wait. As I slowly stood up, sliding my back against the wall to steady my shaky legs, I realized how cold it was. When I breathed heavily from fear, I saw the cold mist puff out of my mouth. Then I knew it had just begun. With Kristina still on the floor, I snapped my head toward the voice that had just called out my name.
 
   “Claudia, we meet again.”
 
   It was Vickie, but her voice was not her own; it was a man’s voice that was very familiar.
 
   Kristina pulled herself up and saw Vicki. “Thanks a lot for leaving us behind. We were scared out of our minds. Isn’t there a policy where you are supposed to take us with you in case of emergency? You really ought to find out. I mean who leaves their customer behind and just hides in the back? We could have been…”
 
   Kristina didn’t get the chance to finish her words. Vickie was quite annoyed with her rambling. “Enough,” Vickie said with her manly voice.
 
   “What the heck?” Kristina blinked twice, wondering if she’d heard correctly. She jiggled her ears, but by the time she registered that something wasn’t right, shoes were flying toward us.
 
   Kristina had no clue one was flying straight for her head. At that moment, I knew she couldn’t duck fast enough; I’d have to move Kristina and me out of the way. Instinctively, something inside me guided my hands to block the black high-heeled shoes from hitting Kristina on the head. Instead of impacting on the palm of my hand, they flew away before they ever touched me. I felt the heat again, but this time it didn’t feel uncomfortable, it felt warm and comforting as I whole-heartedly welcomed it. Shocked by what had happened, I tried again. The more I tried, the better I was at it.
 
   Suddenly, the shoes started coming faster and faster. Knowing I couldn’t handle the numbers of shoes flying toward us, I grabbed Kristina and started to run between the racks of shoes.
 
   “You can run, but you can’t hide!”
 
   Where are the watchers? I thought.
 
   As if he could hear my thoughts, he answered. “It’s just you, your friend, and me tonight. Your other friends were sent away. We should have lots of fun. Do you like this one?” A pair went darting straight for us.
 
   We safely ducked. “What is she or he or whatever it is?” Kristina asked, flabbergasted.
 
   I didn’t answer. What could I say? I was trying to figure a way to distract him, in hopes to running toward the storage room, though I didn’t have a clue what was in there besides shoes. I was hoping there would be another way out. Then suddenly, Kristina started rambling, but I was only half listening.
 
   “Things like this don’t exist in real life. Am I dreaming? I bet if I start walking, those shoes won’t even hit me. They would go right through me. I am dreaming, and you’re in my dream, protecting me. By the way, you’re my hero,” Kristina reasoned.
 
   Kristina stood up so quickly that I didn’t realize she was standing. She was incredulous to see Vickie with wings, gliding toward us. Just as I tried to pull her down, a boot hit her on the head, knocking her out cold.
 
   Trembling, I held Kristina in my arms; knowing we were defeated, I surrendered. Unexpected tears streamed down my cheeks, and I felt hopeless. Where were the watchers, venators, and the alkins? Then I recalled Vickie’s words saying the watchers were sent away. But why?
 
   “Looks like your friend is tired of shopping.”
 
   “Please…don’t hurt my friend. I’ll go with you,” I pleaded.
 
   “How noble of you,” Vickie smirked.
 
   “Are you Nicholas?” 
 
   “Yes,” he said proudly. “I am Nicholas Cain, grandson of Cain. When Aliah takes your soul, I will have my own flesh back. I’m tired of hopping from body to body. Mortal bodies are weak and useless. Now…you can drop her and come to me; or shall I lift her up?”
 
   “No. I’ll…” 
 
   I stopped speaking when Nicholas’s eyes filled with rage.
 
   “Claudia, stay right there,” Michael commanded.
 
   Michael’s voice came from behind me. As relief rushed through me, I desperately wanted to turn to see him, but I did as told. I closed my eyes, shielded Kristina’s body with mine, exhaled deeply, and got ready for a battle. But it didn’t happen. When I opened my eyes, Nicholas disappeared with a defeated look. 
 
   Before I got to blink, I was safely tucked inside Michael’s wings. A small beam of light glowed around us as he held me tenderly, and every fiber of my being tingled in relaxation. Lost in his embrace, my quivering stopped, but I didn’t want to let go.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
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   It was the night before the Valentine’s dance. I felt nervous and excited as if thousands of butterflies were fluttering inside me, ready to burst. Tossing and turning, I tried to find ways to calm my nerves so I could get a restful sleep. I even tried meditating, watching a bit of television, and reading a book, but it didn’t work. Finally, I fell asleep, but images of Gamma flashed throughout the night, waking me up with tears in my eyes. Though I hardly slept, I was so eager for the night that I was wide awake. 
 
   Startled by my cell phone, I reached over and answered. “Hey, Patty.”
 
   “Good morning, sleepy head. You’re awake. I was going to leave a message.”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “It’s almost nine. You ready to spend the day with me?” Patty asked.
 
   “Sure,” I said with a smile. “I feel so lazy this morning, but I’m so happy to spend some time together. It seems like I haven’t seen you in months.”
 
   “It hasn’t been that long,” Patty giggled, knowing I was exaggerating. “Well, I can’t wait to make you over and see you in that gorgeous dress. I’m so glad we both took the day off. I really need a break from work. I’m coming over with some coffee.”
 
   “Thanks. Don’t forget I like hazel nut, soy milk, and whipped cream.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know. You don’t drink real coffee. You might as well drink sugar water,” Patty teased. “See you in a bit.”
 
   Patty and I spent the afternoon chatting. We talked about my mom and how long she had been gone, but the conversation was mostly about Andrew and Patty’s friends. Patty hinted several times she’d never gotten to meet Michael. I reminded her she would meet him tonight. But from our conversations, I knew she thought he sounded too good to be true. 
 
   The day was nearly over, and it was getting close to the time when Michael would pick me up. I carefully placed my dress on the bed and pulled out my black high heels. The heels were wearing thin, but I knew no one could tell since my dress covered my shoes. 
 
   “I thought you went shoe shopping?” Patty asked, focusing her eyes on the tips of the heels.
 
   If only you knew, I thought, thinking of that dreadful shoe-shopping experience. “Yeah…I thought I’d wear this pair one last time,” I shrugged.
 
   Patty must have gotten a weird vibe from me or realized she made me feel uncomfortable. “Don’t worry. You won’t be able to see them. I wore mine ’til you couldn’t see the heels anymore.” She laughed out loud. “Let’s do your hair and makeup first.”
 
   After the makeup was done and my hair was curled, I put on my clear, crystal earrings and slipped into my dress. Though Michael had seen me in this dress before—the dress he bought for me for Christmas—I wanted to wear it again. To me, it was the most perfect dress, one that I planned on keeping forever, for sentimental reasons. 
 
   “Wow, you look…amazing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look this good.” Patty smiled from ear to ear, eyes beaming with delight. 
 
   “It’s your magic touch, Patty,” I said sheepishly.
 
   “I love your crystal earrings. They go so well with your butterfly crystal necklace. Your taste is improving,” she teased. “I always see you with the necklace. You never take it off, do you?”
 
   “Michael gave it to me. It means a lot to me.”
 
   “Of course it does. I didn’t mean anything bad.”
 
   “I know; don’t be silly.” 
 
   “Oh, before I forget, I brought the purse that you wanted to borrow.”
 
   It was rectangular, silver with some sparkles—perfect for a night-out purse. “Thanks, I’ll take good care of it.” I placed some items in Patty’s purse. Then I slipped into my heels, just in time to hear the doorbell chime. As if lightning had struck right in front of us, we froze. My heart thumped so fast, I couldn’t breathe. 
 
   “Breathe,” Patty advised, but I was completely swallowed up by excitement and was already heading toward the door.
 
   “Whoa, you’re not supposed to get the door. I’ll get it.” Patty stepped in front of me. “Besides, I want to say hello to this mysterious Michael first. I’ve waited like forever.” She arched her brows.
 
   Patty held the doorknob, leisurely waiting. I shook my legs and my hands, like an impatient child, motioning her to open the door.  
 
   Patty held her hand up. “Patience, you don’t want to seem eager.” Then she finally opened the door. 
 
   “Hello…Mich…ael,” Patty muttered, peering up at a tall, handsome man in a dark navy suit and becoming completely speechless. She knew he would be good-looking from my description, but I guess seeing him with her own eyes blew her away.
 
   “Hello, Patty,” Michael said, smiling and chuckling. “Are you going to let me in?”
 
   “Ahhh…what…ummm…you know my name?”
 
   I tugged Patty by her shirt and moved her aside. I appeared in Michael’s line of vision and gave him the same dumbfounded look Patty had just given. “Michael, you look…great.” I smiled like a school girl. 
 
   “You look beautiful as always,” he said and leaned in for a kiss with one hand behind his back.
 
   I felt warm on my cheeks, and I wondered why his left hand was behind him. 
 
   “I bought these for you.” He placed a bouquet of red roses in front of me.
 
   Surprised, I lit up with a huge smile and took them from him. “These are beautiful! Thank you.”
 
   “Here, I’ll put them in a vase for you,” Patty suggested.
 
   I was happy that Patty got to meet Michael, something she’d wanted to do for a long time.
 
   “Shall we get going?” Michael suggested. “Davin is waiting. I told him to stay in the limo. This is my special time with you. I wanted to see you first and present you with the roses…by myself. I’m selfish when it comes to you.”
 
   Patty just dropped her jaw.
 
   “You got us a limo?!?!” I exclaimed. “Let’s go then.” I turned to Patty. There was no need to exchange words. Patty got the hint.
 
   “I’m leaving with you. I mean…I’m leaving now… not with you. You know what I mean.” She held me tightly. “Have the best time of your life. And don’t behave,” she giggled.
 
   The three of us walked out the door. The white stretch limo was perfect. I had seen them many times before and dreamt about being in one but never thought I would actually get to ride in one. Eagerly I walked toward it as Patty got in her car and drove off.
 
   Davin opened the door. “Hello there, pretty lady.”
 
   “You look handsome, Davin,” I smiled. Davin wore a navy suit too. 
 
   Davin blushed. “Uhhh…thanks.” Then he moved aside for me after a hug was given, and he told me how beautiful I looked. There was plenty of space inside, but Davin insisted he needed to sit next to me, so I sat between the boys.
 
   Davin couldn’t stop touching everything inside. He pressed the windows up and down and even turned on the music. He mostly dug the small compartment that stored ice cubes and wine. He kept on changing channels as he become fascinated with the small television until Michael got irritated and asked him to stop. When he realized there was a sun roof, he got overly excited and made Michael and me stick our heads out with him as he waved to everyone he saw. The wind was too much for me to handle, not wanting to ruin my hair, so we sat down comfortably on the black leather seat as we headed for Kristina’s house.
 
   After a fantastic dinner, the four of us stepped out of the limo with our arms linked around our dates. Though the Valentine’s dance was at our school gym, one could not tell that it was. What a transformation, I thought, thinking of two occasions—the fire and the decoration committee. But seeing the way the lights hung and the fake candles that burned, reminded me of a particular decorating committee. I first set my eyes on the red, pink, and white balloons floating, filling the ceiling like clouds. Then my line of vision followed the streams of hearts attached to ribbons that curled as they dangled from the ceiling. Situated in the center of the tables that were covered by white linen were red and pink roses that fragranced the room. Fake candles glistened and flickered to the sound of the music. How enchanting, I thought.
 
   “Wow! They’ve really outdone it this time,” Kristina said, marveling at the ambiance.
 
   “They had a little help,” Davin whispered to me and winked.
 
   I smiled as brightly as the lights. “I knew it,” I squealed softly from excitement. 
 
   After greeting our friends, taking couples’ pictures, and finding our seats, Davin and Kristina headed to the dance floor while I rested contentedly in Michael’s arms. When I glanced around the room, I spotted Ryan with his date. I didn’t recognize her, but I didn’t care. I was just happy that I could feel at ease around him like before, as if nothing had happened. 
 
   “I can’t believe you’re here with me at my school dance,” I expressed.
 
   “I can’t believe it myself…meaning…the school dance and not you. I mean, I want to be with you,” he chuckled.
 
   “I just want to sit here with you, hold you, and enjoy this event,” I said, snuggling up to him even more.
 
   “Me too, but you’re kind of heavy,” he teased.
 
   “What?” I turned only to have him tickle me and then pull me to the dance floor next to Davin and Kristina. “Are we going to create memories or what?”
 
   On cue, the DJ announced: “This song is dedicated to Claudia from Michael. At last, I found you.” 
 
   The “awwws” and “oh, how sweets” were heard around us as my face became slightly warm. 
 
   Michael pulled me close, folding my hands onto his chest, and started to sing with the music in my ears. “At last…my love has come along….” It was the same song he’d sung to me up in the clouds.
 
   I embraced his words and swayed to the music with him. The song was an old song, but I didn’t mind. The lyrics were beautiful and perfect. Many artists had sung this song, but it couldn’t compare to the way Michael sang it. His angelic, flawless voice could melt any soul.
 
   After the song ended, the DJ played a faster tune. Michael and I were about to walk off the dance floor when Davin gripped both of us. “Nuh uh. Both of you stay right here and dance.”
 
   Michael looked at me, asking me what I wanted with his eyes. Then Davin gave a pouty face, and I could not refuse. The four of us danced ’til midnight, having the time of our lives.
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   Losing Patrick and unable to deal with his feelings for Claudia, Austin escaped to Black Velvet. Inside Black Velvet, he knew he could pretend to be human…pretend to be someone else. He headed straight for the bar. The bartender recognized him from several weeks before.
 
   “What can I get you?” he said nervously. His body tensed up, avoiding eye contact. “There hasn’t been any sign of them.” His voice was low.
 
   “I’m not here for them tonight. I’m here for me,” Austin replied, leaning against the counter. “So, what’s the strongest drink you have? Though it wouldn’t make a difference,” he grumbled.
 
   Jake poured some liquid into the shot glass. “Here…Bacardi 151. It’s the strongest liquor I have. Hard day?” he asked nervously, knowing who Austin really was.
 
   “A long life.” Austin held up his glass and toasted. “For my friend, Patrick. I will avenge your death. This I promise you.” He swallowed his drink in one gulp. Grimacing, he said, “Well, that tasted like water.” He slammed his glass on the counter. “More, Jake. And keep it coming. I’ve got a long life ahead of me,” he demanded as sudden thoughts of Michael and Claudia dancing burned through his mind. “Crap,” he said, shaking his head trying to rid it of unwanted thoughts, and he turned toward the dance floor.
 
   Uninterested, he turned back, thinking he could strike up a conversation with Jake. There in front of him stood two females. “Remember us?” one said sweetly, alluring him with her eyes.
 
   “Sure I do. How could I ever forget?” Austin said, feeling euphoric by their presences as his eyes drank them in. “We danced, but I don’t believe I caught your names.”
 
   “My name is Tasha, and my friend’s name is Elliot,” Tasha said, pointing to her friend, giggling. 
 
   “You’re not going to disappear on us again, are you?” Elliot asked, placing her hand on his muscular arm.
 
   “No, but I don’t feel like dancing this time. How about we sit here and talk?” Austin suggested, thinking he couldn’t believe he wanted to have a conversation instead of enjoying himself.
 
   “Speaking of disappearing, why don’t we disappear into my limo?” Tasha flirted, closing the gap between them and outlining his lips with her finger.
 
   “You have a limo?” Austin leaned in to smell her scent. She smelled of lavender, reminding him of Claudia. He’d been with women before, and it was always easy to take them up on their propositions, but he felt different this time. Regardless, he decided to take it, even though his gut instincts told him something was different about these girls. He couldn’t distinguish what it was, but he thought maybe he was overreacting. His angel powers were always dead on, and since they weren’t telling him that they were demons, he decided to have fun.
 
   “My limo is right outside,” Tasha answered.
 
   He rested his arms around the ladies’ waists. “Let’s go, my angels.”
 
   Tasha winked at Jake, leading them out to her limo. Jake froze from fear and was more than happy they were leaving.
 
   Austin sat in the middle. “Are we going to stay put or is your driver going to drive us somewhere?”
 
   The girls started nibbling on Austin’s ears, running their hands all over him. 
 
   “We stay here,” Elliot whispered and started to caress his lips.
 
   Austin kissed back, but his mind wandered to thoughts of Claudia, of the day they kissed, accident or not. He saw her face in his mind, the way her lips felt on his, the softness of her hair and the curves of her body as he held her in his arms. Austin finally snapped out his thoughts. He should have been enjoying this kind of attention, but he felt disgusted. He pulled himself out of their hold. “Sorry ladies, but I need to take care of things.” 
 
   Tasha pushed him back and held him before his hand reached the handle. Surprised by her strength, he halted, trying to grasp what had just happened. Before he could react, Elliot swung over in a straddling position and pinned Austin’s arms. He tried to set himself free, but they were stronger. 
 
   “Whoa, ladies. Is this because I didn’t want to dance?” He chuckled nervously, trying to stay calm as he planned his escape. “Why don’t we go back to the dance floor? I promise to give you the time of your life,” he flirted.
 
   “We’re going to have a little fun before we suck you up,” Elliot mocked.
 
   “Hmmm…under normal circumstances, being sucked up may sound pleasing, but I wonder what demons mean by that?” 
 
   “You shall see,” she said, giving an evil grin.
 
   “At least tell me what kind of demon you are,” Austin asked calmly, but he was panicking, trying to buy some time. 
 
   “We’re called soul eaters,” she hissed.
 
   “Soul eaters,” he repeated. “You really don’t want my soul. It’s not very clean.”
 
   “You talk too much for someone who is about to face death,” Elliot said and moved on him.
 
   “Wait! Before you do whatever you want to do, who are you working for?” Austin requested.
 
   “Why should we tell you?”
 
   “Since I’m going to die anyway, at least give me the name I shall revenge on after I’m dead.”
 
   “You need to look toward your own.” Without any further delay, Elliot gave him the most menacing smile. Then her mouth opened wide, ten times human capability, and enclosed his face, inhaling his breath. Austin’s body desperately shook as his legs frantically kicked from their monstrous grip. Somehow, he managed to slam Tasha against the door and wrap his leg around her neck. With his head still inside Elliot’s mouth, he tightened his thighs and caused Tasha to become unconscious. One down, he thought. Almost unconscious himself, he stuck his fingers inside Elliot’s mouth. 
 
   The demon’s mouth felt cold, sticky, and slimy. His hand clenched the sides of its lips. Austin tugged and pulled, producing all the strength he could give at this weakened moment. Triumphantly, he pulled away. “Tribuo mihi thy…” he said quickly, asking for his sword. But before he could say the word sword, Elliot managed to lunge at him again. 
 
   He couldn’t fight anymore. The demon drew the strength from his soul. What was I thinking, he thought. His instincts told him something was wrong and he didn’t follow through. For this mistake, he would face death today. Images of his mother, Patrick, Holly, and Claudia flashed through his mind. Then his body went limp to the darkness.
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   After the dance, they dropped off Kristina and headed back to Claudia’s home. When they got there, Holly, Vivian, Caleb, Michelle, and Gracie were waiting for them in Claudia’s room. 
 
   “Missed us that much?” Davin jeered. But when they were stoic in their expression, Davin knew something was wrong and he stopped talking.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Michael asked worriedly. “Something happened to Austin?”
 
   Claudia’s breath stopped short, like someone had just punched her in her gut.
 
   “Austin is missing,” Michelle snapped.
 
   “What do you mean, missing? He’s probably somewhere flirting with the ladies,” Michael suggested.
 
   “No, he’s not,” Holly stated. “There’s been a lot of demon activity in Black Velvet. We know that Austin was last seen there,” Holly explained.
 
   “By whom?” Michael asked.
 
   “Jake, the bartender.”
 
   “He went alone?” Claudia asked.
 
   “It’s not unusual. Austin likes that kind of crowd. That’s his escape from reality,” Holly continued. “Anyway, when we couldn’t contact him, we decided to go to the night club.”
 
   Michael looked at Vivian and Caleb. They gave him nervous smiles and shrugged their shoulders, knowing Michael disapproved.
 
   “So, instead of finding Austin, guess who we found?” They all followed the line of Holly’s gaze. “That’s right. The one and only,” Holly said proudly and opened the closet door. There lay Vickie, the shoe saleslady from Brand Name Shoes For Less. She was bound with the golden Divine cuff, and her mouth was sealed with silver duct tape. Without a second to lose, Claudia stood behind Michael, recalling that dreadful shoes-shopping experience. 
 
   Davin squatted in front of Vicki. “Hmmm…she looks harmless.” Then he swiftly ripped the tape off. The demon hissed so loudly and unexpectedly at Davin from the pain he’d just caused that Davin jerked back in surprise. “Whoa…what is she?” 
 
   “Why are you surprised? What do you think she is…an angel?” Holly said sarcastically. “And why did you peel the tape off?”
 
   “To ask her questions…why else?” Davin fired back.
 
   “That’s enough. We’re wasting time.” Michael looked at Vickie square in the eye. “Where is Austin?”
 
   “Why should I tell you?” she snapped, sounding like a man.
 
   “Whoaaa, she’s a he or he’s a she?” Davin questioned.
 
   “It’s Nicholas Cain. He left the other body and took over this one,” Michael informed Davin and turned to Vickie. “Unless you want me to kill you, you better start talking,”
 
   “Austin and his girlfriends are at the Specus,” he said with a menacing smile. 
 
   “We tried to get him to talk before you came along. Why is he telling you now?” Holly questioned. “I don’t like this one bit. It may be a trap.”
 
   “Whether it’s a trap or not, he’s there. We need to go,” Michael said, urgently.
 
   “Better not wait too long, he won’t make it,” the demon teased, but they ignored her.
 
   “What I meant was, we need to inform the Elders. We need back-up just in case Aliah is there, so we’ll need the watchers too,” Holly stated.
 
   “They’re going to rip him to pieces,” the demon said again.
 
   Claudia squeezed Michael’s hand in fear that the demon’s words may be true.
 
   “Fine. One of us can go tell the Elders while we go after Austin.”
 
   “I’ll send Michelle and Gracie.” Holly instructed the girls and turned to Vickie. “What do we do with her or him or whatever it is?”
 
   “Keep her alive. We may be able to negotiate,” Michael instructed.
 
   “Good idea,” Holly agreed and turned to Vickie once more. “And you…” She placed the tape back on her mouth. “Just shut up!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
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   The Specus was easily reachable being that they knew the exact location since they had been there before. But when they transported, they ended up at the entrance and not inside like before. The alkins and Holly carefully entered. Their steps were quiet, light as a feather, leaving no footprints on slightly muddied ground. Caleb and Davin glided ahead with their swords while Michael held Claudia’s hand. Vivian and Holly cautiously walked sideways, keeping Nicholas between them. Holding their weapons with the other hand, they would occasionally pivot, looking for any demonic movements. 
 
   It’s too quiet, Davin thought as his heart pounded faster with every step.
 
   “What’s that smell?” Caleb whispered. “Do you smell it?”
 
   “It stinks like Hell. Though I wouldn’t know what Hell smells like,” Davin replied.
 
   “No, it smells like rotting flesh,” Caleb said again, sniffing.
 
   “Looks like you smell yourself,” Davin laughed softly.
 
   Caleb furrowed his brows. “Ha ha. No, seriously.” Everyone stopped and watched Caleb sniff again as he turned his nose toward the wall of the cave. “It’s coming from the wall. It looks dewy.” Grimacing, he brought his sword closer. “Lux,” he said to the sword, and it glowed brighter. 
 
   “Do you hear that?” Caleb asked. 
 
   “Yeah, I hear you talking nonsense,” Davin chuckled.
 
   “Shhh!” Vivian hushed Davin from behind.
 
   Davin shrugged his shoulders as he watched Caleb become mesmerized by the sound he said he heard. 
 
   Caleb paid no attention to Davin’s remark as he leaned closer. Curiosity got the best of him, and he slowly moved his index finger closer. There is something magical, he thought. The whispers of the melody sounded so peaceful and pleasant, luring him in, hypnotizing.
 
   Michael felt uncomfortable with Caleb’s findings and couldn’t understand why Caleb was the only one to smell and hear things. They all had the same strength of keenness of smell and hearing, if not more so in Michael. Seeing Caleb’s eyes glued to the wall made Michael extremely uncomfortable. He felt something evil which was confirmed when he saw Claudia’s necklace turn black. Just as he was about to stop Caleb, he knew he was too late.
 
   Caleb’s finger released an angelic energy, only he didn’t realize he had liberated the demons that Aliah had placed many life times ago. Aliah had placed their bodies there in hopes of one day releasing them to join his legion, but he was unable to unlock them because he was not in pure form.
 
   Unexpectedly, a hand reached out, grabbing Caleb and pulling him into them. Davin and Michael held Caleb for dear life. Struggling, unable to free Caleb, Michael swung his sword and managed to release him.
 
   “Must you touch?” Davin scolded. “You almost got gelled.”
 
   Caleb exhaled heavily in relief, giving Davin an apologetic look.
 
   “Stop talking and run!” Michael said out loud.
 
   The wall started to glow, illuminating more brightly by the second, and hands were reaching out, penetrating through from within. The demons escaped and started to enclose them. They ran as fast as they could as wicked laughter and then soft, fast droning whispers resonated throughout the cave, echoing and humming painfully in their ears. They stopped abruptly, covering their ears from the sharp pain—even Vickie was slumped over—except for Claudia. Claudia stood bewildered, not knowing how to help or what to do. She heard the foreign words but could not understand what they were saying. It was driving her insane to see her friends curled up, vulnerable. 
 
   Unexpectedly, heat started to creep from her inner core and emanated throughout her body. Then she felt her hands radiate the familiar heat, and with anger she yelled as loud as she could, “Stop!” Her cry screeched painfully, echoing, bouncing off the walls of the cave.
 
   There was dead silence. Everyone stood up to see the demons had vanished. Their eyes filled with amazement and confusion. They found themselves in the middle of the cave, near the pool of water. When they looked up, they saw Austin, bound against the wall with the golden divine cuff. His head drooped weakly, and his arms extended out like Jesus on the cross.
 
   “Austin.” Claudia’s heart dropped at the sight of him.
 
   “Let’s get him down,” Holly said, all choked up and horrified, thinking what he must have been through. 
 
   When Caleb and Davin moved cautiously toward Austin, Aliah emerged from the darkness of the shadows without warning. Michael folded Claudia into his wings, hiding her. Everyone else swiftly backed away, holding their weapons close and tightly as they gasped from icy sharp chills within, causing them to be motionless.
 
   “Ahhh,” Aliah said softly. “You’ve done well Nicholas. You’ve brought your friends right to me. Licen,” he said, and with a snap from Aliah’s fingers, Nicholas’s bonds were broken. Moving to stand next to Aliah, he gloated victoriously. 
 
   “I knew it was a trap,” Holly muttered in revelation through her grinding teeth.
 
   “It’s okay. Remember, backup is coming,” Caleb reminded, but he was trembling inside while trying to maintain composure.
 
   Aliah glided closer. His striking black and white wings overwhelmed them. “We finally meet. I had to kill so many girls just to find the one and only Claudia Emerson. You can’t hide her beneath your wings forever. Give her to me, and you can all leave freely.”
 
   Nobody said a word. Taking small steps to move even further away, there was nowhere to go as the demon spirits and now fallen were already there. Given this opportunity, Claudia gripped tightly to her bow that Holly slipped though Michael’s wings. Claudia closed her eyes, inhaled deeply and talked her way out of being petrified. She gathered her courage and told herself, for my friends, Mom, and Gamma. 
 
   “Thanks for setting my children free. You see, I’ve waited thousands of years for someone brave enough and someone with an absolutely pure soul to set them free. This is going to be a fabulous day. So I’ll tell you again before I change my mind…give her to me and you can leave.”
 
   Drawing their weapons and standing there in a defensive stance, they were ready to give it all. They were not only ready to fight to protect Claudia, but to fight for humanity and for what was good. “Stay together,” Michael instructed.
 
   “Since you give me no choice…then die!”
 
   Claudia dove out of Michael’s hold and shot the first demon in her line of vision. Like lightning, it shot out brightly, penetrating right through. They were different from the white demons she had seen before. They appeared almost ghostlike, translucent, but their skeletal parts were visible. These demons were fragile compared to the other demons with claws, but skillful with swords that magically appeared in their hands. With one slice through their skeletal parts, they crumbled to the floor.
 
   Many demons swarmed around the alkins and venators. Trying not to bring attention to herself, Vivian slowly bent down to scoop up pebbles that she could gather in her hands. She threw them upward, scattering them, confusing the demons. As the demons’ eyes followed the pebbles, the alkins and venators took the opportunity to attack.
 
   The demons quickly retaliated, and they were just as skilled with their swords as the alkins. Claudia was placed in the center of the alkins and Holly as they fired back, but they always had one eye on her. As the clanking and slicing sounds of the swords echoed, all their fast movement created a dust storm. In the confusion, they were forced to separate. 
 
   Davin and Caleb leaped from boulder to boulder, trying to lure the demons and fallen away from Claudia. When they landed, they flipped behind them and took them out. Holly managed to find Vivian and they stood back to back. To baffle the demons, Holly completely enclosed both of them with her wings. When they got close enough, she unexpectedly opened her wings and they both fired.
 
   Claudia successfully shot several demons coming toward her, but all she could do was watch, afraid she might shoot her friends. Everything was happening so fast, she couldn’t tell who was who. All she could do was whirl in circles and point her bow, ready to shoot anything that looked unfriendly.
 
   Nicholas fought along with the group of demons and fallen that enclosed Michael, thinking Michael would be easily defeated. But he was dead wrong; he was unaware of Michael’s secret weapon, his sharp razor wings. Michael swiftly opened up his wings, spinning like a tornado, decapitating the fallen and demons. In shock, Nicholas tried to run, but Michael captured him, pulling him up by the back of his shirt as his feet dangled.
 
   “Please, don’t hurt me,” a female voice called out innocently from Nicholas’s mouth, hoping to sweet talk his way out.
 
   “You’re pathetic, possessing a woman’s body. You don’t deserve such beauty.” With Michael’s last words, he flung Nicholas into the pool of water. Nicholas called out in agony, but Michael speedily headed over to Claudia, worried, knowing she was using a weapon. Even though Michael knew everyone had one eye on her, he needed to be close to her.
 
   “I got your back,” Davin said, killing a demon who’d escaped Claudia’s blow before returning to help Caleb.
 
   Holly tried to reach Austin, but she had to go through Aliah. Aliah was extremely angry, seeing most of his demons vanish into thin air.
 
   Then, unexpectedly, Aliah ordered the demons and fallen to stop and surprisingly brought out Trinity. Holly wanted to dive for her and mutilate her, but she couldn’t get close enough without having to go through Aliah first.
 
   Trinity’s eyes were still, without blinking. It seemed as though she could clearly see her friends, but she showed no expression on her face. “Look who I found wondering about,” Aliah said.
 
   “She lied to you,” Davin said to Michael. 
 
   “No. She isn’t with him. Look into her eyes. She is being compelled,” Michael replied.
 
   “A beautiful addition to my legion, don’t you think?”
 
   “Leave her alone. She has nothing to do with you!” Michael demanded.
 
   “Why, Michael. You can’t keep all the beautiful creatures to yourself. This one belongs to me. Let’s have some fun. Trinity, drive this sword into Austin’s heart.”
 
   “No!” Claudia and Holly screamed. Caleb held Holly back from dashing toward them. “Let me go! I’ve already lost Patrick. I can’t lose Austin too!” But no matter how much she begged, Caleb held on tighter. 
 
   As instructed, Trinity moved forward. Her body was abiding the commands, but her mind was desperately trying to stop, for she could see clearly what she was about to do. Aliah’s hold on her was too much for her. She couldn’t fight his order. She moved closer, inching toward Austin. Michael telepathically instructed Davin to guard Claudia, and when Aliah turned to watch Trinity position herself, Michael darted for her. Trinity stumbled to the ground and wakened from the trance. Confused and dazed, she hid behind a boulder, panting in fear. The boulder was large enough to block everyone’s view of her. She wanted to stay there, lost in the darkness, unsure of which side she was on.
 
   After pushing Trinity out of the way, Michael tried to retreat, but Aliah grabbed his wings and pinned his arms from the back.
 
   “Michael!” Claudia screamed.
 
   “Well…well. I’ve caught me an alkin. You think you fools can out smart me? I am one of God’s first angels. You are no match for me. I may have been locked up, but don’t underestimate my powers in Between.” Aliah elevated Michael and bound him against the cave, adjacent to Austin. Then one by one, he bound the others in the same way. Claudia was left alone, standing in the open.
 
   Aliah glared amusedly at Claudia. “Here we are, alone at last. Before I take your soul, let’s play a little game. I’m in the mood to be generous, so before I kill all of them, which one shall I save?” Aliah pointed his sword to Michael first. “This one? Or shall I let this one live?” he asked and pointed to Austin.
 
   Austin was gradually coming to. Peeling his heavy eyelids open one at a time, he saw himself afloat and tried not to panic, especially when he saw Aliah pointing the sword at his chest. His pulse escalated when he saw Michael and the others bound. He knew he was back in Specus but couldn’t remember how he got there. Then in the dead center, he saw Claudia alone with fallen and demons he couldn’t identify. 
 
   “So, who is it going to be?”Aliah asked again. “I can tell you care for both. So as a gift to you before I take your soul, one life will be spared. It’s the least I can do,” he chuckled cunningly.
 
   How could she choose? She felt hopeless, drained from the possibility that no one would survive today.
 
   “You’re too slow, my dear,” Aliah said, moving toward her.
 
   Cold chills blasted through her painfully as if thousands of needles pricked her all at once. She wanted to run, but her feet were planted from being terrified; she became paralyzed. 
 
   Just when hope was drained out of everyone’s hearts, Katherine and Samuel appeared. Then relief settled through all and hope became alive once more.
 
   “Aliah!” Katherine called out loud, feeling disgusted by his doings. Seeing her son, unconscious and bound, shattered her heart. She had to stay calm, in control in order to think straight or her emotions would get in the way. “Your day of glory ends today!”
 
   Aliah laughed out loud as if Katherine had told him a riddle. “Woman, you do not know who you are standing next to, do you?”
 
   Katherine was confused. The only person who was standing next to her was Samuel. “I won’t be standing alone. The others are coming. It ends today.”
 
   Before another word was spoken, Samuel held his sword behind Katherine. “I didn’t tell the others. They have no idea we are here right now. It ends today for you.”
 
   “Samuel, what are you doing?” Katherine shouted, feeling bewildered.
 
   “I’m tired of you, Jeremiah, and the others. You are all pathetic and weak.”
 
   “Samuel!” Katherine cried, devastated by his betrayal. “Please. Think about what you are doing. Let the others go. You can have me.”
 
   “But I already have you. You have nothing to negotiate with.” Samuel gave a menacing smile, pulling her toward Claudia.
 
   “What do you want?” Katherine asked.
 
   “The same thing Aden wanted…power. But he’s gone. Now I have a second chance. When Aliah takes over, I’ll be by his side. Where will you be?”
 
   “I will never stand by you,” Katherine fired back. “You took the crystals and Aden’s sword from Crossroads, didn’t you?” Katherine accused, recalling the stolen items. “Then you’re the one who helped Alexa Rose escape from Crossroads so she could help Aden open the gates of the Abyss. You erased her memory of doing it.”
 
   “Really? How did you ever guess? And we all thought Michael did it,” he said with sarcasm in his tone. “It’s too bad Aden’s dead, but I found his replacement—someone even more powerful.”
 
   “You are pathetic,” Katherine glared at him with disgust. “You also told the watchers to leave that night they were guarding Claudia?”
 
   “They were so easily convinced. And Trinity…your little protégé…all I did was promise her Michael—betrayal, all in the name of love.”
 
   Michael’s question was answered, a name he had been waiting for from Trinity just before his friends showed up at Island of Eden. It was Samuel who had given her the order.
 
   “What did you do with Michelle and Gracie?” Katherine asked in fury.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he replied smugly. “I let them live. I bound them so they wouldn’t inform the others. They’ll have to face Aliah for their deception, not me.”
 
   “So that’s how Aliah found out they betrayed him. You told him about the girls.”
 
   “Very good, Katherine. Now… no more talking. We have a ritual to witness.”
 
   Austin’s eyes grew fiercely wide seeing his mother helpless. He had to find a way to set himself free. There was only one hope. “Michael,” he whispered. “Tell Claudia to get the bonds off of us.”
 
   “You know she can’t. Bonds can only be broken by the angel who placed it.”
 
   “Yes, she can. She has her father’s blood. Tell her to concentrate on the bonds and say ‘licen.’ She has to believe. Her powers are within her. She has no idea the power she holds. It’s our only hope.”
 
   “Claudia,” Michael called in her mind. “Don’t look at me when I’m speaking to you. They will know. Concentrate on our bonds and say ‘licen.’ You can do this.”
 
   Claudia wanted to tell him that she couldn’t, but she couldn’t communicate through her mind. Michael believed that she could do it, and though she didn’t know how, she had to try. Claudia paid no attention to Samuel and Katherine. With all her will, she concentrated on the bonds. With her eyes closed, she envisioned the bonds being released on all the nephilim and said, “Licen,” as loud as she could, as loud and powerfully as when she told the demons to stop. She watched in amazement as the nephilim were released from their bonds.
 
   As the bonds were broken, Austin couldn’t catch himself. Michael dove straight down and before Austin plunged into the pool of acid water, he stopped his fall. When Samuel looked away, Katherine surprised him by jabbing her elbow into his stomach, flipping him over, which produced a loud thud sound. Swiftly, she placed her sword on his chest. 
 
   Samuel, dazed and shocked by Katherine’s ability to do what she had just done, surrendered with an amused smile.
 
   “You coward,” she stated with fire in her eyes. “I’ve learned a few tricks while observing my venators in training.”
 
   Aliah, flabbergasted and stunned by the release of his enemies, dashed for his prize. Claudia saw Aliah coming for her. There was nowhere to run. She defended herself the only way she knew, the only thing she was familiar with. Lifting the bow, she aimed precisely for his heart. One lightning bolt darted right for him. As if it was nothing more than a mere speck of dust in the air, he waved his hand. The bolt stopped in mid-air and disappeared as quickly as it came. 
 
   “Silly girl, have you not learned anything today?” Claudia was now in the arms of her worst nightmare. 
 
   “Drop your weapons!” Aliah ordered with his arms around Claudia’s waist.
 
   Hesitantly, they did as told. Their bows and swords lay on the pebbled ground, leaving them defenseless. Demons and fallen enclosed them and helplessness settled in their defeated eyes.
 
   “We’ve wasted enough time.” He turned Claudia toward him and gripped her arm. Pain traveled through her and forced her to drop the bow. “Say, I give you my soul freely unto thee.”
 
   “No, Claudia!” Michael pleaded with her. Then to Aliah he warned, “Don’t touch her!”
 
   “Either way, she’ll be dead. Now say it!” he demanded, startling Claudia with his fierce tone, so cold that it immobilized her.
 
   All Claudia could do was look at him. This infuriated Aliah even more so that he yanked Claudia’s hair and drew her close to him, looking bleakly into her eyes. “I will kill every single one of your friends. Do you understand? Starting with this one…I can feel the strong connection you have with him.” He looked at Michael and pulled him by angelic force. Michael’s body protruded forward while his feet dragged on the ground, unwillingly gliding toward him as a sword in Aliah’s hand awaited him.
 
   “No, no, no…I will do it!” Claudia bellowed. “Stop!” From Claudia’s command, Michael’s movement toward the sword slightly slowed its pace. The few seconds given was just enough.
 
   Before Michael contacted the sword, Trinity appeared from behind the boulder and covered Michael with her body. The sword hit home, and they both fell to the ground with the sword protruding from Trinity’s back. “Michael,” she gasped, her eyes filled with shock. In the commotion, everyone had forgotten about Trinity.
 
   “No!” Claudia screamed with grief, trying to release herself. She had to know if Michael was all right.
 
   Michael closed his eyes, pretending to be injured. His heart was filled with guilt and sorrow. Though Trinity had made some bad choices, at the end, she’d saved his life. If only things could have been different for her. “Trinity, thank you. I forgive you. Rest in peace,” he said to her telepathically. She smiled weakly and drew her last breath with the satisfaction of knowing that she had saved him. Then Michael focused on Claudia mentally. “Claudia, I’m okay.”
 
   Claudia squealed in delight inside but pretended to howl out in grief. 
 
   Michael continued. “You have a special soul. You are the only one who can do this. You must have peace in your heart. Will your soul,” Michael instructed her in her mind. “I don’t want to lose you. I need you. I love you too much. You are the reason my life is worth living.”
 
   Claudia breathed in Michael’s words. She felt his words radiate in her heart, soul, and mind. Every inch of her glowed with his love and peace, fulfilling her.
 
   Losing patience, Aliah said once more, “Say it, before I kill another.”
 
   “I…give you…” Claudia started to say, trying to buy some time, trying to figure out what she was supposed to do. It was the moment of truth and all eyes rested heavily on her, waiting for her to overpower him, but all she could do was look at death in the eye. “God, help me,” she prayed in her mind as she tried to summon the light she’d felt several times before—the light that helped her, the light that was her soul’s energy, the light that she hoped would conquer the darkness, but nothing happened. 
 
   Gamma, I’m sorry I failed you. She would rather die than give her soul to this heartless creature. Preparing for her life to end, she closed her eyes and tried to come to peace with it, but all she could do was think about Gamma and how she’d loved her. She thought about her mom, Michael, alkins, venators, and her friends, and how much they meant to her. Tears started to stream down her cheeks, knowing she would never see them again.
 
   Then she remembered Gamma’s words. Peace in your heart. Let me go. I will always love you. Consumed with those thoughts, she now knew what she had to do. All this time, she thought she would defeat him with some deadly power, but how wrong she was. She needed Aliah to feel and see what was once good. She needed to show him the good light that he once had.
 
   As these thoughts rushed through her, light started illuminating around her, traveling upward. She glowed brighter until it reached her hands; they were as bright as shooting stars. Unexplainably, her soul was guiding her; she knew exactly what to do. And when she felt ready, she placed her hands on Aliah’s chest. “I give you…peace, love, and hope. Let my light consume your heart. Feel my peace and know that good will always conquer evil even in the darkest time.”
 
   “Impossible,” Aliah fumed. “I was told you had no powers. Your light is no match for mine. There is no peace, love, and hope.” He laughed out loud, amused. “Little girl, you are wasting…”
 
   He didn’t get to finish. Claudia’s light transferred to him. He saw himself glow, but the light pained him. It was not his own. He saw and felt peace, love, and hope. “Impossible,” he muttered as he started to become transparent, and then he screamed out loud in agony.
 
   The last thing Claudia heard was Michael telling her to pierce her butterfly necklace into his heart.
 
   Aliah never saw it coming. The butterfly necklace melted into him with the heat radiating from Claudia’s hand. Claudia’s light completely transferred into Aliah. With Aliah’s hold still on Claudia, they both started to radiate so brightly that everyone had to cover their eyes, and even then it wasn’t enough. Without warning, Claudia and Aliah burst into a ball of flame. Claudia was thrown back several feet, but Michael was ready for her, catching her fall.
 
   The demons and the fallen evaporated into black ashes, and there was no trace of them or Aliah. Safe, everyone gathered around Claudia and Michael. Katherine bound Samuel and dashed for her son who was still lying on the floor where Michael had left him, but he was already in Holly’s arms.
 
   “He’s okay. His energy is drained out of him, but that will take time to recover. Thank God he’s okay,” Holly said to Katherine, voice trembling as tears escaped her.
 
   Katherine lovingly caressed Austin’s face, and then swiftly turned and headed to the alkins.
 
   “How is she?” Davin asked, seeing Michael cradling her carefully and tenderly.
 
   “Davin, don’t worry. I won’t die without giving you one last dance,” Claudia whispered weakly, smiling with her eyes closed.
 
   “You better not. I mean…I better not mess with you. You can kick my ass.”
 
   Caleb smacked Davin on his back. “Watch your mouth. Katherine is here.”
 
   “I mean…butt…no…behind…oh shit! Oops! I mean crap! Or poop.” 
 
   “I see you’ve become assimilated into the human teenage language. Learned a few words, haven’t you?” Katherine commented, finding Davin amusing. Davin shrugged his shoulders and turned red.
 
   Then Katherine turned her attention to Claudia. “How is she?”
 
   With one eye open Claudia said weakly, “My body aches, but I think I’ll be fine.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ve had better days. You’ve done a brave thing. Lucy would be very proud of you. I think it’s best if you all head to Island of Eden to rest up. I’m going to lock up Samuel for the rest of his pathetic life.”
 
   As they scanned the surroundings of Specus once more, Michael gingerly scooped Claudia up in his arms. “My hero,” he said, leisurely unfolding his wings. “My Super Girl.”
 
   Claudia giggled weakly. “Some hero. My sidekick is the one on his two feet. And I’m going to need a new butterfly necklace.”
 
   “Of course. Something better…but just as deadly,” he winked.
 
   “Sidekick? Did I hear you say sidekick?” Davin interrupted, standing beside them. “I can be one of your sidekicks too.”
 
   “Not now, Davin.” Michael gestured for Davin to move back to give them space. “We’ll meet you at Island of Eden.” Before Michael’s wings completely engulfed them, he called to Davin and lit up with an ornery smile. “Peace out.”
 
   Davin frowned. “Hey, that’s my line.” Then they were gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
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   After Claudia was able to be back on her own two feet, the alkins left for a debriefing meeting at Halo City with Philip, Margaret, and Agnes. Austin, on the other hand, needed more rest. Holly stayed by Austin’s bedside, and Katherine locked up Samuel in her holding cell in Nubilus City.
 
   Claudia was alone in the room, the room she could almost think of as her room since she’d been there so many times before. She lifted the covers and placed her feet on the cold marble floor. Eagerly, she walked to the double doors. When she opened them, she breathed in the fresh, cool, crisp air. Looking out past the cliff to where it met the ocean, she soaked in the warmth and recalled the event at Specus.
 
   One thing that surprised her was, though she had disliked Trinity, her heroic action had saved Michael, and for that, she was grateful to her. She had given her life for his and had proved how much she really did love him. It was the ultimate sacrifice. If it wasn’t for her, Michael may have died. Claudia didn’t want to think awful thoughts or the “what ifs” anymore, so she looked up to the cloudless, blue sky and did something she hadn’t done in a very long time. She began to pray.
 
   “Dear God. I know I haven’t been to church or…I haven’t prayed since I don’t know when, but I want to say…thank you for keeping my friends safe. And thank you for being with me. I killed Aliah…I think, or something inside me did. If I sinned…which I think I didn’t…I don’t know what I’m trying to say. I killed someone, and I feel bad even though he tried to kill me and my friends. He was evil, and he deserved to die.”
 
   Claudia broke down and cried. All the emotion that was bottled up inside her from all that had happened in Specus finally caught up to her. After she let it all out, she felt better and decided to look for Austin, recalling that Michael had told her that Austin was resting in his room and the watchers were guarding both of them before he left.
 
   Claudia knocked softly on a door, unsure which room was his and unsure if he was resting.
 
   “Come in,” he said.
 
   Turning the door knob, she peered in, seeing him lying on a bed. She took a step forward but retreated. 
 
   “Welcome to my humble room,” he said, smiling. “It’s not much to look at—just a bed, a closet, and a desk.” The walls were plain, just like the other rooms, with no pictures or paintings on the walls. “Come in. I won’t bite…well, maybe a little nibble.” Austin chuckled.
 
   Claudia rolled her eyes. Even when he was down, he flirted. “How are you feeling?” Claudia took several steps forward.
 
   “Better now that you’re here. Are you my nurse? Come here to attend my needs?” he smiled.
 
   “Very funny, Austin.”
 
   “You’re too far. I can’t see you. Come closer.”
 
   Claudia closed the gap between them and stood at the edge of the bed. “You don’t stop flirting, do you?”
 
   “Flirting is fun. You should try it.” He winked.
 
   “So…what happened to you?” She sauntered closer to him.
 
   “I guess you could say I got my ass kicked by two females, but they were no ladies. They were demons called soul eaters. They suck out energy from your soul. I guess it was a good thing Samuel or Aliah told them to keep me alive or else I would have been killed.” His eyes held Claudia’s as he caressed her cheek. “I thought I would never see you again.” His tone changed from being serious to playful. “You would miss me, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Of course.” Claudia’s smile sent shivers down Austin’s back. “There would be no one here to annoy me the way you do.”
 
   Her playfulness sparked a fire in him. He wanted to pull her in and swallow her up in his arms and taste her. How she consumed his heart and mind. Then he closed his eyes, trying to clear his mind.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked worriedly, breaking his thoughts. “Are you in pain?”
 
   “Just a little,” he said.
 
   “What can I do?” she asked compassionately. “What do you need?”
 
   “Just a little kiss here,” he said, pointing to his shoulder.
 
   “You’re such a flirt.” Claudia gave a quick peck, amusing him.
 
   “Over here,” he pointed to his cheek.
 
   Claudia was hesitant, but she thought a kiss on the cheek was no big deal. After all, he was here because of her.
 
   “One kiss on the cheek and then I’ll leave so you can get your rest.” She leaned in and said warmly, “Thank you, Austin. I’m glad you’ll all right. I don’t know what I would do if something were to happen to you. I’m just glad you’re better.”
 
   Claudia’s words touched him deeply. He wanted to hear that she cared, but to actually hear her words drove him wild. When Claudia leaned over to kiss his cheek, he turned, and she accidently planted her lips on his. Then without a thought, he pulled her in so fast she didn’t have time to fight him off. She was now wrapped in his embrace.
 
   “Austin!” she yelled. “Ahhh! You’re terrible!”
 
   Austin started to tickle her. “But you like me that way.”
 
   Claudia tried to release herself, but she couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Okay, you win. I thought you were still recovering.”
 
   “Let’s say…I feel better now that you’re here. Your presence is my cure.”
 
   “I thought my presence was killing you softly.”
 
   “Well, that too.”
 
   Claudia smiled, shook her head, and rolled over to the other side of the bed. Claudia and Austin both flashed their eyes toward the door when they heard footsteps. 
 
   “Even when you’re recovering, you can’t keep your hands off her,” Gracie said lightly, standing by the door with Michelle.
 
   Austin gave an irritated expression. “What do you want?”
 
   “We came to see if you were okay. We heard you ran into a couple of soul eaters,” Michelle reminded.
 
   “I’m fine. Thanks for caring,” he replied, trying to sound sincere.
 
   “Oh…by the way, Claudia. I heard you were awesome. We wished we would have seen Aliah fire up in flames,” Michelle cheered. “He so deserved it.”
 
   “Uhhh…I…thanks.” Claudia blinked and blushed, not knowing how to respond to something that she didn’t think was something to be proud of. Though she had defeated Aliah, killing any soul, especially an angel, was heartbreaking.
 
   “Well, see you around. Katherine asked us to join the venators,” Gracie grinned.
 
   “Whaaat!” Austin sat up in exasperation. “My mother did what?” He felt horrified. It was bad enough he had to share Island of Eden with them, and it was bad enough he had to protect them, but to work as a team, that was the last straw for him.
 
   Gracie laughed out loud. “I told you he would be mortified,” she muttered to Michelle on the way out.
 
   Claudia’s mouth dropped open as she slowly turned to look at Austin, contemplating his reaction. Austin’s eyes were closed, his fist clinched on the sheet as he exhaled and inhaled deep breaths.
 
   “Austin,” Claudia called when she thought he was calm enough to actually hold a conversation.
 
   “I’m okay. I just need a minute.” He paused again. “I’m not teaming with them,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   Claudia didn’t know what to say. “Well…look on the bright side. At least you know you can trust them.” 
 
   He gave her an “are you kidding?” look. “Trust is hard to earn with me. I guess I can trust them a little…not like the way I trust you.” His eyes were soft and mellow, looking at her as his heart glowed with admiration and adoration. “So…how do you feel? I mean…do you feel any different? Can you just puff and make anything happen?”
 
   “I don’t know. I still don’t know what I can do.”
 
   “Gamma would’ve been proud. No, I take that back. She is proud. She may not be here with us, but she is in your heart.”
 
   “Thanks, Austin. But seriously,” she continued, changing the subject, “trust is hard to earn with you…huh? I guess the soul eaters somehow earned your trust, though I can’t see what they did to earn it.” Her tone was reprimanding.
 
   Austin confessed. “Okay…so I let my guard down.”
 
   “Don’t lose sight of who you trust or not, Austin. I almost lost you,” she said so sweetly that he crumbled at the sound of her voice.
 
   “You care,” he said, tugging on her cream sweater, pulling her close to him, even knowing she would pull back. To his surprise, she didn’t. He couldn’t believe she was willingly following his pull. The anticipation of them kissing on her terms made him quiver with excitement. Unbelievably, his face became warm when her lips were just a touch away. 
 
   He watched her move in slowly with her eyes locked on his, luring him to her. His heart thumped faster the closer she got.
 
   But suddenly, instead of the passionate kiss he was expecting, his hands were bound with the Divine golden cuffs against the post of the bed. “What the…Claudia,” he chuckled. “I always knew you liked it rough.”
 
   “So you were asking what I can do.” She smiled playfully. “That’s one thing I can do, so behave.” Then she planted a kiss on his cheek. “Thanks for being my friend, and thanks for being there when I needed you,” she said sincerely, planting her feet on the ground. “I’m off to see Michael. We have a date.”
 
   “Ouch.” His ego burst. “I like the old Claudia, the naïve and sheltered one. She wouldn’t have done this to me.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong. She just didn’t know how,” she giggled and cantered toward the door.
 
   “Aren’t you going to unbind me before you leave?”
 
   She stopped just as she was about to close the door. “Oh yeah…I almost forgot,” she giggled, thinking of Davin. “Peace out!” She concentrated on Austin’s bonds and said, “Licen.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
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   Katherine and the rest of the Divine Elders patiently waited at Island of Eden. As they waited for Michael and the alkins to arrive, they held their small conversations amongst themselves. Austin and Holly stood near Katherine, smiling and creating jovial conversations with Martin and Elizabeth. 
 
   “They’re here,” Philip announced, as they all took their seat. On cue, Philip held out his hand, willing the door to open. Michael and alkins appeared, looking alert and perplexed. They had been told to come but were not given any explanations. As they anxiously walked toward the round table, they were greeted by Holly and Austin who were standing behind Katherine grinning. Michael suddenly felt his breath grow short; he knew his father was one of the Twelve, and he couldn’t control his nervousness. This would be his first time being in the same room with all of them present. Would his father know he was his son? Would he care? Michael quickly glanced at the paintings hung around the room. He noted there were eleven paintings, understanding the reason why Aden’s painting was missing. But when he counted the number present in his mind, there were only nine.
 
   “Welcome,” Katherine greeted, breaking his thoughts.
 
   The alkins bowed.
 
   “You must be wondering why you were all called to this meeting. We’d like to thank you for your bravery, courage, and your loyalty. Because of your efforts, good has overcome evil once more.”
 
   “Well…don’t forget Claudia. Her powers are incredible,” Davin said proudly, his eyes beaming with pride.
 
   “Yes, she is very special,” Phillip agreed.
 
   “Speaking of Claudia…we, the Divine Elders, have made a decision,” Katherine continued.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Michael said. “What decision is there that the Divine Elders needed to make? And how does this concern us?”
 
   “Everything that happens concerns us all,” Jeremiah scowled.
 
   Michael became tense by the sound of Jeremiah’s tone. “Yes, you’re right. Where are my manners?” Michael apologized, his head low.
 
   “You have broken one of your Divine Commandments, and you know very well which one,” Jeremiah reminded.
 
   “Technically, she isn’t a mortal,” Davin interrupted. Michael flashed a look at Davin, but it was too late. He’d already finished his words, upsetting Jeremiah.
 
   “Quiet. I didn’t ask you,” Jeremiah scowled, looking annoyed.
 
   Feeling satisfied that he’d irritated Jeremiah, Davin smiled inwardly and chuckled to himself. He didn’t care about what the Divine Elders had to say, especially Jeremiah. Jerk, he thought to himself.
 
   Katherine intervened, “What Jeremiah is saying is true, but that is not the reason why all of you were brought here today. As you already know, falling in love is forbidden, but that is something you will be judged on when the time comes…and not by us. There are more important issues at hand. Do as you are told, and all will be forgiven.”
 
   “What is it that we must do?” Caleb asked. His face flushed with concern.
 
   Katherine exhaled, closed her eyes, then opened her eyes with sadness and concern to face Michael. “Claudia’s memories must be selectively erased. Her memories of you, the alkins, her friends, and her mom; the life she knew must be erased.”
 
   Michael stared blankly. He wasn’t sure what he had just heard until Davin spoke. “Why? She has done nothing wrong.”
 
   “This isn’t about what she has done. She has valuable powers that we have yet to discover. When she killed Aliah, her powers were released. She may not be able to control herself. We can help her,” Jeremiah explained.
 
   “You don’t want to help her. You want to control her so that she won’t do the same thing to you,” Davin fired back, desperately trying to control his anger that had brewed so quickly.
 
   The room filled with voices expressing their opinions. Philip raised his hand, and the room was quiet again.
 
   “Silence him or else I will!” Jeremiah threatened, flashing an authoritative stare at Davin.
 
   “Davin, please, you are not helping the situation. Close thy mouth,” Philip ordered. Davin could see Austin and Holly trying desperately to hold their laughter.
 
   Michael gave Davin a sideways glance, “Stop it. You want to be put away?” he murmured.
 
   “Now that I know you care so much, I’ll keep my lips halfway closed.”
 
   Michael rolled his eyes and focused back to the group.
 
   “What Jeremiah was trying to say is that Claudia can be a great asset to our venator team,” Katherine explained. 
 
   “Why must you erase her memories of us?” Vivian asked, feeling disturbed at the thought of Claudia not being able to remember their friendship.
 
   “She needs to be trained. The best place for that will be here at Island of Eden. Holly and Austin will train her. The best way for her to have a clear mind and be able to do what she can possibly do is to forget her past and focus on her future.”
 
   “But we are her future,” Vivian cried.
 
   “You are her present and soon the past. You will be sent to Halo City. Your service will no longer be needed after this is over.”
 
   Vivian inhaled short breaths. She felt like she had just been slapped in her face. Were they insignificant? 
 
   “But that is so unfair!” Davin interjected.
 
   “Unfair for whom? You or Claudia?” 
 
   Davin didn’t reply. It wasn’t fair for both, he wanted to say, but he knew his words would make no difference. 
 
   “Will she still be able to remember her grandmother?” Caleb asked, eyes in despair, knowing what their answer could be.
 
   “Yes, but we believe it is the best interest for her not to have any memories of her mother. For her mother, it will be like she never had a daughter. We’ve already taken care of her. She can make her own life that was taken from her by Lucy. Claudia will also have no memories of her friends, nor will her friends have any memories of her. Furthermore, now that her powers have fully emerged, she won’t age like humans. She’ll stay 18 for another century while the people she loves and cares for will have passed on. Would this be fair for her?
 
   “We also have another dilemma. Given her powers and her capability, Claudia may be able to resist us. She has the ability to resist our mind control, but she doesn’t know she can. Selectively erasing her memories will have to come from someone she trusts. It will have to be from you, Michael.”
 
   Michael didn’t say a word. He was in shock. As his eyes flamed with rage, he was unable to look them in their eyes. His fists were tight as his body fiercely trembled inside. He felt like he was going to explode. Building up his courage to speak his mind, he looked up. “You can lock me up for the rest of eternity or send me to Hell. I will not do it,” he said, calmly. 
 
   The room was filled with commotion as the alkins flashed a surprise look. Caleb placed his hand on Michael’s shoulder in hopes of calming his anger.
 
   “Erasing that much selective memory is too dangerous,” Michael continued. “Once it’s taken, you can’t give it back. Her memories may get mixed up. She may remember the first part, but not the second. I will not do that to her.” 
 
   Jeremiah started laughing out loud. “Defiant, aren’t we? The reason we forbid angels to fall in love…he is the perfect example. You’re more concerned with her losing memories of you.”
 
   “Do not judge him. ‘If any one of you is without sin, then be the first to cast a stone.’ Don’t sit there and pretend you’ve never lusted for mortals or consummated your love. And Michael is right. Erasing selective memories can be dangerous,” Margaret said, looking at Katherine for moral support.
 
   Philip, Margaret, and Agnes’s eyes filled with concern. They cared deeply for Michael and didn’t want to see him being punished. In fear of what Jeremiah would suggest, Philip thought about how he could make Michael cooperate. It would have to be something he feared the most. Though the Divine Elders had already voted for Claudia to stay on Earth instead of taking her to Royal Council, Michael didn’t know. “Michael, if you don’t do this, the only alternative we have is to send Claudia to the Royal Council. It will be your choice.” 
 
   Michael didn’t respond. He felt disgusted. Not only was it painful enough to hear this, but they were asking him to do it; it sickened him. How could he do this to her? He felt drained, so weak he thought he was going to collapse. The room started spinning and the faces of the Divine Elders became blurry.
 
   “The alkins will have to go back to Halo City, but Michael, I have an important assignment for you. We will discuss it later,” Katherine added.
 
   The meeting was shortly adjourned. Michael was given one week to fulfill his order.
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   Michael and the alkins transported to Claudia’s front door.
 
   “Why are we knocking on the door instead of already being inside?” Davin asked.
 
   “Because the door has a purpose,” Michael replied, pushing the doorbell.
 
   “We never used the door before. Did Claudia say something?” Davin asked, feeling concerned.
 
   “No. I don’t like to surprise her, especially when there will be all four of us appearing at once.”
 
   Davin was satisfied with the answer and turned to look at the angel statues, the watchers. They were situated along the front porch, near the rose bushes. “They are so creepy looking, especially when you know they can see and hear you.”
 
   “I think they are beautiful,” Caleb commented.
 
   “Yeah, you would,” Davin teased.
 
   Caleb pushed Davin, sending him flying toward one of the statues. 
 
   The impact of Davin’s weight crushed the statue into several pieces. “What the heck?” Davin said in shock. Then he realized it was a real statue and not a watcher. “Look what you did. You can put it back together.”
 
   “Children,” Vivian said. “I can’t take you guys anywhere.”
 
   Michael shook his head.
 
   Caleb ignored Davin when Claudia opened the door and saw the broken angel statue. She looked at Caleb and Davin as they both pointed their fingers at each other. Vivian and Michael pointed their fingers at Caleb and Davin.
 
   “What’s up, Claudia?” Davin cheered. “Don’t worry. You know Caleb will fix it.” He gave a nervous smile. Caleb just stood there and grinned, unable to move. Seeing Claudia made him feel uneasy too, knowing why they were here.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” Claudia beamed a warm, heartfelt smile seeing all four of them wearing the red scarves she’d bought for them for Christmas. It didn’t matter what they did. She hardly ever got to see them all together. This was a surprise visit, and she wanted to spend quality time with them instead of scolding them.
 
   “Come in.” She opened the door wider. Michael gave her a tender kiss on her forehead and walked in. 
 
   The alkins felt uncomfortable. Their visit had a purpose today, and it was one that would change their course forever. They headed to Claudia’s room and sat on her bed. Michael seemed aloof, and he sat away from everyone. Claudia felt something was different, but she couldn’t pinpoint it.
 
   Claudia talked about her daily life, her job, and friends. But when she brought up the subject of her mom, the alkins’ bodies stiffened.
 
   Claudia was worried that her mom had been texting her only for the past several weeks and Claudia couldn’t reach her on the phone. Her friend had passed away, and Claudia couldn’t understand why there were so many urgent things her mom had to take care of.
 
   “I’m sure she is fine. You need not worry about her.” Michael tried to calm her worries, but he had to calm his own nerves. He hated lying to her.
 
   “Hmmm…no need to worry. I can feel that she is fine,” Vivian fibbed.
 
   “Really?” Claudia got excited. “Okay. I guess any teenager would love to have free time alone. But she’s been gone so long.”
 
   “It’s not like she got brain washed and moved away,” Davin snorted.
 
   “You’re so funny,” Claudia said, pinching his cheeks.
 
   The alkins gave him a questioning stare. Davin raised both of his hands and shrugged his shoulders. Vivian nudged him so hard he fell off the bed. Then they all started laughing.
 
   The day turned into twilight as the light and dark met for a brief second.
 
   Michael nodded his head as his sign to let them know it was time to leave.
 
   “Well, it looks like we need to head back,” Caleb said, feeling awkward and nervous, knowing he was straight out lying to her. “We’ll see you soon.” He reached for her, holding her so tightly that Davin had to peel him off her. Caleb turned sideways, hoping Claudia wouldn’t see the tears that were threatening to fall. Davin blocked Claudia’s view of him and grabbed her, turning her at the same time.
 
   “Don’t you remember the slow dance you promised me?” He tried to lighten the mood and held her in a dancing position.
 
   “Now? In front of everyone? Will Michael approve?” She giggled, smiling at Michael.
 
   Michael did his best to give her a genuine smile, but he was dying inside, wanting to tell her the truth. He didn’t know how he was going to find the strength. He nodded to let Claudia know that it was okay.
 
   Davin opened his mouth, and Claudia thought he was going to say something funny or sarcastic, but instead, he started to sing “How Do I Say Goodbye To Yesterday” by Boyz II Men. As he sang, he squeezed her so tightly she couldn’t breathe.
 
   The lyrics touched her deeply. A tear drop found its way down from her teary eyes. The song was heartbreaking yet beautiful. She would go through it all just to have them in her life because they were her sunshine after the rain. “That’s so beautiful, Davin,” she said softly, overwhelmed by emotions she didn’t want to feel, the thought of not being able to see them again.
 
   “A song I heard from my iPod,” he whispered.
 
   Vivian pulled Davin off and placed her arms around Claudia’s neck. “Thank you for being a sister I never had. And thank you for being such a good person. I’ve learned so much from you. I will never forget you,” Vivian whispered as tears escaped her.
 
   Claudia pulled away while holding Vivian’s arms. “This isn’t goodbye, right?” She looked at Michael for confirmation. “I mean. I know we killed Aliah, but I’m sure there will be more demons or some other angel looking for me, right?” Her steady heartbeat was now increasing beyond her control.
 
   The alkins didn’t answer; they focused elsewhere, afraid she could see the truth in their eyes.
 
   “Why aren’t you answering me?” she asked frantically. 
 
   Michael stood between them. “Claudia, say goodbye.” His voice was monotone.
 
   “No! I don’t want to say goodbye. I’d rather say see you when I see you or peace out,” Claudia huffed.
 
   Davin let out a chuckle, but then he felt his heart deflate. It was the saddest thing he’d ever had to do that he could think of in his angel lifetime. He wished he could make this easier for Michael, but he didn’t know how. He was heartbroken himself.
 
   “Claudia, please, say goodbye,” Michael pleaded.
 
   “Why? I’m going to see them soon. Right?” She looked at the alkins for an answer. “Okay…is this a joke or something because it’s not funny anymore. I want to hear it from anyone of you that I will see you soon,” she demanded.
 
   The alkins didn’t say a word. So Claudia turned to Davin, whom she knew would spill the beans. She faced Davin, but Davin wouldn’t look her in the eyes. Then she knew. Her heart sank, and she felt as if her life had been drained out of her. “Are you mad at me?” She asked so innocently the alkins started to tear up even more. Heartbroken, they had no words to give her that would comfort her, and nothing would ever be the same.
 
   Michael drew Claudia into his arms. “Claudia. My Claudia. I will love you for eternity. There is nowhere I’d rather be than here with you. No matter what happens, know that my love is real and my heart and soul belongs to you and only you.”
 
   Claudia gazed up into Michael’s teary eyes. “Michael, what’s wrong? Please tell me. You’re killing me. I need to know.”
 
   It’s time, Michael thought. The longer he dragged this out, the harder it would be for everyone, especially for Claudia. He kept repeating to himself, better here where I can be with her then lose her to the Royal Council forever.
 
   He cradled his hands behind her head. “Claudia, look at me.” She did as told. “You are falling asleep.”
 
   “Why, Michael?” Claudia asked. She could feel her body relax, but her eyes were wide awake.
 
   Michael started to speak to her telepathically. “Claudia, when you wake up, you will have no memories of me, the alkins, your mom, or your friends. You will have no memories of the life before.”
 
   “No, Michael. What are you doing?” Unexpectedly, Claudia was in shock that she was able to speak back to him with her mind.
 
   “I’m sorry. I was given an order. I need to do this to keep you here or else I’ll lose you completely. You must understand. This is not my will.”
 
   “Nooo…” she begged. She couldn’t fathom why he would do this. Michael loved her…or did he truly? Was this an easy out? None of this made sense. “I’ll lose you completely” echoed in her mind. Whatever the reason he had for doing this, she felt heartbroken and betrayed. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined something like this would happen—especially by Michael—but she couldn’t give up. She loved him too much and knew that he loved her back to the depth of his soul. “Michael, I don’t want to forget you. I don’t want to lose the memories of people I love,” she pleaded. “Pleeeassee…don’t do this to me. Don’t do this to us.”
 
   “I have no choice.”
 
   “Since when do you follow them?”
 
   “Claudia, stop fighting me. It’ll only make it harder for both of us. Don’t you know how much this is killing me?”
 
   “No, I don’t. You don’t care about me. I’ll never forgive you for this. You didn’t give me a choice. You took that from me.”
 
   Claudia’s words stung Michael sharply through his heart. Her words hurt so much he wanted to stop. The last thing he wanted was for Claudia to think he cared so little for her.
 
   “It’s okay. You can hate me. It’ll make it easier for the both of us. You won’t remember, but I will. One day you will understand. But I hope you don’t remember this day.”
 
   “Michaaaeelll!!!” Claudia yelled from the top of her lungs. Her desperate last plea was long and drawn out. Claudia’s force of will threw Michael to the ground. Her voice was so earsplitting and powerful that it shattered the windows. Michael sheltered her with his wings, preventing the flying glass pieces from cutting her. The alkins, too, had to cover themselves from the darting, shattered chips and the excruciating pain from her voice.
 
   Fighting Michael in her mind weakened Claudia. She didn’t know she possessed that kind of power. Angered and perplexed, she collapsed on her bed. Michael wasted no time and took this moment of weakness to lie next to her, cuddling her tenderly, trying one last time.
 
   “Michael,” she said weakly, staring lovingly into his eyes as she spoke in his mind. “It won’t work forever. It may work temporarily. I’ll never forget you, no matter what you try to do to me. Memories are not kept in the minds but in the hearts. Remember what I told you; it’s not what you say but how you make someone feel. You are my ocean…my constant. Your love will live in my heart and I won’t let you go…ever. Your love…is magical. I could never love anyone…the way I love you.” She managed to give a short smile. Her fragile body sunk in deeper on her bed as her hand dropped from Michael’s cheek.
 
   Michael’s tears streamed down his face. He hadn’t shed tears in all his angel lifetime, but today was the first time he ever felt pain beyond what he could imagine. His heart burned, flaming with anger and bleeding for his love that wouldn’t remember him after today. “I won’t promise you only because I know how much you hate that word. So I swear to you. I swear to the moon, the stars, and the sky that I will love you for eternity. I will help you remember us when the time is right. Though I won’t be with you, I’ll always be here,” he placed his hand on her chest where her heart pattered rapidly. “I will be the sun that keeps you warm, the whisper in the wind, and the cool breeze to brush your hair. I will be your constant. I will always protect you no matter where you are. This I swear to you.”
 
   With his last word, Claudia inhaled a long, deep breath and managed to whisper her final words, “I love you…as high as the sky and as deep as the sea.” Her fingers uncurled, her heartbeat steadied, and she lay there, fast asleep.
 
   “I love you more,” Michael cried. His fingers wrung the blanket tightly as his body shook. Screaming inside from pain, he buried his face on Claudia’s stomach and cried her name, “Claudia!!!” 
 
   Tears poured down Michael’s face again. He had lost his love. It was as if she had died. This is what he would feel for the rest of his life. Though he would carry her memory with him, she wouldn’t remember his name. She wouldn’t even remember him if she saw his face. She wouldn’t remember their times together, the times he took her breath away, and when they first met in Crossroads.
 
   Davin couldn’t stand there and watch his friend in agony any longer. As he wiped away any evidence he had been crying, he rested his hand on Michael’s shoulder. “Let’s go. There is nothing for you here now.”
 
   Michael sat up, still clinging onto her and gazing at his love. He outlined the delicate frame of her face, smiling, thinking about the better times they’d shared. Tenderly, he kissed her soft lips, drinking her in for the last time. “Te amo.” 
 
   Davin’s hand slid down to his arm and pulled Michael away from Claudia’s hold. “Let’s go.”
 
   Michael hesitantly moved away from the bed. Caleb lifted Claudia and placed her head on her pillow. Vivian started to pull the blanket over her body when she noticed a T-shirt that looked familiar.
 
   “It’s Michael’s,” Caleb said.
 
   Vivian held the T-shirt, debating what to do with it. The right thing to do was to take it with her. Any evidence of their existence had to be taken. But she too was upset. It wasn’t fair. Who do they think they are, she thought. She tucked it under Claudia’s pillow and shrugged her shoulders when Caleb gave her a questioning look. The alkins gave her a goodbye kiss on the cheek, leaving behind their first earthly friend, leaving behind someone they cared for so deeply, more than they’d ever thought possible. With tears streaming down their faces, they exhaled a deep breath and vanished.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
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   Michael sat in the corner of his room, motionless. He felt so empty and had never felt so alone like he did today. Unable to comprehend his body shivering, he held himself tightly, curling up into a ball. Strangely, every inch of him hurt. His muscles ached like he had the flu, and his bones felt stone cold.
 
   Finally, he uncurled his body, pushed his legs out, and leaned back, contacting the wall. He felt something jiggle from his jeans belt loop, and he cradled it in his hand. It was a picture of them together—the little trinket Claudia had given him for Christmas. Claudia hooked it there so he wouldn’t lose it. He thought his heart would crumble, but surprisingly, he felt nothing.
 
   Michael heard footsteps. He didn’t bother to look up to see his visitor. Davin walked in and saw Michael at the lowest level possible. He walked over and sat next to him. “I can only imagine your pain. I feel a tremendous loss too, but yours must be a thousand times worse. We will find a way,” Davin said as his heart broke seeing Michael so frail. He wrapped his arm around Michael, giving him a sideways hug.
 
   Michael didn’t answer.
 
   “I know you would give up everything for her. I know how much you love her. There will come a day when you two will be together because true love conquers all.”
 
   Covering his face with the palms of his hands, Michael muttered, “I’ve lost her. And if she ever finds out that it was me who did it, she will never forgive me.”
 
   “Of course she will. When that time comes, she’ll understand.”
 
   Michael disregarded his words. “I’ve hurt her. I didn’t mean to. She fought me with everything she had. She wouldn’t let go. It must have pained her to fight me the way she did.” 
 
   “You had no choice.”
 
   “There’s always a choice. But I’d rather know she lives on Earth. At least I can hold onto hope. If she were taken, I would never see her again.”
 
   “You’ll make it through this. You’re not alone. I’m here with you.”
 
   Davin’s words touched Michael deeply. He didn’t know how he would get through this ordeal, but having Davin by his side and giving him comfort gave him a sense of hope, even if the feeling lasted only for a few minutes. Michael was always the stronger one, but today he needed Davin in a way he’d never needed him before. He leaned into Davin’s arms and cried. He poured out his pain, all the mixed emotions that burned inside him.
 
   As they sat in silence, Davin noticed an incomplete oil painting of Claudia resting adjacent to a table. He also saw paint brushes and other tools—tools he couldn’t identify, but tools he knew Michael used to make his creations. 
 
   “Michael, Katherine will be here shortly. I was told she needed to speak to us.”
 
   “Not now,” he muffled through Davin’s shirt.
 
   “I don’t think you have a choice,” he replied, hearing footsteps, but he felt puzzled when it sounded more like scurrying sounds.
 
   “Michael!” Alexa Rose called out loud as she entered, panicking.
 
   Vivian pulled Alexa Rose into her arms just as she entered. “Sorry. She insisted on seeing Michael, but when I told her later, she escaped me.”
 
   Michael didn’t move. He continued to hold his position, lost in Davin’s arms.
 
   “What’s wrong with Michael? Please tell me!” Her tone, usually sweet, turned angry and bratty. “Let go of me!” she yelled. “I want to see Michael.”
 
   “Let’s go. Michael isn’t feeling well right now,” Vivian said, still holding onto Alex Rose as she wiggled to be set free.
 
   “But we can’t get sick. What’s wrong? He’s mad at me,” she whimpered.
 
   Michael wanted to say something to comfort her, but he couldn’t move or speak. 
 
   Vivian carried her out the door as Katherine walked in.
 
   Seeing Katherine enter, Davin pulled Michael up from the back of his shirt to stand. Davin bowed his head, and Katherine returned the greeting.
 
   “Please, sit,” Katherine insisted, but they continued to stand.
 
   Facing Michael, Katherine became concerned, seeing him consumed with depression, and placed her hand on his shoulder. “I can imagine how difficult this must be for you, but know that you did the right thing. We would have placed her fate in the hands of the Royal Council, insuring that you’d never see her again. But I didn’t come here to lecture you. I came here because I need your help. Perhaps your service will help you through this torment. You’ll have to live with your pain for the rest of your life as I am dealing with mine, but in time, I promise it will be…different.”
 
   “What is it that you need from me?” Michael asked flatly.
 
   “I’m going to tell you about a group of demons called blood seekers.”
 
   “We’ve never heard of them,” Davin said.
 
   “That’s the reason why I’m here. Both of you have been sheltered in Crossroads. What happens on Earth has not concerned the alkins.”
 
   “But we learn about the different types of demons that exist,” Davin said. “Surely we would have heard about these blood seekers. Unless...”
 
   “Yes, Philip decided to disregard those demons since it brings up controversial issues. There has been a disagreement of how these blood seekers came to be. Let me tell you about the myth I believe to be true.” 
 
   Davin shrugged and prepared to listen while Michael’s eyes showed no emotion or caring.
 
   “You remember the story of Cain and Abel, don’t you?”
 
   The names caught Davin’s attention. His eyes grew alert, ready to listen. “Yes, of course.”
 
   “Let me refresh your memory. Cain murdered his brother, Abel, out of pure jealousy because God preferred Abel’s gift over his. As his punishment, he was cursed by God and transformed into a demon we called blood seeker. The demons you know possess the human body, but Cain does not. He was forced to walk the earth alone, night after night, for all eternity. Part of the curse was that he feared the sun because it burned him; therefore, he was forced to have no contact with civilization. Also, he could not consume his daily food. The only thing that could satisfy his hunger was blood. So he would come out at night to hunt the mortals. He was ravenous for blood because human food poisoned his body.
 
   “Cain met a powerful witch named Lilith who some believe to be Adam’s first wife.”
 
   “Adam had two wives?” Davin asked, feeling astounded. “Who knew?” Davin chuckled at this newfound revelation. 
 
   Katherine furrowed her brow and continued. “Nothing to be proud of,” Katherine scoffed and continued. “Lilith has also been called the goddess of night, a demon, and the bearer of disease, illness, and death. She showed Cain how to use his own blood for magic and to evoke his unknown mystical powers. From Lilith, Cain learned how to create others of his kind. This process is called embracing.
 
   “A mortal must be bitten by a blood seeker; the venom or poison in their saliva combined with a few drops of the blood seeker’s own blood begins the transformation. The mortal body ceases and the immortal body takes over. Now this can only happen as long as the mortal is not drained of too much blood; there must be enough to keep the heart beating. As the blood seeker’s blood and venom enter the mortal’s system, the heart pumps it through the entire body, and the embrace begins.”
 
   “Wow. This sounds unbelievable,” Davin commented. “Do the mortals become one of them right away?”
 
   “The full process can take hours or weeks, depending on conditions from the mortal body. Illness, broken bones, anything that ailed the mortal body begins to repair and heal. The heartbeat slows and breathing is no longer much of a necessity, as less oxygen is needed. 
 
   “Some of the other changes that the new blood seeker goes through include paling of the skin and coldness of touch, both caused by decreased blood flow in the body. Blood continues to circulate, just at a much slower rate and with less pressure than a mortal. The new blood seeker becomes feather light on his feet and has extreme photosensitivity. The increased senses include super hearing and sight, increased sense of smell and taste, and increased sense of touch. A blood seeker exudes sex appeal and an increased release of pheromones. This helps to attract the mortals.
 
   “Blood seekers can regenerate; limbs and such do not grow back, but they can be reattached. Cuts and small breaks heal within seconds…large breaks in minutes. There is also the power of persuasion or compulsion and hypnosis and, of course, eternal life. Now as you already know, there are also separate powers that can be different or are unique to the individual.” 
 
   “They sound like us,” Davin said, trying to engulf all her words. “What happened to Cain?”
 
   “Cain became lonely and embraced five others, to create his own family. His children ravaged the area, feeding carelessly, and used the mortals against one another. Outraged, Cain forbade them from creating any more. Cain was said to have built the ‘first city,’ a place where blood seekers and mortals coexisted peacefully. The peace didn’t last long. The younger blood seekers began fighting, believing they were better than the mortals.”
 
   “I would assume this was the first case of racism,” Davin smirked and let out a snort.
 
   “I guess you could say that,” Katherine grinned, amused by Davin’s remark. “They used the mortals for fun, killing uncontrollably, and the city was thrown down. Cain vanished, never to be heard from again, along with three of the five blood seekers he’d created,” Katherine elucidated. “The two children that stayed became reckless in creating new blood seekers and fifteen clans were formed. The clans fought each other for power and control, and numbers reached unhealthy proportions. The mortals began to fight back. They would drag blood seekers one by one from their lairs to burn in the sun. Once the blood seeker was weakened and burned enough, the people would tear them apart and behead them, thus ensuring permanent death to the immortal.
 
   “Around the fifth century, nine of the fifteen clans joined in an organization they called ‘The Renata.’ They suppressed the anarchs and began their conspiracy of silence. They ruled that blood seekers should not kill openly and should conceal their natures from the mortals. Thus began the great myth of blood seekers that humans call vampires.” 
 
   “So, you want us to destroy them?” Davin asks.
 
   “No, I’m giving Michael information so he knows what he is up against. I need him to find a blood seeker named Caspian.”
 
   Davin gulped a big lump down his throat. “Ummm…do they like to drink angel’s blood? I mean…”
 
   “Not all blood seekers are evil,” Katherine interjected. “I wouldn’t be throwing Michael into a suicide mission. Michael, I need you to find Caspian. He needs our help. He will fill you in with more details.”
 
   “So…shall I go with Michael?” Davin asked.
 
   “I have other plans for you, Davin. I need you to help train my venators. I found more nephilim, and I need someone with great skills and someone who I can trust. And when they are ready, they will hunt for demons alongside Austin, Holly and Claudia.”
 
   “But, Claudia?”
 
   “She won’t remember you. If you do a great job training them, I won’t need to send you out into the field with them.”
 
   “What if I want to go?”
 
   “We will see when that time comes.”
 
   “What about Vivian and Caleb?” Davin’s eyes filled with hope.
 
   “I won’t need their services.”
 
   “Oh,” he said glumly.
 
   “We shall see,” Katherine said, noting Davin’s disappointment. “Philip, Margaret, and Agnes are aware of my intentions of being here. They have given their permission to set you free. Though, Michael, you will need to visit Crossroads or Between in order to sustain your strength; Davin will be fine in Nubilus City.”
 
   “It isn’t fair that the venators can remain on Earth while we are treated differently. Talk about racism,” Davin scoffed lightly.
 
   “I understand how you feel. But you have to understand, you were the first of your kind. Things have changed. If we let you go, then all the alkins must be set free. I’m truly sorry. You already know life isn’t fair, especially for angels. We were told humans and angels were created with free will, but is it really free will when our destinies have already been written? Their lives were written under the stars the minute they were born. Do they get to choose their parents?” Katherine paused.
 
   “When humans think of angels, they think of us as glorious in our status, but what they are unaware of is that we are their servants. Our job is to protect our humans whether we want to or not. This is our destiny. We were created for one purpose only. So, who is more glorious now?” Katherine said and continued. “Both of you are on your way to becoming great leaders. To be a great leader, one must always keep in mind what you can do for others and not what they can do for you.” There was a solemn pause. “Your superiors are waiting for you in the main hall for their final words before your departure. Michael, you have to find Caspian. He’ll be waiting for you in Banff, Alberta, Canada. Davin, I’ll see you in Nubilus City.”
 
   After Katherine left, Michael and Davin headed toward the main hall.
 
   “Michael, I’ll make sure to keep an eye out for Claudia,” Davin said excitedly, ready to take on a new adventure.
 
   “Thanks. I know you will. Claudia won’t remember how powerful she can be. Though I know they will train her, I’ll worry about her. Her life will be in danger every time she goes hunting. This is not what I want for her. But it does ease my mind a bit, knowing you’ll be around.”
 
   “I got her back, okay? I promise.”
 
   “What would I ever do without you?” Michael said sincerely.
 
   “You’re admitting you need me?” Davin felt elated and jumped into his arms.
 
   “I don’t need you that much,” Michael teased, welcoming Davin’s affection.
 
   After Davin let go, the conversation became serious. “I know you can’t see it right now, but I know you and Claudia will be together again. The way you two love each other is rare and one of a kind. Don’t give up.”
 
   “You’re right,” Michael said, remembering taking Claudia to The Cliff, creating snowflakes, telling her their love was unique and one of kind. “When the time is right, I’ll help her remember. I have to. I won’t lose her. I promised her I would never let her go.” Michael’s eyes grew wide. His strength and the will to live reawakened. Fire sparkled back inside the very core of him. He found his purpose again. “Destiny can be rewritten.”
 
   “That’s the Michael I know and love,” Davin cheered.
 
   “You are the brother I wish I had in my Earthly life. Thanks for being here for me.”
 
   Davin smacked Michael on the back. “That’s what I’m good for…someone who nags until you see the truth.”
 
   “Don’t I ever know it,” Michael muttered, rolling his eyes. “Meet you at the main hall.” Michael took off so fast Davin didn’t have time to register he was already gone.
 
   When they got there, Philip, Margaret, and Agnes were already present, conversing, sitting on their thrones, anxiously waiting. When Michael and Davin appeared, they stopped and smiled. Margaret wanted to embrace them, but she steadied her composure. Such a simple physical act as a hug was rarely given to the older nephilim.
 
   Michael and Davin felt their hearts drop when they saw their elders. Knowing they wouldn’t see them on a regular basis saddened them, and their eyes welled with unexpected tears. As they stood in front of them, Michael observed that, even with the absence of windows, it was surprisingly bright. The light somehow penetrated the walls, and he imagined this was what being in the center of a diamond would be like—thousands of brilliant facets sparkling through. There was no fancy furniture like in The Grand View Hotel—just unadorned and elegant décor. Spending time on Earth had given him a different perspective, and he couldn’t help but compare the two.
 
   “I knew perhaps this moment would come when I would have to allow both of you to go your own ways. Though I am sad to let you go after all these centuries, your skills are needed, and I can’t deny what the Twelve need. May God be with you and keep you safe,” Philip said. “I’m proud of you both.”
 
   “We are very sad to let you go. You both have been like sons to me. Both of you are truly remarkable, brave, and great role models,” Agnes said with trembling lips as a teardrop escaped her eye. Afraid of losing control, she stopped talking any further.
 
   “Who’s going to make me laugh?” Margaret said to Davin. Davin chuckled for a brief second and then became all choked up. Then Margaret became serious.
 
   “Michael, you are very much like your father,” Margaret began. Unable to believe what he heard, Michael looked up with inquisitive eyes, ready to listen. 
 
   “We’ve kept the past from all of you because the Royal Council felt that it was in the best interest. If you hold on to your past, it’s difficult to move forward. Taking you away from your parents and the life you knew was extremely difficult for us, but we felt it was necessary for your own good. It is easier for you to move forward without the pain that lingers in your heart and soul. I hope one day, you will understand. 
 
   Margaret stood up, took a few steps down, and held Michael’s eyes with compassion. “Michael, this belongs to you.” Michael waited for more explanation as he took the healing crystals from her hand. “You’ll be fighting with and against demons we have no knowledge of. Please keep this with you at all times and use it when you need it the most.”
 
   “This…belonged to my father?” Michael asked as his heartbeat escalated.
 
   “As you already know, your father was one of the Twelve. This belonged to him. Knowing he would want you to have it, I saved it for you. It’s never a good time to be the bearer of unpleasant news.”
 
   Given Margaret’s words, he knew now why he only counted nine and not eleven at the meeting.
 
   “I’m sorry to tell you that your father passed away before you were brought to Halo City. Zachariah, your father, was a great leader. You may be wondering why he never acknowledged you as his son, but you have to understand, we were not allowed to have any communication with our creation because it was forbidden in the first place.” 
 
   Michael expressed no emotion. He felt indifferent. He only wished he could have gotten to know him and ask him about the life he wished he remembered. “Thank you,” he said. “At least I now know. I only wish…”
 
   “It’s all right, Michael. You need not explain. You have every right to be upset. He would’ve been very proud. And one day, when the time is right, we will tell you about your past.”
 
   “All I can say is, it’s about time,” Davin said. “The past is the past. I don’t understand how it can affect us. I mean…”
 
   Michael nudged Davin, cutting him short, telling him to keep his mouth shut.
 
   “In due time, Davin,” Margaret reminded. “We are keeping your mind and heart at peace. Once your past has been revealed, you may not like what you see. Memories can be enduring, but they can also be haunting.” Then she redirected their conversation. “This is for you.” She placed a healing crystal in his hand. Davin was surprised and bewildered at the same time. “This one belongs to Philip,” Margaret continued.
 
   Davin looked at Philip with a soft expression, wondering if he’d just found out that Philip was his father.
 
   “No, no, no, Davin. I’m sorry, but I’m not your father,” Philip explained, knowing what Davin was thinking. “I wanted you to have one since you will be out there risking your life.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say. This is an honor,” Davin said humbly.
 
   “I hope you’ll never have to use it, but knowing that you both have one will somewhat ease our minds,” Philip expressed.
 
   After Margaret explained the importance of the healing crystal and how one was used, Caleb, Vivian, and Alexa Rose entered.
 
   Alexa Rose looked deeply into Michael’s eyes with her pouty, blue eyes, wondering what was on his mind. Michael’s stoic expression softened into an apologetic grin. She sighed with relief and gave him the biggest smile but still kept her distance all the while her hands rested in Vivian’s. 
 
   “This isn’t goodbye,” Caleb said to Michael and Davin, trying to hide his sadness. “You’ll miss me too much.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll miss you more than Vivian,” Davin said, looking straight at her with a wink.
 
   Instead of a comeback, she smiled sadly. “See you when I see you,” Vivian muttered, holding him tightly. “Be safe. That’s an order. I want you back in one piece,” she demanded, thinking of Patrick.
 
   “Not if I see you first,” Davin said, all choked up. “I’ll find a way to bring you and Caleb to Nubilus City.
 
   Still in Davin’s hold, she nodded solemnly. “I know you will. You’re the big brother I would’ve wished I had in my Earthly life.”
 
   Then Davin felt his heart crumble and squeezed her tighter as his way of confirming her words. Looking down, he bent lower to Alexa Rose. “This big kid has to do grownup stuff, so I’ll see you when I see you,” he said, disheveling her hair and making her giggle.
 
   “Okay, Davin,” she replied and squeezed him tightly. After she released hold of him, she turned to Michael. “Do you have to leave me and do grownup stuff too?”
 
   Michael had a difficult time looking into her eyes since his heart was already broken, but to see Alexa Rose’s hurtful eyes already filled up with tears, he couldn’t bear it. Kneeling, he embraced her tenderly, not knowing when or if he would see her again. His mission was dangerous, stepping into an unknown territory, fighting with demons he was forced to trust. Perhaps it was better that Claudia’s mind was clear from him. There was no guarantee he would come back. “Yes,” he finally answered. “I need to do grownup things too.”
 
   “Promise to come back?” Alexa Rose asked.
 
   “I promise,” he said wearily. But he only said those words to ease her mind as Claudia’s words rushed through. “You can’t really keep a promise. It’s just a word. Can you promise me that I won’t die? Can you promise me that you’ll love me forever? Can you promise that we’ll be together after this all ends? Promise is saying I’ll do my best, but I can’t guarantee. Don’t promise me something that you can’t guarantee.”
 
   In the end, her words were true. He couldn’t keep them together, and his promise was just words. But to him, promise meant more than just words. He always kept his word. His words were guarantees. With those thoughts in mind, he was even more determined. He had to find a way to keep his promise to Claudia and Alexa Rose. Moping around wasn’t doing any good for anyone. It was weighing everyone around him down. Looking into himself, he had to find the Michael that once was. 
 
   He held Alexa Rose tighter. “I promise,” he said sternly—not only was he promising her, but he was thinking of Claudia. “I promise to come back. I’ll find a way. I won’t give up because my words are a guarantee.”
 
   Davin, Caleb, and Vivian placed their hands on his shoulder, knowing who he was referring to when he said those words to Alexa Rose.
 
   Michael stood up with a genuine smile. His smile was contagious, and everyone around him smiled brightly. “This isn’t goodbye. We’ll have to go our own ways for some time, but we’ll all be together again soon.”
 
   “That’s right,” Davin said enthusiastically. 
 
   Alexa Rose jumped up and down, giggling, seeing the grownups smiling and laughing.
 
   “Ready, Davin?” Michael asked.
 
   “Ready as I’ll ever be,” he replied as he exhaled. A part of him felt insecure. They were always together, supporting each other through thick and thin. He could always rely on them, knowing they had each other’s backs. Now, he would be on his own.
 
   All their heartfelt smiles were brighter than Halo City. The love they had for one another was special. As their eyes shimmered with happiness and sadness, they gave one last smile.
 
   “I’ll take with me the memories…” Davin started to sing.
 
   “Peace out,” Caleb chuckled.
 
   “See you when I see you,” Vivian cheered.
 
   “Guard your healing crystal,” Agnes reminded.
 
   “A character is defined by how they react to the obstacles thrown at them. Remember who you are and your purpose,” Margaret said.
 
   “God speed,” Philip said.
 
   “Hallelujah!” Davin shouted as everyone laughed out loud.
 
   “Don’t forget your promise,” Alexa Rose said sweetly.
 
   Michael raised his hand, rested his arms around Davin’s shoulder, and with one last look, they were gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   A smile sets on my face as I look upon a figure standing at a distance, near a waterfall. My heart thumps faster and I feel tingles down my spine, the kind of tingle that tells you that you’re in love, or that you have a crush. I can’t see his face, but my instinct tells me that I know him though I haven’t the slightest clue who he is or why he is there. Who is this person that has me completely enthralled? I want to know so I move closer, but the closer I get, the further he is away from me. 
 
   “I’m here,” he says. “I’ll always be here.” Then he vanishes.
 
   “No. Come back. Who are you?” I yell, but he just simply disappears.
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   Claudia awoke, stretching and yawning, rubbing her eyes from a restful sleep. Hearing the sound of waves crashing, she opened her eyes. Looking at her surroundings, she noted that she was at Island of Eden. When she tried to remember how she got there or why she was there, her mind went blank. In fact, she couldn’t remember what she did a day ago or even last night. Strange, she thought.
 
   As she pulled herself up and sat comfortably, she heard a soft knock.
 
   “Come in,” she said in a hoarse whisper, wondering who it could be. She cleared her throat, wondering why it felt sore.
 
   The door creaked open. “Hello, there,” a voice said timidly, anticipating her actions.
 
   “Austin,” Claudia called cheerfully. “Come in.”
 
   Austin inched his way to her. “So, how are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I had a strange dream.”
 
   “Hmmm…you won’t be dreaming much from now on.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Austin sucked in his breath. His words had slipped, and he didn’t know what to say. He wanted to tell her that after her body adjusted to her newfound self, eventually she would need very little sleep, if any.
 
   “I mean…” He changed the subject. “Do you remember anything?”
 
   “You’re going to think I’m crazy, but…I feel like I’ve slept for days…and I can’t seem to remember what I did yesterday,” she expressed, trying not to sound upset. 
 
   Austin thought carefully. He had to be cautious of his words. He couldn’t believe Michael actually did it. He could only imagine his pain. Better Michael than me, he thought. 
 
   “Do you want to know what happened to you?” Austin asked.
 
   “Yes, of course,” Claudia said, eyes filled with questions, desperately wanting to know.
 
   Austin sat on the side of her bed, thinking how he would have to train her and hunt demons beside her. Would he be able to control his emotions around her? How easily he could manipulate her, now that her mind was nothing but a blank book waiting for a story to be written. He could easily tell her that they were dating or that they were a couple, but he decided it was not in the best interest and Claudia would eventually find out. He laughed to himself thinking these thoughts. 
 
   “I’ll tell you what happen…” he started, but knew that the lie he was told to tell would come back to haunt him. His instinct told him that someday soon she’d know the truth. And the truth would set her free.
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   My Dearest Claudia,
 
    
 
   I have made a big mistake. I should have whisked you away where we could hide for eternity. Though we would always be on the run, we would be together. I’ve broken my promise that we would be together, and for that, I hope you can one day forgive me. I will continue to write letters to you because when I find a way to help you remember us, I want you to know my pain of missing you. I will be on a mission for Katherine, and though I don’t trust these demons, which I will explain to you later, I need to fulfill my duty. I too have a mission of my own, and that is you. You will constantly be in my thoughts no matter where I go or what I do. I swear we will be together again. In the meantime, my heart bleeds from being apart from you. It pains me deeply that you have no memories of us. But I will hold onto our memories, and I will be your sunshine after the rain…until…at last.
 
    
 
   In my heart, in my soul—M
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