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      Factions

      The Fallen—The first group of Angels who committed treason against the Sovereign One and were cast out of the Heavenly Realms along with Diablos.

      Watchers—A group of angels who took pity on mankind. Diabolos took advantage of their vulnerability and deceived them. Thus, they abandoned their heavenly abode and were the first to cohabit with women of Earth.

      Daimons—Collectively Demons and Watchers, set to undo the Sovereign One’s ways and begin a new world order. Daimons cohabited with women of Earth, who then gave birth to hybrid children.

      Hybrids—A Daimon offspring, male or female, typically not associated with Daughters of the Watchers or Nephilim.

      Daughters of the Watchers—AKA DoW, A global group of female hybrids with special gifts destined to stop Nephilim and their Daimon fathers in their conquest. The Five Pillars of the Daughters of the Watchers are Emissaries, Seers, Scouts, Guardians, and Influencers.

      Nephilim—Sealed male hybrids with supernatural abilities and indestructible bodies set to do their Daimon fathers’ bidding. Nephilim is made up of seven types: Principalites, Warlockites, Anomalites, Maladities, Elementalites, Temptationites, and Nephilites.

      Star of Nimrod—AKA Luminosity, an organized faction, all humans, set to rid the Earth of all hybrids.

      Luminous Principum—Top council members of the Star of Nimrod made of thirteen members. Some of the members consist of Eddie Lopez, Kenneth Owen, and James Edwards.

      Tektonites—A religious organization made of humans and hybrids that follow the way of the Tekton. They dedicated their time and effort to helping all those in need.

      The Furies—A group of female hybrids who branched off the traditional ways of the DoW. They hunt and kill all male hybrids, sealed and not sealed.

      Sons of the Lords—Six of the elite Nephilim, all Principalites, under the leadership of Therion. Their names are Therion, Leon, Aetos, Aner, Pytho, and Katastrofi.

      Angels—Celestial beings still serving the ways of the Sovereign One.

      Primals—Superior types of angels.

      Priests & Priestesses—A group of humans that work for the order of the Daimons.

      

      Characters

      Female Hybrids

      Angelica Gabriella Santos—AKA Angel and the Daimon Killer, a female hybrid, part of the DoW Tristate Area. She is part of the Scout team and has the gift of service.

      Latisha Brown—AKA Pretzel, one of Angel’s closest friends and also part of the DoW Tristate Area. She is one of the Team leaders of the Scouts and has the gift of comfort and understanding and interpreting other languages.

      Chrissy Davis-Navarro—AKA Reina, one of Angel’s best friends and also part of the DoW Tristate Area. She is part of the Scout Team and has the gift of comfort..

      Abigail Chen Sun—AKA Tassel, was one of Angel’s best friends and part of the DoW Tristate Area. She was part of the Seers and had the gift to predict the future. She was killed by Libitinia.

      Jessie Johnson—AKA Kitty, one of Angel’s best friends and also part of the DoW Tristate Area. She is part of the Scout team and has the gift of discernment.

      Caroline Boswell—AKA Gypsy, second in command of the Tristate group. She is part of the Emissaries & Guardians and also a member of the tristate twelve council members. She has the gift of leadership and is one of the team’s best fighters.

      Amelia Isabella Evans—AKA Joan, Team leader of the DoW Tristate Area. She is an Emissary and member of the tristate twelve. She has the gift of leadership.

      Charlotte Hannah Adams—AKA Mist, Team leader of the Lancaster Group. Mist is an Emissary with the gift of leadership and comfort.

      Briana & Erika Patel—AKA Cookie & Dough (twin sisters), Second commanders of the Lancaster DoW, and friends of Angel. They have the gift of service, which includes supernatural strength.

      Grayson Aiden Thomas—AKA Mrs. Mozart, Curator of the Tristate group and part of the Influencers group. She has the gift of wisdom and understanding and is a member of the council.

      Ruth Williamson—AKA Grace, Chief of the Tristate DoW and one of the group’s Influencers. She has the gift of love and is a member of the council. Died so that their former compound could be evacuated.

      Dr. Jane Lillian Russo—AKA May, Caretaker of the Tristate DoW and one of the team’s Guardians. She has the gift of healing and is a member of the council.

      Jewels—AKA Villainous, she was once the second in command of the Lancaster DoW until she betrayed the group and became known as Villainous. After being freed from the spirit that possessed her, she’s been hunting Dr. Ostero. Real name is Laurie Marilyn Davidson.

      Penny Stockton—AKA Erinys, is the leader of the Furies.

      Athena—Leader of the DoW London.

      Cherry—Second in command and curator of the DoW London.

      Nyala—AKA Asante, Formerly Part of the DoW London team and assistant curator. She has the gift of understanding languages. Former avatar of Apocalypse.

      Crimson—AKA Candle, is a member of the Furies and one of Erinys’ closest confidants. She is a member of the council.

      Crystal—Was one of the Lead Warrior Coordinators for the DoW Tristate group. She was killed by Libitinia.

      Olivia—AKA Oneiri. Young hybrid and part of the DoW Tristate group.

      Sparkles—Part of the DoW Tristate group. She runs a company with Reina.

      Libitinia Smierc—AKA Libby, is the daughter of Mara and of El-Samar Seper. She is Therion’s twin sister. Theresa is her biological mother.

      Sefina—a former fighter of the Mesopotamian Games rescued by the DoW. She, along with Margaret and Leo, is working to end the games worldwide and find her siblings.

      Horizon—once a member of the DoW Tristate, leader of the Scouts, and one of the council members. She was a member of the Furies. She was killed by Libitinia.

      Glory & Robin—former members of the DoW and part of the leadership council. They became part of the Furies. They were killed by Libitinia.

      Male Hybrids

      Alexander Thomas Miller—AKA Therion & the Son of Destruction, was a Principalite and the son of Diablos. He was also the leader of the Sons of the Lords. His power was to induce fear.

      D’Angelo Lewis—AKA Shiloh, part of the Tektonites. Reina’s fiancé.

      Pytho—Principalite and the son of Legion. He’s a member of the Sons of the Lords and has the power of mind control.

      Katastrofi—Principalite and the son of Hades. He’s a member of the Sons of the Lords and has the power of telekinesis.

      Leo Archie—The son of Apollyon and Angel’s young brother.

      Aner—Principalite and the son of Gadreel the Watcher. He’s a member of the Sons of the Lords and has supernatural intelligence.

      Peccable—Maladitie who worked for Apollyon and Diablos. He was responsible for Eva Santos’ death.

      Akibeel, Danel, and Zavebe—Were the sons of Azazel, Lord of the Watchers. After the banishment of their father, they were cursed to become wandering spirits upon their death. Akibeel was the spirit that possessed Villainous for some time.

      

      Humans

      Margaret Boswell—Gypsy’s twin sister and once part of the Star of Nimrod. She is the daughter of the Grand Luminary Tammuz.

      Lash Boswell—AKA Grand Luminary Tammuz, is the leader of the Star of Nimrod.

      Maria Santos—Angel’s grandmother (abuela in Spanish).

      Eva Santos—was Angel’s biological mother.

      Emilio Santos—was husband to Maria and father to Eva Santos.

      Daniel Javier Ortega—former FBI agent and one of the few close confidants of the Tristate DoW.

      Awilda Ortega—Agent Ortega’s wife and leader of the Tektonite group located in New York City. Died so that their former compound could be evacuated.

      Theresa—former priestess for the Daimons and former avatar of Haniel. She is also the biological mother of Therion and Libitinia.

      Dr. Patrick Ostero—AKA Luminary Masmasu, a scientist that worked for the Star of Nimrod.

      Mia and Timothy—siblings and part of the Tektonites.

      Rani Yorkshire—Public Relations branding consultant for faith-based organizations. Hired by the Star of Nimrod to restore their public image.

      Adrian—a geeky guy and conspiracy nut that uses mythological goddesses’ names as pickup lines. He now works for Rani Yorkshire.

      Kenneth Owens—An FBI agent and former boss for Daniel Ortega. He is also a member of the Star of Nimrod.

      Enoch—Prophet who cast the first judgment on the Watchers and their offspring.

      

      Celestial Beings

      Sovereign One—the Supreme Being, creator of the Heavens and the Earth.

      Carpenter’s Son—AKA The Tekton, is the eternal son of the Sovereign One through whom all things were created.

      Neshama—The breath of the Sovereign One.

      El-Samar Seper—AKA Diablos & Mr. Sam’Mael, is the King of the Daimons and Lord of the Watchers.

      Apollyon—AKA Leonard Archie, was one of Diablos’ three top generals and the Lord of North and South America. He was also Angel’s father.

      Legion—One of Diablos’ generals and Lord of Europe and Africa.

      Hades—One of Diablos’ generals and the Lord of Asia, Australia, and Antarctica.

      Dayyana—Formerly known as Mara, the Angel of Death. The mother of Libitinia. She is one of the Primals.

      Haniel—A celestial being and Primal of Balance.

      Apocalypse—A celestial being and Primal of Revelation.

      Gabriel—A celestial being and the Messenger of the Sovereign One.

      Michael—A celestial being and Warrior Angel of the Sovereign One

      Sapha—A celestial being and Protector Angel of the Sovereign One.

      Mephisto—Is another version of Diablos in a different world.

      Belial—Is another version of Diablos in a different world.
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      Yousef and Matt dashed desperately into the Zin city metro station during rush hour, greatly increasing the probability that their mission would fail. This station had over forty-two above-ground tube connections, plus the subterranean lines, and on a given day could serve about one hundred thousand passengers. The men’s destination was line twenty-four, and they had only minutes to get there.

      “Matt, we need to hurry. The prophet predicted that he’d die if we didn’t reach him before five p.m. tonight,” Yousef insisted as they dashed between the throng of commuters of the congested train station.

      “I’m so sorry,” Matt called when he bumped into a traveler and slowed his run. “Yousef, stop!” he cried to get his companion’s attention. “Frag it all! I don’t think we’re going to make it.” Sweat poured down his temples as he glanced at the heads-up display in his optic implant. “It’s too crowded.”

      On the other hand, Yousef’s expression had a strange mixture of determination and insanity. “We need to do whatever we can to reach this Jason guy. You hear me?”

      They nodded to each other and moved forward, Yousef at times yanking his companion by the shirt as they squeezed, zigzagged, crouched, or leaped around the congested station. Their forcefulness was received with dirty looks, flipping fingers, and obscenities that would send anyone to hell. They didn’t care. Reaching Jason was their priority.

      It was Matt who first noticed line twenty-four, the predicted location of their target. “To your left, Yousef!”

      Yousef turned left and bounced down the narrow, steep set of stairs. Reaching the platform almost out of breath, he checked his watch then spun in a three-sixty.

      “It’s five o’clock, Yousef. Where the hell is he?” Matt was grasping his knees, attempting to get every bit of breath he could. “There’s no one here.”

      “Snow’s predictions have never led us wrong.” Yousef looked to the left and saw a brick wall at the end. Cocking his head right, he pointed. “Let’s check toward the end of the platform.” His companion nodded and followed.

      No commuters were present as they moved cautiously and briskly on the platform between the tubes. The holographic display on the overhead digital sign reading “Track Closed for Maintenance” made them frown and wonder if the prediction was correct or if they were on the wrong line.

      “You sure this is the place?” Matt narrowed his eyes toward his companion.

      Yousef stopped in the middle of the platform. “I’m confused as you are.” He placed his hands over the back of his head, puzzled and looking around the entire area desperately. He was about to call it quits when the Employees Only door at the end of the track slid open and a young man wearing gray overalls with “Zin Metro” inscribed on the back stepped out. Yousef’s vision zeroed in on the digital name tag on the upper left side: Jason.

      He called out to the engineer, and the young man stopped whistling and turned toward them with a wrinkled nose and squinting eyes. “Yeah?”

      A large swirling portal appeared a few feet behind him. From it strode a woman dressed in black, glowing in a charcoal aura. She was seven feet tall with beady eyes and menacing features. Her right hand tightly gripped a long steel blade. Catching sight of her target, she rushed forward for the attack as the portal closed.

      Jason fell to the floor in shock, staring in disbelief. The woman raised her weapon for the strike and he shook his head in fear, pleading for his life. She sniffed, turned to Yousef and Matt, and drew a vicious smirk. “You’re always a step behind.”

      “No!” cried Matt. He pulled a blade from behind his back, but he knew it would be seconds late when it reached the assailant.

      As she thrust her blade toward Jason’s chest, there was a swift swoosh, and the woman dropped dead. Her head lay on the floor, severed, and a crimson-stained blade dripped blood above the corpse. Holding it was a young woman with long, rich purple hair and stardust eyes, dressed in a dark-violet outfit. Next to her was a much older middle-aged woman with blonde hair and a toned physique, wearing dark green.

      The victim gazed at them for a split second before he stood and raced through the door he’d come from.

      Yousef and Matt brandished their weapons and stared at the women, bewildered and unsure of their next move.

      “Who the frag are you?” asked a perturbed-looking Yousef.

      The young woman replaced her bloody blade in her sheath. “My name is Libitinia, but they call me Libby. This is my mother, Theresa. Rufus sent us. We stand against Lilith just like you.”

      The two men locked their confused eyes at each other, then gave their attention to the mother and daughter. “We know of Rufus, but you can’t be against Lilith. We, Sons of the Sullied, are the only ones standing against Lilith and her ilk,” Matt stated.

      Theresa took a step forward. “Well, I’ve got news for you, son. You’re not the only ones.”

      Yousef stared at Libby strangely. “But you’re just normal women. You don’t even have any cybernetic implants. Why would you be working with Rufus?”

      A strange purple smoke materialized around Libby, and she disappeared and reappeared inches from Yousef’s face.

      “Because where I’m from, I’m the daughter of Diablos.”

      “Of who?”

      “In my world, he’s the equivalent of Lilith.”

      Matt’s mouth hung open at the woman’s revelation. “You mean to say the world ensemble theory is actually true?” Matt turned to his partner. “I told you about this the other day, Yousef. The possibility of diverse universes each with their own people and evil factions.”

      “Wait for a second, Matt.” Yousef placed his hand on his companion’s shoulder and turned to the women. “Why should we believe you?”

      “Because for some reason, Rufus thinks you’ll be useful to his operation.”

      “And why are you helping Rufus?”

      Theresa eyed the two young men. “Because we owe him a debt of gratitude. Now come on. Let’s fetch that young man before another Morlock tries to end him.”
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      The audience filed into the studio, anticipation crackling in the air as they settled into their seats. The stage was set with a pair of comfortable-looking couches and a wooden coffee table positioned between them. Behind the seating area, a large sign reading “VERONICA” accented the brightly colored modern studio space. The crowd hushed as a familiar figure stepped onto the platform, then broke into raucous applause from all corners of the room, ending in a standing ovation. The show’s hostess bowed and pressed her hands together as she reveled in the adulation.

      “Hello, everyone, I’m Veronica. Thank you so much for joining me. We’ve got such an exciting show for you today.” The elegant brunette leaned forward and placed her hand on her mouth as if to tell a secret. “I’ve got a surprise guest with us.”

      The audience became deathly quiet and the hostess looked side to side before winking at the crowd. “We’ve got the one and only William Egress with us backstage right now!”

      Thunderous applause erupted.

      “I know! I’m so excited too. Let’s welcome the savior of humanity, Mr. William Egress.”

      The tall blond man emerged from the backstage area, a beaming smile on his lips. He waved enthusiastically at the crowd, approached several individuals seated in the front row, shook their hands, and gave some high-fives. Finally, he joined Veronica, who threw an arm around him and gave him a warm hug. The pair moved toward the seating area and plopped down on the couches.

      “William, thank you so much for taking time out of your busy schedule to join us on my show today.”

      “Of course, Veronica. I’m so delighted to be one of the first guests on your show.” William turned to the crowd. “Isn’t she amazing, folks?”

      The audience hooted and hollered.

      “Oh, stop it, William. I’m just representing KTWZ as a humble talk show host. But, you! You’re literally saving the world.”

      William chuckled. “I’m just doing my part like any good citizen of the world would.”

      The hostess glanced at the crowd. “And modest, too. I mean, how much more perfect can you get?”

      Several individuals in the stands fawned and one yelled out, “Marry me!” which elicited a boisterous laugh from everyone.

      “So, William. Tell us about your position at the UN and how things are progressing with your work?”

      The handsome man steepled his fingers. “Things are going fantastic. We’ve seen such a positive response worldwide toward our initiatives. I’m very happy to be able to report, for the first time anywhere, I might add…”

      “Oh, an exclusive, how juicy,” Veronica added with doe eyes.

      “We’ve reached ninety percent inoculation saturation in all of the major metropolitan areas across the western world. “

      “Oh, my goodness, that’s amazing news. Isn’t that incredible, everyone?”

      “Yes, we’re thrilled with how receptive the general population in the West has been to the anti-Chimera nanite serum. So right now, our efforts have been redirected toward the developing world to ensure everyone has access to protect themselves and their families from this existential threat.”

      “I’m so delighted to hear that, William. Knowing that nearly everyone around me has already been inoculated warms my heart.”

      “It definitely gives me great hope in the power of the human spirit. But you know this is only the beginning.”

      Veronica’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

      William leaned forward, excitement lighting up his eyes. “The nanite serum wasn’t just a vehicle to deliver the anti-Chimera enzymes into our bloodstream. It’s also a foundation for so many more exciting developments that we’ll launch soon.”

      “What kind of developments?”

      The guest reached into his jacket and produced a small rectangular device. “I could give you a demonstration right now. Could you press your finger here?”

      Veronica did as she was asked. The device came to life and projected a holographic image of Veronica. An automated voice emanated from the apparatus. “Veronica Myers, do you give permission to access your anatomical map and assessment?”

      “Oh my, mmm…yes,” she answered with some trepidation in her voice. “What is it?”

      “It’s a complete map of your body. The nanites in your system are monitoring your vitals continually, and they can communicate it to devices like this one. It’s all quite secure and requires your express consent, as you just witnessed. Now let’s do a scan.”

      A series of numbers appeared in the holographic projection representing Veronica’s vitals, then a small red dot appeared just over the left breast in the image. The woman’s face grew pale momentarily, but she quickly regained her composure.

      “You know what that dot means, Veronica?”

      The hostess nodded softly, her eyes glistening. “I hadn’t really told very many people this, but I was recently diagnosed with stage 1 breast cancer. It runs in my family. So I’ve been going over treatment options with my doctors.”

      William’s face softened, and he reached out and held Veronica’s hand gently. “I’m so sorry to hear that, Veronica. However, this isn’t just a diagnostic tool. It can instruct the nanites in your body to correct things that are out of sorts in the human body.”

      “What are you saying, William? This can cure cancer?”

      “Simply put, yes. But you have to do it. Just touch the dot, and a prompt will appear asking if you’d like to proceed with treatment.”

      The woman did not hesitate one second but quickly positioned her finger on the affected area and answered yes to the voice prompt.

      “Now, what?”

      “You should be feeling something shortly.”

      Everyone’s eyes were fixed on Veronica. She jerked slightly. “Oh, I feel a slight warming sensation in my chest.”

      “Those are the nanites doing their job. Have your doctor rerun your tests in a few days.”

      “William, are you really saying what I think you’re saying right now?” Tears streamed down her face.

      “Yes, I am, Veronica. The nanites are currently hunting down and deactivating the cancer cells in your body. Within a day or so, you’ll be completely cured.”

      The audience erupted into a cacophony of applause, hollers, and tears. Finally, an assistant dashed from the backstage area to hand Veronica some tissues.

      “This is incredible, William. I…I don’t know what to say. You aren’t just the savior of mankind. You’re my personal savior.”

      William extended his arms, and Veronica rushed to embrace him before they retook their seats.

      “This is what I want for everyone. Not just a world free from Chimeras, but one in which humanity is free from the diseases and troubles that have plagued us for so long.”

      Veronica drew a deep breath and let out a nervous laugh. “This was completely unscripted, folks. You never know what you’ll get on my show. I know that there are people out there that are skeptical of your message and the serum, William. What do you have to say to them?”

      Egress turned his face and looked directly into one of the cameras. “I’m not your enemy. The Chimeras are. I’ve heard reports that some people are harboring fugitives and rejecting the serum. I sympathize with you. I truly do. You genuinely believe you’re doing the right thing. However, while these creatures may look human, let me assure you: they aren’t. The first chance they get, they’ll turn on you and your loved ones. So don’t turn your back on humanity.”

      “Everyone, let’s hear it for William Egress, our savior.”
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      Daniel Ortega stood amid a light dusting of snow, his eyes glued to the two memorial stones that rested beneath an ancient tree. He was surrounded by fellow members of the New York Tektonites and Children of Kyrios, all standing solemnly in silent tribute. He could feel his heart breaking again as tears mingled with the soft, light snowflakes of the glooming afternoon. The others around him bowed their heads, and not one had a dry eye.

      It was cold and bleak near the tall oak tree that stretched its long bare branches toward the tranquil lake, yet the solemn and memorial moment kept their spirits warm and comforted. After a long silence, Ortega sniffled into a handkerchief and cleared his throat.

      “The Sovereign One knows how much I miss you.” He gazed intently at the memorial stone toward his right. “You were my best friend, life companion, wife, and lover. You are the reason I’m standing here today. Thank you for being so patient with me. I mean, think about it. It took a heavenly visitation to make me a believer.” He chuckled along with a few others around him. “Yet, you never patronized or condemned me, but you were appreciative and gentle.”

      He wiped away a tear and continued, “I, um, there were many people I admired and wanted to be in my career. People in the armed forces, in the police academy, and even within the bureau, but you were the greatest one. You were my hero and, believe it or not, I, uh, want to be like you. Honey, you saved my life in more ways than you’ll ever know, and in the end, you sacrificed your life for me and these wonderful people around me.” He turned to his tearful audience. ”These precious individuals whom you so lovingly called your children. We never had any kids, yet you embraced every one as if they were your own.”

      Ortega reached into his pocket and took out a silver necklace with a dove as the pendant. “The night before you left us, you handed me this necklace right after I burned dinner that evening and was very upset. We ended up eating that awful take-out food. You said to me, ‘No matter how tough life can get, remember to have peace.’” He smiled as he stared at the necklace. “I realize now that you were not speaking about burned dinner and awful take-out. You were preparing me, weren’t you?” He clenched the jewelry tightly in his hand. “Then again, I was always late in seeing the big picture, and even so, you were always patient with me, but, babe, I can say it’s definitely brought me peace.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “Thank you. I’m forever grateful, forever in your debt, and forever in love with you.”

      He kissed the silver dove and moved next to Angel, whose eyes were as glassy as everyone else’s. She nestled his left arm and laid her head on it. “That was beautiful,” she murmured.

      Joan took a step forward and addressed the group. “Thank you, Mr. Ortega. The loss of these two women has left a gaping hole in our hearts. Grace and Awilda were warriors and champions of love in our lives. They never carried physical weapons, yet somehow, they conquered our souls. It’s been a month since their passing, but it still feels like it was yesterday. They will truly be missed.” She sniffled and turned to the lanky girl next to the tall, handsome Jamaican. “I’ve already said enough earlier, but I will have Reina step forward and then afterward Mrs. Mozart for final words and remarks.”

      Reina dabbed at her watery eyes before she reached into her coat pocket and extracted a folded piece of paper. As Joan walked back, Reina stepped forward, took a deep breath, and swallowed softly.

      “Gosh, um, I told myself I wouldn’t cry, and that’s why I wrote it down.” She attempted to fan away her tears, yet they couldn’t be stopped. Pretzel took to her side, clasped her hand gently, and encouraged her with a smile. “Thanks, Pretz.” Reina cleared her throat and read, “Grace was more than a friend. She was a mother. Our mother. Most of us here are orphans. Folks who never had the chance to meet their mothers, yet Grace became a maternal figure for many of us. No matter how sad or gloomy we were that day, a simple hug from her made it all better. She was never too busy to take time to speak to us and always made herself available to ensure we were OK.”

      Reina exhaled deeply. “I came to a conclusion about why her hugs were so special. I realized that Grace was patient, always kind, and never envious, boastful, or prideful. She never held grudges, nor was she easily angered. She definitely always put others before herself and thrived on doing what was right. She was a protector, someone you could trust, and she made you feel hopeful. That’s why her hugs always made you feel alive. Our friend and mother, Grace, met the requirements of what love is.”

      She folded the note and replaced it in her pocket. She looked at the stone to her left. “I’m gonna miss you and those hugs so much. Thank you for believing in me and never failing to be a wonderful person to me.” The perky girl gave the stone an air kiss and began walking back to join the group, but she stopped to glance back and call, “Oh, yeah, I’m gonna miss your pancakes too.”

      Everyone in the circle laughed.

      Mrs. Mozart, with a tissue in her hand, took a step forward. “For those that were very acquainted with Ruth Williamson—yes, that was Grace’s real name—would remember how fondly she spoke of her mother. Anyone could have conjectured that she and her mother had the best relationship. I later learned that her mother sold her away when she was only a child. When her mother discovered what type of child she had given birth to, she became so ill-stricken and filled with hatred toward her that she made Ruth’s life extremely unpleasant.

      “I became genuinely curious about her affectionate depiction of this toxic person and asked the simple question of why. Her response was as simplistic as the inquiry. ‘Love,’ she said. Our dear friend held to the notion that if someone could grasp a life of hatred to peddle away their child, the opposite could be authentically true—to love someone, even to the point of death.”

      The wise curator gently tapped her eyes with the tissue. “Ruth Williamson’s Memento Vivere was after her mother’s name, Grace Williamson. She consciously decided to remember her mother in love and not with ill intent.” She glanced over to the perky girl and smiled at her warmly. “So, Miss Reina was indisputably correct. Grace was a woman who held no grudges. She was an embodiment and example of love.”

      She cleared her throat and glanced at the group. “May the lives of these two powerful women be ever a life we ever seek to exemplify.”

      After a silent prayer, Mrs. Mozart dismissed the group.

      Angel, Pretzel, Reina, and Kitty remained at the dedication site. No one spoke a word as they gazed at the vivid gold lettering inscribed on stones that read, “In Memory of Grace and Awilda.”

      Kitty was the first to speak. “Guys, do you think we should’ve made one for Oneiri?”

      “Kitty, she’s not gone. Call it wishful thinking, but I know Oneiri’s still alive. I feel it in my heart.”

      “I guess I’m just missing her as well.” She pursed her lips.

      Angel embraced her warmly. “Me, too, Kitty. Me too.” She grabbed her cell and glanced at it as if expecting news. “I’ve been working with Adrian to see if he could help locate her. He’s mentioned having access to specialized equipment to do that sort of search.”

      “Has he found anything?” inquired Reina.

      Angel shook her head in disappointment as she put away her phone.

      “We’re not losing hope,” Pretzel affirmed. “We’ll do whatever we can to find Oneiri.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            BELLEROPHON VS. CHIMERA

          

        

      

    

    
      The press conference room was a cacophony of voices as reporters muttered to one another, awaiting the arrival of the United Nations Secretary-General. The air was thick with anticipation and tension as all eyes were fixed on the blue circle olive branch logo above the podium.

      An expectant hush crossed the room as dignitaries filed onto the stage. With each figure that appeared, whispers ran through the audience like wildfire until after what seemed like an eternity, the UN Secretary-General stepped up to speak.

      He placed his notes on the podium and gave his audience a brief smile. “My sincerest apologies for the delay, and I do want to emphasize that we’ll have no questions for this press conference,” stated Afonso Rodrigo de Jesus, Secretary-General, in a Portuguese-English accent. “As many of you are aware, the United Nations was founded with the primary commitment to maintaining international peace and security. It’s for this very reason that we’ve called for this urgent press conference.”

      He glanced at his notes and returned his full attention to the reporters. “In the last several months, we have witnessed the greatest world catastrophes of modern times. Our world, our countries have been plagued with war, famine, blackouts, and earthquakes of major proportion causing massive destruction and deaths. Everyone can agree that these cataclysms left us all in great despair.

      “Yet, amid our despondence, as we watched our world crumble, a beacon of light was shone upon us through the assistance, aid, contributions, and technological ingenuity of Mr. William Egress and ChXis Enterprises.”

      A round of applause resonated through the room.

      “Furthermore, it was Mr. Egress who made us aware that our calamity wasn’t simply an act of God. On the contrary, it was induced by these enhanced creatures we’ve deemed as Chimeras. These creatures have endangered our humanity and seek to destroy our peace and security.” The Secretary-General gave the reporters a determined and stern look. “And we will not let that happen.

      “For this very reason, more than one hundred and fifty member states of the United Nations have agreed to partner with ChXis Enterprises to deploy a new technological advancement that will stop the Chimeras from annihilating our world.” He turned his head to the right. “To further elaborate on this subject, I’ll ask Mr. Thomas Washington, Chief Communications Officer of ChXis Enterprises, to step forward.”

      Passing the large display screen, the tall, dark-skinned man stood before the podium with a large smile. “First and foremost, I want to thank His Excellency for opening the doors and allowing us to be a voice for the members of the state. As His Excellency already alluded to, our world faces a great threat against a civilization bent on worldwide destruction—one that is far superior to ours. I have had the opportunity to meet with many ambassadors and hear their concerns for the safety and well-being of their countries, and all have inquired how they can take proactive measures on Chimeras.

      “For this reason, we’ve joined efforts with a wonderful organization called Luminosity, whose core beliefs are grounded in enhancing the race of mankind. Very shortly, I will introduce you to Lash Boswell, the overseer and Grand Luminary of Luminosity. This organization strives to heighten human potential through personal growth and inner enlightenment, and for years has known and opposed Chimeras but was denied by many local governments. Luminosity’s persistence in opposing this global menace has led this organization to develop effective technology to stop and identify Chimeras. Chimera classification is our highest priority at the moment. Therefore, we have focused our endeavors to mass produce a revolutionary technology by Luminosity that can one-hundred percent identify our common enemy. We named it Bellerophon-Chimera, or BC devices—after the Greek Mythological hero that defeated the Chimera.”

      Mr. Washington pointed to the screen next to him, which displayed a cylindrical charcoal-black device. It had a dark-crimson circular LED screen on the front with multiple dotted sensors.

      “As you can see from the screen, the BC is equipped with advanced sensors and technology that allow it to scan individuals as they enter or exit a building. Our tests showed that it can accurately scan Chimeras within a five-hundred-square-feet radius, and if a match is found, the device will emit a distinctive beeping sound and send an alert to the designated monitoring station.”

      He gave his attention back to the teleprompters. “To secure the safety of local governments and officials, we’ve already installed BC devices in many of our government buildings. Rest assured, we are working diligently to produce personal and BC home devices so people can identify who is a threat in their neighborhoods.”

      Mr. Washington gave his full attention to his audience. “Now, I want to clarify that our partnership with Luminosity wasn’t solely on their stance against Chimeras, but their message of human enlightenment, which is something we desperately need now. There is uncertainty, despair, and overwhelming fear inundating our world, yet this organization is teaching individuals how to overcome these adversities and see the light within.” He chuckled and pointed to his right. “I’m not a Luminosity teacher, but as you can hear, I’ve been very influenced by it. I will let the Grand Luminary speak on behalf of Luminosity.”

      Lash stepped to the podium with a gentle smile. “Thank you, Mr. Washington and Mr. Secretary-General, for granting me this honor. I wish to convey that I’m truly humbled to address you all, not simply as Grand Luminary, but as a man once in the darkness that now sees the light.

      “I know millions are now facing this dread of obscurity, uncertain what the future has in store. Some see these events as the end of the world.” He shook his head adamantly. “But let me reassure you, the best is yet to come. We are the world’s light. It is our time to shine.

      “Some may consider my words as pure babble or some personal self-improvement teachings, but I stand here today not simply as a teacher or motivational lecturer but as a man who at one point lived in fear and had his world ended. You see, I lost my entire family thirty years ago to a Chimera. The scars on my face are a sign of that fatal night. Yet, through the illumination in me, I overcame the darkest hour of my life.

      “It may seem impossible to feel hopeful when all around us there is only chaos, but take it from me, stand strong, and be the light. Of course, it’ll take time to develop that light, so we are opening Luminosity Centers in all major cities worldwide with future plans to have centers in neighborhoods near you. These Luminosity Centers will also serve as locations to receive the anti-Chimera nanite serum developed by ChXis Enterprises.

      “In addition to the 1-800 hotline for Illumination guidance, the Luminosity website will broadcast our New York Headquarters gathering and will have videos of our key teachings. We also include vital information on how to protect yourself and your family from Chimeras, and once available, our sites will be one of the first places to obtain your home BC device. Thank you for your time.”

      The Secretary-General once again took to the podium. “Thank you, Mr. Boswell and Mr. Washington, for your words and for making our world safer. In conclusion, we are working with members of the states to have these BC devices installed by the end of the month in all their governmental jurisdictions. In addition, we are in the early stages of developing a global Anti-Chimeras Task Force, ACTF for short, which will serve as a global task force to deal with and apprehend these insurgents. The ACTF will be led by Mr. Egress and Luminosity. In addition, we are in the final stages of completing special facilities to incarcerate these creatures and to prevent them from causing more harm. Once those plans are finalized, we make them public to all. Thank you.”
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            A BRAVE NEW WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      In another World

      Apocalypse’s large indigo eyes gazed at the young blonde woman as she rummaged through various chests and sacks in the large tent. A small crease was visible in the Primal’s brow.

      “I’m sorry, I just can’t leave without it,” Oneiri explained. “I know it’s here somewhere.”

      The girl continued digging through the contents of a large ornate chest before her. After several minutes of intense searching, her eyes opened wide and she stood tall holding the treasure she had sought. She held a small heart-shaped locket that had seen better days. Several dings and scratches graced its once pristine face, and the attached chain looked precariously weak. Oneiri opened the locket and glanced at one of the pictures inside.

      “I haven’t looked at this in years. I would cry myself to sleep almost every night looking at this picture of Angel and the others.” The young woman’s eyes turned glassy as her gaze rested on the face of the former resident techie of the New York group. “I had to stop looking at it because I didn’t know if they’d made it, or if they’d been killed like Tassel was.”

      A single tear streamed down Oneiri’s cheek. “I can’t believe I’ll get to see them again. This place…it never felt like home,” she stated as she wiped her face with her forearm. The girl drew a deep breath and turned to face the waiting Archangel. “I’m ready now.”

      Apocalypse nodded and stretched out her hand. The telltale warping in the fabric of spacetime signaled the opening of a Transworld portal.

      “Once we step through, there will be no coming back.”

      Oneiri took one last look around and stepped toward the portal to whatever destiny the Sovereign One had in store for her. The pair entered the crackling swirl, which swiftly disappeared after them. Moments later, the still of the empty tent was disturbed by two men who hurtled in frantically.

      “General, the box is empty!” one of the men blurted. He realized the young woman was nowhere to be found and glanced at his companion, who was holding an empty translucent container. “Where did she go?”
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        * * *

      

      The primal and the hybrid young woman stepped out of the portal into a dark alleyway. The first of Oneiri’s senses to acclimate was smell. Her nose was assaulted by the stale air and the oppressive stench of garbage that appeared to have been accumulating for years. Her eyes adjusted, and she realized her nose was right. Piles of trash littered the long alley. Distant neon lights radiated what little light was available, revealing battered walls stained with graffiti and smears of what she could only imagine was blood. Oneiri was deeply unsettled, and her only comfort was the presence of the towering Archangel next to her. It wasn’t just the sights and smells that made this alleyway so eerie, though. Something lurked in the fabric of the air itself, an energy she could feel. It hung thickly, suffocating any sense of hope or joy she had previously felt at the possibility of seeing her friends again.

      “Oh God,” Oneiri moaned as her stomach churned. She fell to her knees as the contents of her last meal spewed violently out of her mouth.

      “I’m sorry,” Apocalypse apologized. “I suspected the atmosphere in this world might have a strong effect on you. You’re more attuned than most mortals to the hidden energies of reality. This world has been infected to its very core by the dark forces that rule it.”

      “I’m okay,” the young woman stated, wiping her mouth as she stood unsteadily. “The initial shock was overwhelming, but I think I’m getting accustomed to it.”

      “Good. It’s about to begin. I’ll keep us hidden, but no matter what happens, do not interfere,” the Primal ordered.

      Before Oneiri could ask what Apocalypse was referring to, a loud crash reverberated at the far end of the alleyway. In the distance, she could make out several figures that appeared to be running in their direction. In the dim lighting, it was not until the group was quite near that Oneiri noticed the party consisted of three young men wearing clothes reminiscent of those from her home world.

      Something was off about these individuals’ appearance. In the place where she’d expected to see eyes, one of the men had mechanical implants that glowed with an eerie red hue. Some of the others had appendages likewise replaced with robotic substitutes.

      The group came to an abrupt stop. A look of terror graced each of their faces. “She’s here,” announced the youngest looking.

      Oneiri’s heart skipped a beat before she realized it wasn’t her they were referring to. She turned in the direction the men were staring and saw a tall, muscular woman with wild jet-black hair standing menacingly with her arms crossed.

      “Did you think you could steal from us and get away that easily? Cyberspace has been buzzing with activity since you triggered the alarm at the docks. Deciphering the most likely path you’d take to escape was simple enough for our AGI,” the newcomer revealed.

      “We’re so fragged. It’s GhostKiller,” muttered the young man closest to Oneiri.

      “If you put down the heuristic core, I promise to make your deaths swift and painless,” GhostKiller offered. “If you resist, I’ll rip you apart limb from limb, then I’ll drag your bleeding carcasses back with me and jack you in to our simulators and make you endure a millennium of suffering.”

      Oneiri’s gaze bounced back and forth between the group of men and the imposing female. She glanced at Apocalypse with confusion on her face. The primal signaled to the young woman to continue watching.

      “We refuse,” shouted the oldest in the men’s group. “The one we serve has the power to spare us from your hand. And even if he doesn’t, we still won’t submit to you.”

      A wicked smirk appeared on GhostKiller’s face. “Good. I’ll enjoy this.” The woman uncrossed her arms and flared out her fingers. Her nails grew several inches, and the way they reflected the light indicated they were made of some metallic substance and were extraordinarily sharp.

      The young men turned to run, but their assailant was on them in a fraction of a second. Before crashing into them, she raced up the side of the alleyway wall and rushed past. GhostKiller came to a halt several feet in front of the group.

      “Oh, you didn’t actually think you could get away from me. I’m the goddess of speed, the swift huntress. Just ask your friend in the back if you stand a chance.”

      The young men glanced back and noticed one of their own on one knee.

      “I think she severed part of the cybernetics on my left leg. I…I didn’t even notice her doing it,” the scared young man explained. “Leave me, the mission is all that matters.”

      “How noble!” GhostKiller mocked before dashing forward, claws stretched to pierce through her adversaries.

      A dark fog flooded the alleyway, blocking much of their visibility. Sparks flew as GhostKiller reached the group’s location and jumped back in surprise. She glanced down at her hands and noticed her claws had been cut through cleanly. Before she had a chance to react, a swift strike struck her across the face and sent her crashing against the wall.

      “What is this?” the irate woman exclaimed as she regained her composure. The fog grew thicker and another attack caught her in the stomach, launching her several feet in the air. It was followed by a flurry of blows that knocked her continuously against the wall and formed cracks. The onslaught continued for several seconds, and when it ended the woman fell to her knees, spitting out mouthfuls of blood, vomit, and stomach acid. GhostKiller’s eyes struggled to maintain focus, and her breathing became ragged. She tried to stand, but the blitz had sapped her of all her strength.

      “Wait, who’s doing this?” GhostKiller cried. “Is it one of those witches?” Sweat dripped down her forehead as her eyes darted back and forth trying to make out anything through the thick haze.

      “Why help these weak men? You should join us. Our mother would welcome you with open arms! Please.” She was unable to finish her plea as a sharp pain shot from her neck. The wounded warrior glanced down and saw a stream of blood gushing down and staining her shirt. Before she could react, a hand holding a sharp blade came down on her forehead, the light went out of her eyes, and her body slumped down with the knife still embedded in her skull.

      The fog dissipated as swiftly as it had appeared. The two uninjured young men huddled around their third companion and helped him to his feet.

      Oneiri’s eyes drifted from the men toward their defeated foe. A cold chill went down her spine as the figure of a slim woman emerged from the shadows in the alleyway and approached the corpse. The woman bent down and brutally extracted the blade protruding from GhostKiller’s brow. Finally, the slim woman turned, her stardust-colored eyes almost glowing.

      All of the color drained from Oneiri’s face. She turned to the Primal. “Please no, not her.”
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            A NEW MISSION

          

        

      

    

    
      The shock and awe on Oneiri’s face morphed into a scowl as she eyed the familiar face. The woman had short purplish hair and wore a tight black jumpsuit with a utility belt hanging low across her hips.

      “Libby, the servos on Matt’s leg are badly damaged. There’s no way we get by unnoticed on the metro. Frag it all!”

      Libby approached the three young men as she wiped the blood from the blade and sheathed it. “Calm yourself, Yousef. This is why we have contingencies. We’ll take the old Eloi tunnels in the undercity.”

      Yousef shook his head. “But that’ll take ages. If we don’t see to Matt’s leg soon the damage could be irreparable. He might need a whole new leg, and we can’t afford that right now.”

      The woman ignored his plea, grabbed Matt’s hand, and pulled him from the floor. “If we get caught by a contingent of Morlocks, a new leg will be the least of our worries. We should…” Libby stopped midsentence as she noticed an odd expression on Yousef’s face. She turned to face the direction the young man was staring and saw two figures, a tall, imposing woman and a short blonde girl no older than twenty.

      “When did these civvies get here?” Yousef inquired. His eyes tracked toward Apocalypse. “Someone’s overdid it with their cybernetics. She’s fragging tall.”

      Libby scanned the pair and drew a deep breath. “I don’t know who the blonde is, but the tall one is no gearhead.”

      “Libitinia,” started Apocalypse. “We have a most urgent matter to discuss with you and your mother.”

      “With all due respect to your position, whatever it is, it’ll have to wait. We have an injured man and an important item to deliver safely. And others like her are bound to show up soon.” Libby pointed at the corpse several yards away.

      Apocalypse nodded. “I understand. Allow us to accompany you. I can use my abilities to mask our presence so as to not attract unwanted attention.”

      Libby glanced away for a moment, frowning in deep thought. After several seconds, she asked, “Can your powers prevent technological detection?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, we stick to the original plan.” Libby turned toward her companions. “We’ll head to the metro system as we’d intended. Our new travel companion will ensure we’re not caught.”

      The confusion was clear on Yousef’s face. “Libby, care to explain what the frag is going on here? Are you trying to get us all spiked?”

      “Trust me, Yousef. There’s nothing in this world that can harm us as long as she’s with us. Let’s move.”

      Libby made eye contact with Oneiri briefly as she turned to take the lead. Her eyebrows raised slightly at the scowl and seething glare from the blonde girl.

      The group started toward the end of the alleyway with Oneiri lagging slightly behind everyone, her mind in a jumble of feelings and thoughts. She was the last one out of the alley, and the sight took her by surprise. Before her was a sprawling metropolis brightly lit by neon signs and screens everywhere. Cars zoomed by on busy streets, most hovering above the ground without wheels.

      “This way,” Libby ordered. “Keep up, blondie,” she shot at Oneiri.

      They navigated through a sea of people going about their lives. Though much was unfamiliar to Oneiri, certain things were obvious and universal. On the main street, she noticed people with clothes and accessories that appeared opulent, while on side streets and alleyways, she could make out individuals with sunken eyes, twitching muscles, and plain attire. Before long, the group entered a building with symbols resembling a train and approached a long tube extending as far as the eye could see. Libby walked to a terminal, entered a sequence of numbers, and waved her wrist over the screen.

      “Let’s go.”

      An opening appeared in the tube, as if a rectangular piece of the material had simply disappeared. Libby entered last and the tube closed as mysteriously as it had opened. Walls materialized around them, as well as seats and grab handles. Without warning, they moved away from the station.

      Matt grabbed a seat. “I can’t believe that worked. This lady must be running some next-level ICE and bleeding-edge cloaking. No one even batted an eye at us on the way here.”

      Libby shook her head. “I’m not even going to bother explaining what she is or how she can do what she does. It’s not something even the most powerful megacorps could hope to replicate, so don’t bother looking into it. Just be grateful she arrived when she did.” Her male companions looked at Apocalypse and Oneiri with curiosity and uneasiness, but they trusted Libby. The rest of the ride was spent in silence.

      Before long, they arrived at a station much like the one where they’d entered the tube. Outside, the party walked several blocks before arriving at a massive building complex. Oneiri glanced up and could barely make out the top of the structure.

      “You can disable your protection now, Apocalypse,” Libby instructed.

      The Primal nodded.

      Libby bounded up a series of steps, pressed her index finger and thumb to her lips, and whistled loudly. Several seconds later, some men descended the stairs to meet them. The newcomers helped Matt and escorted him deeper into the complex.

      From the top of the stairs, Libby motioned toward Apocalypse and Oneiri. “Come this way. My mother and other interested parties will join us soon.”

      The trio made their way into the expansive structure. The inside of the building was hollow. Each floor consisted of a walkway that ran along the edge of the interior, with doors every several yards. Vendors graced each of the corners on certain floors, and all manners of advertisements looped continuously on the screens that littered nearly every available wall space. Several of the advertisements made Oneiri blush and turn her face due to their graphic and explicit nature. They ascended several floors and walked along the corridor until Libby stopped in front of a door marked 404.

      “Please wait here. Everyone will join you shortly.”

      Apocalypse and Oneiri entered the room, while Libby waited just outside the door.

      After a few moments, the Archangel glanced at her traveling partner. “You’ve been very quiet. How are you acclimating to the Transworld travel?”

      “I’m OK,” Oneiri murmured. “This world is just so different from the one we just came from. It’s a lot to take in.”

      Several minutes later, the door opened and a blue-eyed blonde woman entered the room followed by a red-haired muscular man with cybernetic arms. Libby joined them and closed the door behind her.

      “Who are these women, Theresa, and why has your daughter endangered our entire operation by bringing them here?” the man inquired tersely.

      “The tall one is no mere woman, Rufus. She’s the third in the triumvirate of beings that gave my daughter and me our abilities.”

      Rufus looked at Apocalypse up and down. “Are you here to help us take down Lilith?”

      Before Apocalypse could answer, Theresa jumped in. “I apologize for my companion’s demeanor, Apocalypse. This is Rufus, leader of the Sons of the Sullied. He and his brethren oppose their mothers’ plans and fight against their sisters to protect their world.”

      Oneiri’s eyes grew wide. “Wait, so in this world, the Daimons are women, and it’s their daughters who sided with them?”

      “What the frag are Daimons?” Rufus asked.

      “They’re the equivalent of Sullied in the world she’s from,” Theresa explained. She turned her attention to the Primal. “To what do we owe the honor of your visit, and who’s your companion?”

      Apocalypse gazed at Theresa and Libby. “Creation itself is under threat. Diablos has grown more powerful than any of his counterparts and I believe he means to undo the works of the Sovereign One, not just in his world, but across all worlds.”

      Rufus stared, dumbfounded, but Theresa placed her hand on his shoulder. “And I imagine you believe that Libby and I are somehow instrumental in this fight.”

      Apocalypse nodded.

      “Hasn’t Haniel marked that world for destruction? Did you manage to convince him to change his mind?”

      “No, unfortunately not. However, I suspect that Diablos is counting on Haniel’s stubbornness, just as he played on Dayyana’s misguided sense of justice,” Apocalypse responded as she glanced at Libby. The purple-haired young woman broke her gaze and looked toward the floor. The Primal continued, “I believe that, along with Nyala, you three will be instrumental in thwarting his plans.”

      “Me?” Rufus pointed at himself.

      Theresa chuckled. “No, she means the girl. Who is she?”

      “We’ve met before,” Oneiri injected. “You showed up at the Tektonite compound.”

      “Ahh, I’m sorry. I don’t remember you. Time runs differently in the worlds. That was three years ago for us.”

      “I’ve been to other worlds as well. It’s been five years for me.”

      A quizzical look appeared on Theresa’s face, and she opened her mouth to say something but changed her mind. An uneasy silence filled the room.

      “Theresa, Libitinia, will you help us?” Apocalypse asked, breaking the quiet.

      “Now hold on there a fraggin’ minute,” Rufus interrupted. “I may not understand all this talk of worlds and Teka-whats, but these women have been helping us take the fight to Lilith and her Sullied. So I’ll be damned if you think you’ll just show up here and take the best thing that’s happened to our cause in centuries.”

      “Pardon Rufus’ candor, but he’s right. Libby and I arrived here three years ago from the Chronal Halls and these men took us in. We owe them a debt and we’ve made a vow to help them in their fight. We’re not going anywhere.”

      “And what if I provided some help in your fight to expedite the end of the struggle?”

      “Ya know what, Apoca…whatever-your-name-is…” Rufus started. “If you help us take down Lilith, you can have them. I’ll even wrap them for you.”

      Apocalypse narrowed her eyes and smirked. “I have just the thing that will serve all of our purposes.” The Archangel reached out and placed her hand on Oneiri’s shoulder. “This young woman is Oneiri. She’s more unique than even you two ladies. She bears within her the energies of all three of the Primals. However, she needs some training to help her control her substantial abilities. If she were to stay here with you, I’m sure she would be a great asset in your fight, and who better to teach her than two of the women who hold the powers of the Primals.”

      Theresa’s and Libby’s eyes grew wide.

      “She’s that child that tried to shield Nyala when Haniel confronted Dayyana…” Theresa muttered. “I’d assumed she was probably dead. I didn’t think any mortal could survive what she went through.”

      Apocalypse tilted her head slightly. “Well, what do you say, Theresa, daughter of Haniel?”

      “Very well. She stays with us and helps us defeat Lilith and I’ll join you. I won’t speak for Libby, though.”

      Libby glanced around the room. “I don’t know if I want to go back there. Too many things I’d rather forget.”

      Apocalypse approached Libby. The Archangel stared deeply into her stardust eyes. “I understand, child. But we will definitely need you in the fight to come. There’s someone who you’ll be instrumental in opposing. Using the power he deceptively acquired from Dayyana, Diablos has brought back his son. Therion lives.”

      Libby’s eyes flashed with confusion for a moment, but the uncertainty gave way to fury. “That monster… He can’t be allowed to live in any world. Very well, once the fight here is done, I’ll join you.”

      The Primal smiled and nodded her head. “Excellent. For now, I must attend to other matters. But I leave Oneiri in your capable hands.” With that, she disappeared.
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      Present World

      The laboratory was cold, dark, and filled with the eerie sight of disembodied body parts floating in large clear containers. The dim, bone-chilling atmosphere did not affect Dr. Patrick Ostero as he diligently and enthusiastically input his latest test results into the workstation. The mad scientist had been at it since the morning, and the computer’s time was now clocking a quarter to eleven p.m. His arms were riddled with needle marks and bruises. At last, the painstaking self-inflicted experimentation led to a cocky smirk on his rotund face when the monitor displayed the words “Test Result Success” at the end of the screen.

      The doctor’s eyes were glued to the computer screen reading the stream of the output data. Thrilled, he threw his hands in the air and burst into a mirthful laugh. He took a deep, satisfied breath and bit into his stale doughnut before he took a shot of his cold and insipid coffee. The first food and drink he had all day, and it tasted delicious—all thanks to his euphoria.

      Wasting not another second, he inserted a secure drive into his workstation. His plump fingers flew across the keyboard, and after several mouse clicks, the screen read:

      
        
        Destination file: All Files Saved. Source File: Erased.

      

      

      He placed the USB stick into his pants pocket.

      After sitting tirelessly in his laboratory for hours on end, Ostero stood from his stool and marched to a nearby table covered with glass tubes of various colors, each labeled with a different serum number. He grabbed one of the tubes as if it were a precious gemstone and lifted the emerald-green liquid to his wide eyes.

      The doctor extracted a tape recorder from his lab coat pocket, clicked the record button, and spoke into it with enthusiasm. “I’ve finally accomplished it. Serum-T8! The power of immortality in the palms of my hands.”

      He talked as he walked but handled the tube with the utmost delicacy. “Serum-T8 is a genetic compound extracted from hybrid male, female, and human DNA. What's more peculiar, T8 is the only amalgam with specimen F-52377, Angelica Santos, and specimen M-91780, Therion.”

      He sighed. “Computer analysis confirmed my latest prediction of DNA and cell mutation upon inoculation of Serum-T8. Not only can it enhance the human integumentary and skeletal system, making it invulnerable to inflictions and fractures, but it can reverse the aging of human cells. I suspect that the molecular compound of the serum will endow the muscular system with heightened strength and boost immunity to combat all forms of diseases.” He chuckled maniacally and continued with his recording. “I, Dr. Patrick Ostero, will be the first human to have gained eternal life.”

      Ostero ended his recording and replaced the device in his pants pocket. He walked back to his desk, noted the date and time on a clipboard, and grabbed a syringe from the top drawer. A sigh of excitement escaped his lips as he carefully submerged the needle tip into the emerald liquid and pulled back the plunger, emptying the vial. He turned the syringe upside down and carelessly dropped the empty glass tube to the floor.

      His gaze caressed the syringe now carrying the substance he had spent years researching and toiling for: the elixir of immortality.

      Ostero’s eyes were pulled away from his marvel when an explosion erupted from the opposite end of the laboratory. The sudden fright caused him to drop the needle, spilling its content onto the floor, and he watched his years of work mingle with the glass tube's broken shards.

      The doctor dropped to his knees in despair. His wails were like a toddler who’d had their pacifier taken away. Ostero’s anguish took no notice of the raucous and vigorous intrusion. He simply watched his life work slip away like a dream after waking up.

      Two sets of boots were now in his peripheral vision. He didn’t bother looking up but asked, “What have you done?”

      “The real question is, what have you done?” a masculine voice replied as he gripped the doctor by the neck and pulled him from the floor.

      Ostero’s face was flushed red as he struggled to breathe.

      “Aner, let him go. We still need him alive,” instructed his companion. “We need answers, and I need to extract them from him.”

      Aner dropped Ostero to the floor carelessly.

      After catching his breath, the doctor scrambled on hands and knees to his desk and sat on the floor. Once he saw the intruders, he thundered, “Do you know the hell I am and whom I work for?”

      Aner shot him a venomous look. “That’s what Pytho and I are here to find out. Whom do you work for?”

      Sweat beaded on Ostero’s forehead as he swallowed hard while his eyes shifted between the two Sons of the Lords. “I… uh… um… work for your master. Lord Diablos.”

      The two Nephilim shot each other a glance.

      “What type of work did you do for our master?” Pytho’s voice was soft and soothing.

      “I’m…uh…not at liberty to say,” Ostero stammered.

      “I can help you with that.” Pytho extended his hand, and Ostero’s eyes rolled back. “Once again, what type of work did Lord Diablos have you do?” Pytho demanded.

      The doctor spoke as if he was in a trance. “Lord Diablos had tasked me to create an army. An army of the dead.”

      The Sons of the Lord shared grave stares.

      “For what purpose?” The mind-controlling Nephilim twisted his hand slightly.

      “A New World Order.” Only the sclera of Ostero’s eyes could be seen.

      “We are the New World Order—” Aner began before he was interrupted by Ostero.

      “You are obsolete…expendable.”

      “That can’t be. You are fabricating this.” He looked at his companion, who was shaking his head.

      “Did you bring back Therion?” asked Pytho.

      “I constructed his body. Diablos brought him to life.”

      “Is there a way to kill him?”

      “No,” he replied definitively.

      Aner paced tensely. “It is illogical for Diablos to resurrect him without being able to destroy him in some way. It would make Therion uncontrollable.”

      “He lacks control of his volitional faculties,” Ostero added in the same hypnotized voice.

      “Elaborate!”

      “William Egress is under Diablos’ absolute control.”

      Aner’s eyes shifted nervously to his companion as he tried to process what he had just heard.

      “And this army of the dead, are they also under Diablos’ control?” Pytho pressed.

      “Yes.” Blood dripped from the doctor’s nostril, and his head was trembling.

      “How many are they?”

      Ostero did not respond. His body slipped to the floor and began convulsing.

      “Release him, Pytho. You are killing him!” ordered Aner.

      The Son of the Lord ignored his companion’s request and continued with his hand strenuously extended. “How many are they?” he boomed.

      Ostero’s body had gone still on the floor.

      “How many?” Boiling with fury, Pytho ground his teeth and clenched his jaw tight.

      Aner walked toward his companion and lowered his hand. “He’s dead, Pytho.”

      Pytho collected himself and let out a deep sigh. “I’m confused! Why is Diablos replacing us? Weren’t we the chosen ones? Weren’t we the ones selected to bring about the new world order? Why is he doing this?”

      “I’m as perplexed as you are, yet I perceive this was all a fabrication,” Aner mused. “There was never going to be a utopian new world order.”

      “But you heard that bastard. Diablos’ plan is a new world order.”

      “I surmise that Diablos’ new world order hasn’t been what we were taught.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Aner gave his companion a grave look. “I hypothesize that Diablos’ objective is his and his alone, and we were simply pawns in his hand to accomplish it.”

      “I must inform my father. Surely he must be made aware of this,” Pytho insisted.

      “But before we do, let’s trash this place.”
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      The view from the penthouse balcony overlooking New York City was breathtaking. From this vantage point, it seemed as if one could see all of Manhattan laid out before them. The sky was an expanse of deep orange and red, and in the distance, the setting sun glinted off skyscrapers that reached up toward it.

      The hum of car horns mixed with street chatter filled the streets below. Music blaring from open windows blended into one harmonious melody that rose into the encroaching night sky. In this moment, Diablos felt connected to it all, slowly regaining the parts of himself that spanned across the infinite expanse of the World Ensemble. A sense of calm washed over him as he watched people scurrying about their lives beneath his feet. Some were rushing home after hectic days at work while others were heading out for exciting adventures. He couldn’t help but smile at how oblivious they were and how close they were to losing it all.

      The King of the Daimons opened his palm and a large projection filled the balcony. The projected image depicted a small region of the Eagle Nebula, seven thousand light-years away from Earth. This region of space had previously held three large columns of gas and dust, each several light-years in length, but now only two of the columns were visible. Diablos stared intently at the view and noticed a flash of light that outshone the other visible stars and galaxies for several seconds before dissipating. There was now only one column.

      “The fifth seal has been opened,” Diablos remarked. His eyes turned crimson, and his features became distorted. Several tears in space opened around him and masses of dark energy emerged from each. The blobs pulsated with gloomy intent and circled the Daimon several times before they crashed into his body. He absorbed them, and his eyes rolled back into his head. His body emanated a black glow. The space around Diablos warped and stretched unnaturally for a split second before returning to its natural state, and finally, he returned to his standard human form and opened his eyes. Standing at the opening to the balcony was his only remaining general, Legion.

      “My Lord,” Legion saluted.

      Diablos nodded and pointed to the projection filling the balcony. “Do you know what this is?”

      The Fallen studied the image briefly. “It appears to be a depiction of outer space, Your Eminence.”

      “Yes, it’s a region in the Messier 16 Nebula, aptly named the Pillars of Creation. The Archangel Haniel is there right now, unlocking the seals of this world. Do you know where NASA got the name for this celestial structure?”

      Legion shook his head. “No, my lord. I’ve not much cared for the science of humans nowadays.”

      “The name wasn’t invented by a scientist. It was borrowed from the sermon of a preacher named Charles Spurgeon. Spurgeon employs the phrase to depict not only the material realm but also the energy that holds it all together, emanating from the divine source. He wrote, ‘And now wonder, ye angels, the Infinite has become an infant. He, upon whose shoulders the universe doth hang, hangs at His mother's breast. He who created all things, and bears up the pillars of creation, hath now become so weak, that He must be carried by a woman!’ So isn’t it fitting that the preacher who addressed us today witnessed the structure that bears his words coming to an end and with them this world?”

      Legion remained quiet.

      “Oh, come on now, Legion. From all three of my generals, I know you’d have been the one to decipher that my plan was not simply to rule this world. Apollyon was too caught up in his own grandeur to see the big picture, and Hades had rocks for brains. But not you.”

      The dark-skinned Daimon sighed. “When you approached us in the High Heavens as El-Samar Seper, your designs, your plans—we were convinced you understood us. However, I knew something was wrong when you first appeared to us as Diablos. My suspicions were confirmed at the tower.”

      “Ah, Babel,” Diablos reminisced. “I wasn’t sure if any of you noticed. What were your suspicions?”

      “When you appeared to us in this world, we recognized it was you, but you were somehow…less. You were more powerful and knowledgeable than any other angel. However, the splendor of the Great Lights had departed from you. It was almost as if you were merely a shadow of your former self. But at the Tower of Babel, you somehow increased. That’s when I knew that leaving the High Heavens cost you dearly. It was also when I realized that your scheme included more than you’d informed us.”

      “Yes, it was not my plan to be so…diminished. However, look how far we’ve come.”

      Legion remained pensive for a few seconds. “Is there a version of you in every world?”

      “There was. Many of the worlds have long ended. In certain other worlds, my counterpart was sealed away.”

      “And those are the ones you’ve been absorbing into yourself to regain your former strength.”

      Diablos smirked. “That and much more.”

      “What will happen when the Primal of Balance opens the final seal?”

      “This world will be destroyed.”

      “And what happens to us?” Legion pressed.

      “Without a physical world to tend to, angels become purposeless, drifting off into eternal torpor. However, this world has all the pieces I need to ensure I can transcend when the time comes.”

      “I’ve never questioned your judgment, but is this the only definitive path?”

      Diablos returned his eyes to the night skies. “It is the only way for Him to understand.”

      “Won’t He intrude?”

      “He won’t. I’ve foreseen it.”

      Before Legion could say another word, Diablos went on, “Is the doctor dead?”

      Legion remained quiet and still.

      The Daimon’s eyes shifted slightly toward his general. “Of all my generals, I’ve always considered you the wisest and most loyal. Perceptive and careful. If you think my plan is flawed, design a better one and execute it. I’m not proud. I don’t care if it’s through my schemes or those of another that my desires come to fruition. I’ll tell you what I told Amon years ago: I don’t mind if you’re naughty. I just hate it if you're sloppy.” A red portal appeared, and before walking through it, he looked at Legion and uttered, “And, by the way, he’d already served his purpose. It was time for the doctor to go. You did me a great service, as you always have. If I haven’t said so in the past, I appreciate your hard work and effort.”

      The King of Daimons walked through the portal and left his general alone on that balcony.
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      “Turn left here, Pretzel,” Angel directed from the vehicle’s passenger side. “John mentioned the party shop is located toward the end of this street.”

      Pretzel followed her companion’s directives and chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “The irony of it all. John had a dark past, yet he knows so much about party planning, especially bachelorette parties.”

      “Yeah… it’s weird, right?” Angel smiled. “But you know, I’ve gotten to know him more, and he’s a big teddy bear. He’s such a sweet person that I wouldn’t ever think he was a Nephilim.”

      “Hey, guys,” Kitty chimed in from the back passenger seat. “I hate sounding gloomy and all, but do you think this is a good time to throw Reina a bachelorette party? I mean, Oneiri’s clock shows that the fifth seal broke, and with all that’s happened in the past few weeks… I don’t know, it feels out of place.”

      “I get you, girl,” Pretzel responded as she began parallel parking the vehicle. “My personal motto in life is to Live today as if it were my last and look forward to tomorrow as if it were my first.” She parked the vehicle and turned to her friend with a smirk. “These are dark times, but the dark times don’t mean we have to stop living. Let’s enjoy every bit of it. We need a bit of hope and levity more than ever.”

      “Yeah, I know, and it’s for Reina, who has celebrated birthdays for her Mello Kitty plush collection.”

      Everyone in the vehicle laughed.

      “Our Reina, and she’s finally getting married,” Angel mused. “Y cuánto la amo.”

      “I love her too,” added Pretzel. “Now, there’s an irony… Who would’ve thought Reina would be getting married?”

      Kitty quipped, “You said it first. These are dark times.”

      They laughed as they extracted themselves from the car.

      Angel, Pretzel, and Kitty meandered through the small boutique shop. The store had a vintage welcome sign and narrow aisles that were just wide enough to accommodate their rattling shopping cart, which didn’t roll straight. Most of the items on the shelves looked like they were from another era, yet with their limited options in this small-town area, these items would have to do. They managed to fill their cart and headed toward the cashier, who was already attending to a customer.

      Angel’s text chimed. She read the text, smiled, and, shortly after replying, put the phone away.

      “Kitty, I’m beginning to wonder if we’ll be shopping for someone else soon,” Pretzel teased.

      “Yeah, I’ve seen lots of smiles lately,” Kitty added as she pushed the shopping cart.

      “What do you mean?” Angel inquired.

      “You and Adrian have been texting a lot lately, huh?”

      “Adrian?” She scoffed. “No, not Adrian. He’s just become a good friend. That’s all.”

      Pretzel pursed her lips. “A’ight, friend.” Her voice was tinged with sarcasm. “Just remember that we know you very well.”

      They were soon gestured forward by an elderly woman with a welcoming smile. Behind her, her husband was stacking a few boxes. As the girls approached and placed merchandise on the counter, an old boxy TV hanging from the corner caught their eyes. It was playing the afternoon news program, and the headline read, “Breaking News—Female Chimeras in our Midst.”

      The elderly cashier followed their gaze and listened attentively to the news reporter standing in front of the United Nations building where a scrum of picketers held signs with slogans like “Protect us from Chimeras” and “Kill them all.”

      “Earlier today, the Anti-Chimeras United Nations Council stated that female Chimeras are also among us and are as vicious and dangerous as their male counterparts. The Bellerophon-Chimeras detectors, also known as BC devices, will include female detection. Public safety remains the greatest concern for the UN, and it is working diligently to deploy BC devices sooner than expected for local businesses and homes…”

      The three friends shared grave stares, sensing each other’s heightened fears.

      “I hope they catch ’em and kill ’em all, I say,” said the disgruntled elderly cashier. “Makes sense why my crops all died last year. Those things must’ve done it.”

      “You sure it wasn’t that new pesticide you bought, dear?” asked her husband, who was still stacking away.

      “Nah, honey, that was good pesticide we bought. I can’t wait to have one of those B.Chim…whatever…so I can install it in the store. So we can send them all to hell.”

      “Whatever you say, dear.”

      She plastered on that big smile again and asked, “Will this be all for you, young ladies?”

      All three gulped and nodded their heads.
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      The young Asian woman ran into Joan’s makeshift office. A panicked expression flittered across her features as tears pooled in her eyes. Her hand shook as she extended the video call toward the Children of Kyrios’ leader.

      “Joan,” she began with a shivering voice. “They are killing them.”

      “Ang, what’s the matter? Whom are they killing?” Joan stood from the chair with a sense of concern.

      “Jiang needs to speak with you urgently.” Ang handed Joan her cell phone and walked out of the room.

      Joan gasped and held her hand over her mouth as she gazed into the phone. The Kowloon Daughters of the Watchers leader’s face was marred with blood and bruises. She could make out pockets of fires behind the injured leader’s back.

      “Jiang, what’s going on?”

      “Joan, they found us and are…“ Jiang sighed in pain. “They’re killing us.”

      “Jiang, who found you?”

      “Some new police group found us with detectors. They came into our warehouse and started shooting at us.” She coughed, and Joan could see that it was blood. “All dead. Women and children. Please protect yourselves and my three women with you…Ang, Liu, and Tai. Don’t send them back to Hong Kong… Please!”

      Tears coursed down Joan’s features, and she nodded, knowing there was nothing else she could do. “I will,” she whispered.

      “And thank…” Before Jiang could finish, three shots were fired, and she dropped the cell.

      Joan’s eyes were glued to the man holding a strange weapon wearing a uniform she’d never seen before: a navy-blue jumpsuit shimmering with silver accents that resembled a shining beacon. The bright silver stripes on the arms and legs gleamed like lightning bolts, while the magnificent silver ACTF emblem on his left chest was impossible to ignore. He held what appeared to be a high-tech weapon, with a cylindrical handle and a long, pointed barrel that emitted a bright red laser. He approached Jiang and aimed the firearm’s scanner at the lifeless body, which instantly flickered to a green hue.

      The official noticed the cell phone and picked it up. He began to speak Chinese loudly, but once he noticed Joan’s features, he spoke in English. “You help, you are dead too!” The call ended.

      The leader of the Children of Kyrios bowed her head and prayed, “Sovereign One, help us all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            NO FREELOADERS

          

        

      

    

    
      In another World

      Oneiri woke in her room to the sound of gunfire and a loud crash outside her window. It took her several seconds to remember where she was and what had happened in the last twenty-four hours. She shook off the stupor and rushed to the grated window, where, through the metal slits, she could make out several individuals taking cover behind a vehicle that was flipped on its side. The subjects occasionally peeked out and fired rounds toward the opposite end of the street, but Oneiri’s window was positioned too high to make out who they were shooting at. When the unseen opposing faction returned fire, the people behind the car hid. This back-and-forth continued for a few minutes until a large aerial vehicle descended from the sky and two men with massive frames dropped down behind the car.

      “Oh frag, it’s ZPF!” exclaimed one of the men. His companions turned to face the newcomers, but they were quickly and brutally dispatched by a hail of bullets from the two hulking men.

      The shutters on the window slammed shut, causing Oneiri to jump back. She’d been so engrossed by the scene outside that she hadn’t noticed Libby enter the room.

      “If you’re going to make it longer than a day in this world, learn to mind your business. That was the ZPF, Zin Police Force, they’re nothing like the cops from our world. They’re basically a privatized army under the employ of the megacorporations. Avoid them at all costs,” Libby lectured. She looked Oneiri up and down and walked toward a rectangular indentation at the far end of the room. “This is the shower. You press this button to run the water and this one for body wash. You look and smell like you haven’t showered in ages.”

      Oneiri scowled, her eyes fixed on the woman in front of her.

      Libby ignored her glare and walked several feet along the same wall toward a small empty closet. “This is the outfit generator. You should be able to figure out the interface. Pick something that doesn’t look like you just stepped out of a Neanderthal cave, and then meet us in room 347 when you’re done.”

      Without waiting for a response or questions, she left the room as swiftly as she had entered it.

      The young blonde, now alone, softened her gaze and posture. She peeled off the clothes she’d grown accustomed to, showered, and washed the dirt and grime out of her hair.

      Shoot, there’s no towel in here. How am I going to dry off? she thought, but when she shut off the water, a stream of air shot from several ducts in the shower cubby and quickly dried her off. The sudden rush left her flushed and flustered. That would take some getting used to. She walked to the closet, tapped on the screen, and scrolled through a few images until she found an outfit she liked. Seconds after making her selection, several mechanical arms appeared from the walls to craft and weave the clothes around her body. A few minutes later, she was fully dressed in a sleeveless black bodysuit, white shorts, a white long-sleeve hooded shrug, and black leather knee-high boots. Now this, I wish I could take with me.

      Satisfied with her look, Oneiri stepped out of the room and made her way toward the stairs and down to the third floor. As she walked toward her destination, she noted how almost everyone she passed had some degree of body modifications and implants. Finally, she arrived at the door marked 347 and knocked softly. Moments later, the door slid open. Theresa was on the other side.

      “Hey there, Oneiri. Come on in.”

      Theresa stepped aside and Oneiri entered the room. The space was similar in size to the one she’d slept in, but the walls were plain and there was no furniture. Rufus, Libby, and Yousef were inside and staring at her.

      “So, you got superpowers like these two broads, or did that tall glass of water just unload a useless mouthbreather off on us?” Rufus fired off.

      Oneiri frowned. “I can handle myself.”

      “Let’s see it, then.” Rufus motioned to Yousef. The broad-shouldered man rushed toward Oneiri and swung at her with his mechanical arm. His fist came a hair’s breadth from her face before she dodged it at the last second. Yousef wound up again and tried to strike her in the chest, but this time instead of avoiding, she caught him by the wrist and gripped it tightly. Tiny sparks of tri-colored energy danced between her golden curls.

      “Let go!” Yousef yelled as he attempted to wrest his arm free from her grip, but the harder he struggled, the tighter she held on. Before long, the metal wrist joint was creaking ominously.

      “All right, enough! Chrome repairs are costly. We can’t afford to have you do major damage to his implants,” Rufus ordered.

      Oneiri released Yousef’s arm immediately and settled down. The young man slunk back and nursed his arm, testing out the joint and range of motion.

      Theresa and Libby shared glances.

      “Did you see it?” Theresa asked.

      Libby nodded.

      Oneiri tilted her head, a puzzled expression adorning her features. “See what?”

      “When you activated your abilities, your hair… It sparked with energy in the primary colors of each of the Primals,” Theresa replied.

      “Really? I guess I’d never noticed.”

      “I don’t care if she’s got a fireworks display coming out of her rear end, she can hold her own in a fight, so you take her with you today. No freeloaders!” Rufus declared, then turned to Yousef. “Now come on, you fraggin’ louse. Get that arm looked at by the chromedoc.”

      The pair exited the room, leaving Theresa, Libby, and Oneiri.

      “A real charmer, that one, huh?” Oneiri quipped.

      Theresa chuckled. “He’s certainly rough around the edges, but he has a heart of gold and would die for any of the men in his group. So now tell us, how did you end up here?” She crossed her arms and leaned back against the wall.

      “It’s a bit of a story.” Oneiri drew a deep breath. “Diablos took control of the United Nations and they exposed the existence of hybrids to the human world. He sent a new type of artificial Nephilim to the Tektonite compound and this energy just welled up inside me and I started fighting back against them. But the energy surged out of control and the next thing I knew I was ripped out of our world and thrown into another. I panicked and the energy kept pouring out of me. I must have been sucked out of a dozen worlds or so before I ended up in the world where Apocalypse found me.”

      “Wait, what? That can’t be right. Are you saying you can open Transworld portals?” Theresa asked.

      “I guess. It hasn’t happened since. I’ve made sure to never use more than a certain amount of strength or speed so that I never lose control like that again.”

      “Lovely, so we’ve got a ticking time bomb on our hands,” Libby teased. “Some help Apocalypse sent us. We can’t take this girl out with us on the field.”

      Oneiri’s eyes flashed with rage. “In my last world, I led the armies of the free peoples against Iblis, Diablos’ counterpart. When Apocalypse arrived, we’d just finished sealing him away. This ‘girl’ managed just fine. Honestly, I’m surprised they don’t have you locked away in a cage somewhere.”

      Libby narrowed her eyes. “What’s your problem with me, little girl? You’ve been giving me side-eyes and attitude ever since you arrived.”

      “Because you’re a murderer. You killed Tassel!” Oneiri screamed, hot bitter tears welling up in her eyes. “She was the nicest of all of us. She wasn’t even a fighter. She was a techie.” She wiped away her tears angrily.

      Libby’s expression softened and she abruptly turned away from the other two women.

      Oneiri’s chest was heaving furiously. She felt Theresa’s hand on her shoulder.

      “I understand how you must feel. You’ve suffered so much loss. Your friend, your world, your childhood. Libby knows what she took from your group, and she’s been fighting here in this world to make up for the mistakes of her past. I don’t expect you to like her, or forgive her. But for the sake of this world, and your own, we’re going to have to work together. What would your friend Tassel have wanted you to do?”

      The rage in Oneiri’s eyes slowly dissipated, and her gaze became lost in the distance and her lip quivered. “She…she was a seer. I think she knew something bad was going to happen. She left everyone a letter telling us to fight with compassion and love.”

      As Oneiri spoke, Theresa tilted her head slightly and her eyes moved back and forth as if reading a message. “This conversation will have to wait until later. I just received word that the rest of the team is ready to depart for our mission.”

      Oneiri raised an eyebrow and scrunched her nose.

      Theresa turned her head away from the young woman and, with her index finger, moved her earlobe out of the way to show two thin metallic slits next to her mastoid bone. “We don’t have the benefit of having access to the Primal of Revelation. We received implants when we arrived in this world that translate our thoughts into the native languages and vice versa. They also allow us to receive and send messages and video calls through a direct brain interface.”

      “So, it’s not automatic?” Oneiri asked. “I thought part of traveling between worlds was receiving the ability to understand the inhabitants.”

      Theresa shook her head. “No, not at all. Only you have that ability. Now, come on. We’ll brief you on the way.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, so let me repeat this back to you to make sure I’ve got it straight,” Oneiri began. “The Eloi are the male hybrids, and the female hybrids are the Morlocks. The entire world is under the control of megacorporations that are more powerful than even governments, and at the top, Lilith and the Sullied control all the megacorps.”

      “That’s correct so far,” Yousef replied.

      “And the missions you’ve been doing are to build a supercomputer to help you figure out how to fight against the Sullied and Morlocks.”

      “Yes. Every megacorp is run by an AGI, an Artificial General Intelligence. These self-aware programs keep track of every transaction and operational parameter for their organizations. Unfortunately, AGIs are prohibitively expensive to run and maintain. Their use is highly regulated to prevent rampant AI from causing havoc in cyberspace. Luckily, we don’t need an AGI, just a simple AI that can analyze the data we’ve collected on Morlocks and Sullied over the years and help us find a weakness. The device we acquired—”

      “You mean stole,” Oneiri interrupted with a wink.

      “Ahem…acquired, during last night’s mission was part of it. So now we just need one more piece, and we’ll have everything we need.”

      “All right, we’re here, cut the chatter,” Libby instructed.

      Theresa, Libby, Yousef, and Oneiri stepped out of the transport tube and into the empty station.

      “I just received word from the distraction team. They’re in place,” Yousef announced. “Just waiting on our mark.”

      “Good.”

      Theresa stepped in front of Oneiri and looked her in the eyes. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m good. I’ve fought in plenty of battles. All the technology in this world is new to me, but the feeling before a skirmish is the same in any world.”

      “Well, hopefully it doesn’t come to that. If all goes well, we’ll be in and out before anyone’s the wiser. Okay, Let’s go.”

      The group walked several long blocks to their destination, a walled-in warehouse with a single metal gate guarded by a bipedal autonomous sentry robot with wicked-looking guns. As the team passed the machine, Yousef signaled the other team. Immediately, a large explosion rocked a building several blocks away. The sentry robot turned its sensors toward the direction of the commotion, and when it did, Libby doubled back and slipped beneath its undercarriage to attach a magnetic device. The sentry powered down, its guns slumping down and sensors inactive.

      “Okay, we have five minutes,” Libby declared.

      Yousef nodded and tossed something high in the air that looked very much like a grenade to Oneiri. Instead of exploding, though, the projectile separated into several smaller components that shot toward the structure’s corners.

      “The EMP field is up. All electronics and communications are down inside.”

      They entered the facility through the main gate, which was now unlocked. Libby and Yousef went inside the warehouse while Theresa and Oneiri waited outside. Three minutes later, the pair exited the building carrying a small case and regrouped with the two outside. They left the structure and made their way back to the station.

      “Well, that was easy,” Oneiri commented.

      “Too easy,” Libby warned. “We’re being followed from the shadows.”

      Suddenly, a massive figure emerged from an alleyway behind them, a tall humanoid with a heavily cybernetically enhanced body. The individual had no visible biological material, only robotic and cybernetic enhancements. Their face was obscured by a full mask, which featured glowing red eyes.

      “Frag it all! It’s a Daughter of the Depraved,” Yousef yelped.

      “Move!” Libby yelled at the group as a thick purple fog manifested around them.

      “Cute trick,” spoke the cyborg. “Won’t save you though. I can sense exactly where you all are in that mist. I’m NightHuntress.”

      NightHuntress leaped several yards into the air and propelled herself forward with the thrusters on her back. She landed in front of Theresa and Oneiri, between them and Yousef. A foot-long metal blade appeared from one of her robotic arms as she dashed toward Theresa and thrust it at her abdomen. The woman tracked the knife with her piercing blue eyes, caught it between the palms of her hands, and redirected the momentum of the blow to her right, away from Oneiri.

      A burst of flame shot out from a hidden thruster in the cyborg’s chest, which stopped her forward motion. The mechanized assailant twisted her body around in an attempt to catch Theresa with a spinning backhand, but the experienced warrior was prepared and parried the blow.

      NightHuntress smirked. “You’re just as good as I’ve heard. Better even. But all you can do is defend. You don’t have the means to harm me.”

      From the midst of the fog, Libby appeared and sliced at the cyborg’s metallic face mask several times, sending a shower of sparks into the air around them. A loud robotic laugh filled the night.

      “See, nothing! You’ll all die here today.” All of NightHuntress’ thruster ports opened. “Block this.”

      Before the flames made it out, Oneiri smashed the cyborg in the midsection, sending her careening toward the opposite end of the street.
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        * * *

      

      “What the frag?” NightHuntress exclaimed. She looked down at her midsection and noticed a slight indentation on her metallic frame. Using her advanced processing capabilities, she calculated the strength of Oneiri’s blow and concluded that her chances of success had dropped considerably.

      NightHuntress glanced at Yousef and scanned him with her sensors. He was holding the stolen property. She dashed toward him, an arm stretched forward ready to grab him and make a run for it.

      As she reached him, the curly blonde girl appeared in front of her, faster than her optical sensors could register, and struck her in the midsection again, sending her reeling back several yards. A display in the cyborg’s optics flashed a warning noting catastrophic damage to her internal components.

      How’s she doing this? NightHuntress thought. The mechanical creature steadied herself, stretched out her right arm, and out came several missiles aimed at Theresa, Libby, and Yousef. I’ll escape in the chaos following the explosions, she reassured herself.

      The projectiles hurtled through the air toward their intended targets, but as the cyborg prepared her thrusters to escape, the blonde girl disappeared from her sight. A split second later, her sensors registered the missiles disappearing one by one, then reappearing directly in front of her, then crashing into her chassis and detonating violently.

      “Frag it!” Yousef yelped as the force of the explosions sent him crashing to the ground. It took several seconds for the smoke to clear.

      The lower half of the cyborg’s body was mangled and burning. Several yards away, the other half was dragging along the ground attempting to get away from the scene.

      Oneiri reappeared directly in front of the NightHuntress’ torso.

      “What in the void are you?” she asked.

      The young woman’s golden curls danced wildly as sparks of energy tore through the air between them. A tear appeared directly behind the battered cyborg. The fabric of the air itself seemed to warp and crack until a large gaping swirl formed.

      “No, no, no, not again!” Oneiri yelled, grabbing her head with her hands.

      The young woman and the cyborg were pulled toward the gaping maw of the portal.

      “Oneiri, get ahold of yourself!” Theresa shouted.

      “I…I can’t control it.”

      The pull became stronger, and seconds later, the cyborg disappeared into the portal. Oneiri was moments away from joining her when Libby crashed full speed into her, sending the two of them tumbling to the ground. Libby raised the butt of her knife and brought it crashing down on Oneiri’s head to knock her out.

      The portal disappeared, and the night became still.
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            SACRILEGIOUS UNION

          

        

      

    

    
      Millennia Ago

      The lofty Nimrod walked atop his royal palace’s terrace surveying his city with grandeur and self-satisfaction. His majestic deep purple garment, embroidered with an intricate gold thread, billowed in the wind while his gold crown, encrusted with precious stones, glinted in the morning sun. He stopped and gazed proudly at the magnificent city of Babel and its many towers, spires, and homes fashioned by limestones quarried from the finest places of the world. The glee in his eyes relished every aspect of his great accomplishment.

      His pride and joy was the massive marble edifice towering five hundred feet behind the royal palace. Ten years in the making, and it was finally completed. A sight to behold. This was the pinnacle of the king’s success.

      He raised his hands in elation and exclaimed, “I, King Nimrod, the mighty warrior, have achieved this by might and power.”

      “That’s not completely accurate.”

      Nimrod turned around, startled by the unexpected voice.

      “Lord Diablos. What a pleasant surprise. It’s an honor to have you present.” Nimrod bowed his head and gave the new arrival a brief smile.

      “Stop with the fake chivalry. If I dislike anything more than a bad lie, it’s a lousy liar.” He didn’t give the king an ounce of attention but focused his eyes on the marble structure. “Is the construction of the tower complete?”

      Nimrod followed his gaze. “Yes, it was completed as you predicted, on the twentieth solstice by the end of the twelfth full moon. The assistance of your Utukkus and Nephilim made it possible to have it completed on time.”

      A long silence hung between the two while they gazed at the prominent edifice with ecstasy, though the two had different intentions.

      “If I may be so bold to ask, what’s your interest in the tower, Lord Diablos?” Nimrod stroked his long dark beard and turned his dark-brown eyes to the man on his left. “It has taken me many moons to build this magnificent city, yet this was only the project you were keenly interested in seeing come to fruition.”

      Diablos continued with his upward gaze and stepped forward with his hands behind his back. He slightly tilted his head to study every aspect of the tower carefully, as if to ensure it was built to his specification.

      After an extensive pause, the Daimon responded, “I’ve given you everything, haven’t I? Remember: give me your allegiance, and I’ll give you the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. You had no hesitation, but promptly accepted my offer.” An evil smirk crossed his features as he slowly turned his blue eyes away from the edifice to look at the king. “You didn’t question my motives then, so why are you questioning them now?”

      Embarrassed, Nimrod cleared his throat. “Well… As I said, of all my endeavors, this seemed to interest you the most—”

      The Daimon interrupted him with a slight raise of his hand. “Again, you are being a lousy liar.”

      The king took a deep breath, more out of anger than anything. He pointed his finger toward the tower while glowering at the Daimon before him. “I have a keen sense you ordered the tower’s construction, not for my sake, but I surmise you aim to use it for some nefarious purpose. If such is the case, consider it very well that this is my tower.”

      “Correction. It’s my tower, which I give unto you.” Diablos returned his gaze toward the structure, noting the quartz adornments throughout the tower.

      Feeling patronized, Nimrod raised his voice. “It was my treasury, my material, my resources, my people who built this tower.” He shook his head in frustration. “How can you imply it’s your tower?”

      “Oh, my, oh my, oh my,” Diablos replied nonchalantly. “Too many my’s there, don’t you think? And I would suggest not overstepping yourself. I can crush by a flick of a finger.” He turned and gave the man a dark and sinister stare. “I was the one who provided you this kingdom, who brought the people of this world under your authority and had your enemies bow at your feet.” The Daimon’s tone was severe.

      He took a deep breath to steady himself, placed his hand on the king’s left shoulder, and smiled evenly. “I vowed to make you the greatest king of all time, and tonight I will make it happen with this tower.” A beguiling expression covered his feature, almost too subtle for the king to notice. “Today is the last day of the full moon. At dusk, gather all the people before the tower. Everyone must be in attendance. The rich and poor, the free and enslaved, the children of men, and the children of the immortals. It is time to commemorate the world’s greatest wonder and its king.”

      Nimrod’s anger gave way to his gleeful pride at the sound of feeling privileged and highly praised. He nodded approval and watched the Daimon disappear through his red portal.
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        * * *

      

      The night was still, and the sky above the great tower of Babel glowed with soft light from the full moon. A great audience holding bowls of incense had gathered around this remarkable cylinder edifice. Their eyes were wide in awe at what they beheld.

      Rising like some mythical citadel was the enormous five-hundred-foot-tall building that seemed to defy all logic. Its stairs were made entirely out of quartz and spiraled up to the pinnacle of the structure, and quartz was also used as the tower's torch holders and windowsills.

      Nimrod stood on a portico at its center. His leading officials, a male and female hybrid, were by his side, and he was seemingly ready to make some announcement or deliver some proclamation of grand importance.

      Among the officials behind him, a priest dressed in black attire held a bowl of incense. Unbeknownst to all, he was a Daimon in his human appearance. He was tall with handsome features, perfect skin, and long ebony hair that tumbled over his broad shoulders. He stepped forward and the crowd held their collective breath as they waited for whatever words might come from this imposing figure. First, though, he bowed before the king and raised the ceremonious incense as an offering.

      The priest approached and stood at the edge of the portico and addressed the people. “Habitants of the magnificent city of Babel, we have gathered on this glorious evening to inaugurate this tower marvel and honor our great king and lord: Nimrod.”

      The throng erupted in thunderous celebration.

      “This tower is a symbol of the might and power of our king, who united us all with one language, in absolute unity, and under this magnificent city. No other place in the world is like Babel, thus why we today proclaimed this city heaven on the Earth, this tower as its temple.” The priest turned to look at Nimrod. “And our king as divine. Now, raise your incense and repeat after me. ‘Hail the mighty Nimrod, King of Kings and Lord of Lords. May you reign forever more. God of the heavens and God of the Earth.’”

      As one, the people chanted the priest’s prayer—the young and old, rich and poor, the slave and free, the children of men and children of the immortals.

      Nimrod walked in front of the priest and raised his hands pompously, rousing a crescendo of gleeful cheers among the gathered. Again, in one voice, the crowd cried out the name of their king. “Nimrod! Nimrod! Nimrod!”

      As the king gazed at the multitude, he noticed a dazzling phenomenon. Three distinct shafts of light emerged among the people: light blue, charcoal black, and turquoise. The more they chanted, the brighter the light waves moved among the crowd. The lights coalesced and splashed against the tower, initially illuminating it from the base and shadowing it up to the pinnacle with an array of spectacular colors. The king’s gaze followed the string of lights and he was mesmerized as it eventually shot into the heavens in a bright beaming light that overshadowed the moon’s brilliance.

      The crowds stopped chanting when an enormous red dragon appeared in the skies. It flapped its leather-like wings and encircled the tower several times before it landed at the top of the edifice. It opened its vast mouth and cast a blistering roar. The people covered their ears to muffle the horrendous sound, but the king sneered at the dragon as it took away his thunder.

      The beaming light shooting to the heavens brought dark clouds circling in, and moments later, a Transworld portal appeared at the center above the tower. Through the portal, a different world appeared, in complete and utter destruction. Suspended in isolation about the disheveled planet was a dark humanoid blob.

      The dragon took his human form and stood at the structure’s pinnacle with raised hands. Diablos stared intently at the figure and called out, “Mephisto, come forth!”

      Instantly, the humanoid blob transformed and took on lizard-like features, fiery red eyes, and wild, jet-black hair. Its eyes glowed even more when it locked its gaze with Diablos’.

      Like a shooting star, the lizard-like creature descended through the portal and merged into the Daimon’s being.

      While everybody stood in awe of the spectacle, a great light appeared from the heavens, brighter than the beaming light, and everyone shielded their eyes from the brilliance. Eyes soon adjusted and noticed a being hovering in midair. A few pointed at the figure and whispered and murmured, “It’s an angel.”

      “Woe unto you, children of the Earth,” the celestial being boomed. “You’ve assembled in a sacrilegious union that has been found deplorable in the eyes of the Sovereign One. Judgment has fallen upon you today, and you’ll be scattered over the face of the Earth.” He gazed intently at Nimrod, who hid behind his guardian Nephilim. “Nimrod, son of Cush, because you have followed the way of the evil one and led these people astray, the Sovereign One has ended your dynasty.”

      As the angel finished those words, a sudden and mighty wind gushed from the Earth’s four corners into Babel, and as it touched the people, the multi-color wave that illuminated the entire tower vanished. The quartz around the tower began to glow, and the quartz torches on the portico shattered, sending shards through the floor. The beaming light shooting into the heavens disappeared, closing the Transworld portal.

      The angel vanished, and a still quietness fell upon the city of Babel.

      The crowd soon began to speak, questioning what had transpired, but they couldn’t understand each other. The serenity was replaced by pandemonium as the crowd screamed and yelled to be understood, to no avail. The confusion of languages led to mobs followed by chaos and anarchy.

      From the tower’s pinnacle, Diablos looked at the disarray with a sense of glee. He turned when a swirling blue portal appeared behind him. “Apollyon, my old friend.”

      “My Lord, it seems your plan has failed,” stated the fallen angel.

      His master smirked and placed his hand on Apollyon’s shoulder. “Oh, on the contrary, my friend. Our plan was quite successful. We have gained and not lost.” He glanced at the mayhem below. “Order our armies to eliminate them all, mainly that buffoon Nimrod. I’m no longer in need of him.”

      “As you wish, my lord.”

      Apollyon reappeared as a priest on the portico, where Nimrod frantically watched the people mob each other. The Daimon glanced at the two hybrids and ordered, “Kill them all.”

      The male hybrid nodded, but the female frowned at the command.

      As Apollyon disappeared, she stared at her counterpart and shook her head. “This is wrong, my brother. We need to help these people, not kill them.”

      “You heard the command. We must follow and obey.” He moved toward the king, who was still oblivious to the execution.

      “Not these types of orders, Ira.” She moved in front of him. “There’s already chaos. Let us not make any more.”

      “Move out of my way, Rachel, or I’ll have to kill you too.”

      Sensing his intention, she cocked her head to the king and warned him. “My lord, he attempts to kill you.”

      Not understanding a word from her mouth, Nimrod turned to her with a bewildered expression as she took a fighting stance.

      The two hybrids engaged in battle while Nimrod hid behind a terrified official. Ira grabbed Rachel’s neck in a vise grip and slammed her to the floor. Blood spewed from her mouth as she gasped for any bit of air. Life was fading as her counterpart gazed at her with menacing eyes. Her hands scrambled on the floor, and she managed to get hold of a piece of sharp quartz. She lunged it at Ira’s left eye in her last futile attempt, knowing the stone would surely crumble on impact. To her surprise, the quartz penetrated and tore out his eye.

      Ira screamed in disbelief and pain, placing a hand over his bleeding eye. Rachel pushed the attacker off her and scrambled to her feet.

      “What have you done to me?” He shook his head, frantic and in agony.

      Rachel glanced at the bloody quartz and narrowed her eyes at Ira. She lunged and shoved the stone into his chest, and the Nephilim collapsed dead to the floor.

      The woman rushed to the petrified king. “Your Majesty, are you OK?”

      He shrugged, not understanding a word, and yelled, “Please, don’t kill me!” He dropped to his knees out of fear.

      She shook her head in confusion, attempting to comprehend what he was saying. As she leaned over to assist him, he saw a blade strapped to an official’s back. He grabbed it and in one swift move he thrust it at the woman’s abdomen. He stood upright, staring at the body.

      Nimrod found an official who could understand him. “I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I surmise this is Diablos’ doing and his progeny army. Find everyone who can understand you, and ensure you kill every one of those abominations.”
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            THE GRAND LUMINARY OF THE WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Time

      The crowd lined the entrance of Luminosity headquarters, waiting eagerly and desperately. The building would not open for another hour, yet more kept coming, forming a line that wrapped around the building twice. All manner of people had come from the four corners of the world seeking answers.

      Suddenly there was a commotion from the back of the crowd as people pointed toward an approaching white limousine. It gradually approached and halted at the entrance of the building, sending an electric wave through those present as if an announcement from heaven itself. A burly man wearing a black suit exited from the passenger seat, and another, with the same fierce look, from the back seat of the driver’s side. He marched toward the side facing the sidewalk.

      One of the men pressed a finger tightly against the secure earpiece and uttered some security clearance before opening the back door with great care. Out stepped a man wearing an exquisite dark-gray Diamond Edition suit and stylish shades that partially covered the scars on his face.

      “The Grand Luminary!” yelled the crowd and rushed to him like vultures to their prey. The crowd was desperate for a glimpse of the Grand Luminary, and they fought to get close to him. They reached out, trying to touch, grab, and take something from him. The bodyguards fought through the throng, squeezing toward the main entrance. Soon the building doors were opened, and several more guards hurried to rescue the Luminosity leader from the impulsive and relentless mob.

      After several minutes, they managed to get him to the entrance, but Lash did not enter. He turned to the crowds, still surrounded by his guards. While standing at the top of the steps, he gestured for silence, and the mob stood quiet and attentive.

      “Children of the Light!” Removing his shades, he beamed with his arms open wide. “You are desperate for answers, but fear not, for you’ve come to the right place. Take solace, for I will guide you to make the light within you illuminate as brightly as the morning star and become a shining splendor for the world.”

      “Help us, Grand Luminary!” yelled someone from the crowds.

      “I will, my children. And soon I will open these doors to instruct you on the path of the light—”

      “Protect us from the Chimeras!” interrupted another.

      “We will, but first, we need to activate the light—”

      “I am afraid for my family and me!” cried out someone else.

      The raucous pleas escalated, and the crowd forcibly pushed on the guards. Lash dashed inside the building, leaving the mob in chaos.

      After he smoothed out the suit with his hands, he spotted his head of security and marched toward him with frustration bubbling on his face. “Kenneth, your job is to keep me secure. I will not tolerate incompetency. You are an FBI agent, for carrying out loud. In the future, make sure to find a safer way to get me in the building!”

      Without waiting for a response, Lash flounced away from the lobby toward his office. He was further agitated to find the walls only partially covered, exposing the wood frame, electrical wiring, and plumbing pipes. He carefully stepped around construction materials and tools scattered throughout the area and turned his eyes from the bustling construction workers to his assistant.

      “Good morning, sir!” his assistant called gleefully.

      “Can you explain why my office renovation is not yet finished?”

      “Well, sir, the renovation started a few days ago. It’ll at least take a few more weeks.” The assistant’s features were flushed.

      Lash steepled his hands over his lips. “Patrick, I’m now Grand Luminary of the World, designated by the Secretary-General himself. I cannot have world leaders and other dignitaries visiting some construction landfill. I need my office completed now!”

      “I’ll make it happen, sir.”

      He narrowed his gaze on a few boxes and wrapped items behind Patrick’s desk. “What are those?” He had a curious, attentive look.

      “Gifts from across the globe, ranging from celebrities, politicians, and even royalty.”

      A flicker of excitement in Lash’s eyes coupled with a suppressed grin.

      “We have a full room, but these are the most valuable. They were brought here accidentally, so I’m keeping an eye on them. Security will stop by shortly to store them in our vault. There’s two in particular that you would be most thrilled about.” From a protective container, he delicately withdrew a bronze sculpture depicting a head and upper torso.

      “The notable statue of Sargon the First!” Lash muttered in ecstasy. He took the sculpture, admiring the realistic lip and brow expressions, prominent locks of facial hair, and detailed crowning headdress features.

      “It was a gift from the president of Iraq.” The assistant grabbed a card from the container and read, “To the Grand Luminary. This suitable gift for your new suitable position.”

      “Fascinating!” Lash handed the sculpture back to Patrick, who returned it to the case.

      “This other one I know you’ll really like.” He lifted a rectangular frame and lifted it to Lash’s gaze.

      “Pieter Bruegel’s painting of the Tower of Babel!”

      “Is it authenticated?”

      His assistant nodded. “I’m no art expert, but it is signed and dated with the year 1563.”

      His eyes were initially glued to the spiraling tower ascending into the shrouding clouds, but shifted to the foreground, where Nimrod stood surrounded by a crowd of venerators. That image made him hold the edges of his suit jacket firmly, exuding a sense of pride. He glanced at the construction works and murmured to his assistant, “Get security up here as soon as possible and make sure they lock this stuff away.”

      Seeing his firm expression, the young assistant gulped and nodded as he secured the painting.

      “By the way, who gifted that?”

      “I’m not sure,” began Patrick as he picked up a card from his desk. “It simply says here from a Mr. Sam’Mael.”

      Lash shrugged his shoulders and pursed his lips. “The name doesn’t ring a bell.” He sneezed as the space filled with dust particles. “I can’t be here, and neither can any of those items. Please ensure security gets here soon. I’m heading down to the lab.”
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        * * *

      

      The Grand Luminary was no stranger to the lab and its assiduous activities, but on this day he only watched as scientists, engineers, and technicians bustled about their tasks like clockwork. As he strolled through the main corridor, everywhere he looked, people were buzzing around—test tubes bubbling, switches flickering, and machines beeping in harmony.

      Occasionally, busy Luminosity workers scurried absent-mindedly from one end to another, passing the head of Luminosity without acknowledging his presence, and he frowned, growing ever more dissatisfied. He stopped in front of a small office with a door labeled Angie Watson – Chief Research Officer. After taking a deep breath to steady himself, he opened the door brusquely and stepped inside.

      The young researcher was startled by the subtle disturbance and turned away from the computer screen to face the unexpected visitor. Her face was pale and drawn, and her eyes were rimmed with black circles.

      She stood from the chair to greet him. “Grand Luminary, what a surprise to see you.” She attempted to groom her unkempt hair and straighten her disheveled lab coat. “I wasn’t aware that you were visiting us today.”

      “Angie, I’m a bit distressed by the lack of decorum displayed by your workers. My status and responsibilities now extend beyond Luminosity, and it’s vitally important that my subordinates comprehend that.”

      “My sincerest apologies, sir. With the new UN demands and all, we’ve been scurrying about like headless chickens.” She chuckled nervously and glanced down at her scruffy clothes. “As you can see, my attire is not the most fashionable these days.”

      “That’s no excuse. The eyes of the world are upon us, so we cannot lower our standards.”

      “Of course, sir. I’ll make sure to address it.”

      Heaving a sigh, he slowly shut the door and settled into a chair. He wrapped one leg around the other and firmly stared at her. “Take a seat.” She followed his orders, and he continued, “I need you to stop whatever initiative you are working on and engage in a top-classified project.”

      Tensely, she cleared her throat. “Grand Luminary, by your request, I’m still working on resolving some of the glitches of the BC devices. The sensors are still malfunctioning while scanning large crowds. In several of our tests, the devices are becoming completely inoperable.”

      “Have one of our other engineers work on that.”

      “But, sir, we are currently understaffed. Some of us are working eighty hours a week to keep up with the demands…”

      “Then hire more people, damn it!”

      He sat up straight in the chair and took a long breath. He smiled at her, attempting to soothe her terrified expression. “We are all under intense pressure, but I’m playing this particular project close to the vest and can only entrust this one with you. You’ve proven to be loyal and a crucial entity for the organization. Our enemies are on the run, and we finally have the world’s governments at our doorstep, giving us their support to eliminate them once and for all.”

      She brushed her hands over her face and nodded. “Understood, sir.”

      “Good,” he remarked.

      “What’s the project, sir?”

      “Several years ago, you led the initiative on the highly sophisticated railgun, the one that killed the offspring of Azag. Unfortunately, as you know, we lost that weapon. But as I understand it, we still have the schematics to re-engineer it. Since you worked on it before, you have the level of knowledge and proficiency to remake the weapon and ensure it doesn’t malfunction this time.” He tapped the side of his temple.

      “Your Eminence, most of those files were encrypted as they were tagged as classified. Even I was stripped of access.”

      “I have taken the liberty and talked to our network team to restore that access.” He stood from the chair, steepled his hands, and gave her a stern look. “It is of the utmost importance that you keep this project under wraps. No one, I mean, no one, is to know about it. Do you understand that?”

      She nodded firmly.

      “Great. I knew I could trust you.”

      As he strode out of her office, she murmured, “So, why do I feel you are using me for my brains?”
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        * * *

      

      It was close to midnight, and Angie was still at her desk, reviewing countless files and diagrams. The schematic images depicted a sleek, dark metal railgun with a portal-shaped aperture at the front. The sides of the railgun were lined with rows of dials, switches, and buttons that controlled various functions of the weapon, but mainly to adjust the weapon’s capacity.

      She moved on to review pictures of the weapons’ strength to thoroughly understand what caused the gun to malfunction. One, in particular, she closely examined. It was the one with the large metal block held down by clamps with a sizable glowing red hole in the center. The image description read “Tungsten Block”—the one she tested with Dr. Ostero.

      It brought a smile to her face as if she remembered good times. Though she was heavily disappointed when she learned of Ostero’s betrayal, she had enjoyed working with him, and somewhere deep in her heart, she still admired him.

      I have to move on, she thought and opened a video file labeled “Exterminator_RailGun.” The initial scene was chaotic and had no sound. It displayed a brawl between a group of people, but upon closer observation, she noticed the skirmish consisted of an elder and several women versus one man.

      The elder placed an object on the young man’s head, and right after, the railgun fired, creating a gaping hole in the fighter’s chest. She could see the handler of the gun adjust the dial of the weapon to full capacity, but upon firing, the video image went black.

      “What happened?” She was almost disappointed.

      She rewound the footage several times but had the same outcome. She decided to pause the image and zoom into the man’s chest when the first shot was fired. Knowing much of the weapon’s firepower, she was shocked it didn’t kill the man the first time. Curiously, she zoomed in on the young man’s face and gazed at it in shock.

      “William Egress?” Angie gasped in disbelief. Wanting to discredit her eyes, she pulled up images of William Egress on the internet, and, to her shock, the first one that appeared was a recent photo of William, the Secretary-General, and the Grand Luminary.

      Like a revelation from heaven, she muttered, “He’s working for them!”
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            UNSETTLED

          

        

      

    

    
      The night was cold and crisp. The stars were shining bright, and the full moon cast its brilliance on the unassuming old cottage nestled in the woods, a few miles away from John’s farm. The earlier snowfall had piled against its walls a white blanket, covering the few windows. Smoke rose gently from its chimney, curling into an elegant plume as the evening wind carried its warm and tantalizing scent to the undisturbed woodland.

      The cabin could easily fit twenty, but near the left entrance, John and his assistant, Tommy, were huddled around the fireplace with twelve other men, all Nephilim. A few were in wheelchairs and stretchers, and the rest were able young Nephilim still marked with their Daimon fathers’ seals.

      They sat quietly, listening attentively to the man once called Peccable as he taught them concepts that were foreign to them.

      “For years, I lived with hate and anger, driven by a cause that I didn’t fully understand. Yet, in my abject zeal for this new world order, I executed my directives, wholeheartedly believing that I was doing good, though, ironically, I was never at peace with my conscience.”

      A few in the group nodded their heads at John’s relatable words.

      His eyes glowed as he spoke with a sense of passion. “I rose above the ranks of my peers, and with each advancement, a promise for more power and greater authority once our kingdom was established on this world, yet that was all lies. It was all a system of control and manipulation. Like many of you, I was brainwashed to live in a deplorable manner, leaving us with regret, shame, and guilt.”

      One of the young Nephilim asked, “John? How do you get rid of the guilt and shame?” He looked at his own sealed arm. “I had to kill my family to get this thing.”

      The former Nephilim moved his head in understanding. “I know too well that story, Marcus. I, too, carried that shame and guilt until I understood the path of forgiveness. The forgiveness that comes from above and the forgiveness that I needed to give myself.”

      Another Nephilim added, “Yo, John, I’m confused, man. You said that this was all a lie, then, um, what’s our purpose, dude? If that’s the case, we don’t deserve to be alive then.”

      John fixed his eyes on the young man. “We were given a misguided purpose, Xavier. We were taught to usher in a new world order by any means necessary, but that was wrong. It took me a while and much guidance to figure this out, but our purpose in life is to do good. To help those in need. To build, not destroy. To protect and not to revile. We do have a reason to live.”

      The teacher turned his attention to another Nephilim. “Davon, you look upset. What’s going on?”

      Davon shrugged and shook his head.

      “It’s all right. No one’s here to judge. Feel free to speak,” John encouraged him.

      “I’m angry,” Davon admitted with a hint of irritation. “I knew something was up when that jackass Therion only thought about himself, yet I stayed because I thought things were gonna change.” He kept shaking his head. “It was all a joke. I feel used… I feel stupid.”

      John nodded, his eyes full of understanding. “I had to deal with my triggers of resentment and anger too. It was tough coming to terms with the fact that I was under their influence and control. I was a puppet.” He took a deep breath. “I won’t lie. I still deal with those triggers, but I’ve learned not to have them overwhelm me. Instead, I focus on the freedom I have now and on ways that I can help others—”

      Everyone’s heads turned toward the corner of the room at an abrupt snort of laughter. His features were hidden by the shadows but came to view when he pushed his wheelchair forward. He was a massive, brawny Nephilim with long dark hair and dark-brown eyes.

      “What’s so funny, Kai?”

      “As I’ve told you a thousand times, my name is Katastrofi,” he insisted. “This is all bullcrap! What are you? Some saint now, some priest preaching to us about wishy-washy love stories?” He pursed his lips in disgust. “I know all about you… The great Peccable. Lead commander of Apollyon’s armies brought to disgrace by your incompetence.”

      “I’ve never hidden my identity from any of you. You know who I was and who I am now.”

      “The way I see it, you failed.” Katastrofi thrust his index finger toward John. “Your failures led to severe punishment and banishment until Lord Diablos restored you. Now, you want to retaliate against our lords to avenge yourself.”

      “If by vengeance you mean not abiding by their rules, then you are half-right. I no longer desire that lifestyle. Where you are wrong, I seek no retribution against my ex-rulers. On the contrary, I wish to share my newfound freedom with others in the hopes they may come under the same conviction as I did.”

      “Such a hypocrite.” Katastrofi gave John a glowering look. “You speak a message of freedom and love, but answer me this, why are you keeping us here, huh? I know about the campsite where you are keeping the rest, especially those wretched witches.”

      “I’ll come clean,” John offered. “I’ve intentionally kept you apart, but it was mainly for your sake. Those individuals have had a change of heart, so if you find my teaching and way of life a bit distasteful, you will surely not like theirs.”

      “Spare me the psychobabble change-of-heart bullcrap!” Katastrofi exclaimed, almost falling off his wheelchair. “You are keeping us here because we are the outcasts, the rebellious ones, and you think we’ll create strife.”

      “Kai… I mean, Katastrofi, you are more than welcome to leave whenever you wish. No one is forcing you to stay.” John pointed to the door. “If that’s what you desire, I’ll have one of the helpers drive you to the nearest train station.”

      Katastrofi remained quiet as he stared at John with a look of disdain. He rolled his wheels back and receded to the shadowy corner.

      “Look, I’ve kept you all long enough, so let’s call it a night. I'm always at your disposal for those who wish to speak to me further.” He tapped Tommy’s hand, who immediately stood and pushed him out the door.

      As John exited, Xavier spoke up, “Yo, my man, what’s your problem? This guy only wants to help.”

      Katastrofi scoffed at the comment. “Help? Is that what you think he’s doing? If that’s what he’s attempting to do, why hasn’t he handed over that witch called the Daimon Killer?” The room went silent. “Yeah. He has her in the campsite, and she’s why I and others here have lost our ability.” He pushed himself forward and glanced at the stunned faces. “I know what he’s planning. He wants to use her to banish the rest of the lords and make himself ruler.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense, dude. He doesn’t look like that type of person.”

      “You don’t know him as I do. He was the most deplorable of all.” Katastrofi locked eyes with the Nephilim named Davon. “Therion did what he needed to do because of his father, but he has returned. He is our champion and will lead us forward, but we must unite and keep to our purpose if we are to succeed.”

      “But there’s only a few of us,” Marcus pointed out. “What can we do?”

      “There are others in the campsite that John has brainwashed.” Katastrofi gave them all a stern glance. “We must get there and set them free.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “Leave that up to me.”
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            THE GOD PLAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Diablos hovered on his throne in the dark realm, cloaked in the shadows of his diabolical humanoid form. The light of the shimmering and colorful stars that surrounded the black void did not dare enter the abyss of terror but curved around the boundary of his domain. The darkness was so all-encompassing that it seemed almost to be alive.

      Diablos took to his human form and stared into the abyss before him as if it held some answer to his questions. With a sinister smirk, he reached deep within himself and extracted a small dark orb from the core of his being. The ominous atmosphere thickened as the orb glowed with an eerie red hue.

      Countless humanoid forms shot out from it. These were all versions of himself! They landed gracefully before the hall of dark smoke that surrounded the throne, and one by one they bowed their heads in reverence to the one who had set them free. Their eyes glowed with malice as they gazed intently at Diablos sitting on the obsidian seat.

      The Lord of the Abyss leaned on his throne and shifted his eyes toward the creatures before him. “I am El-Samar Seper. You are one with me, and I am one with you. Through Haniel’s stubborn ways of opening the seals, I’ve freed you from your enslaved worlds and absorbed you back into me. The Seal of Retaliation has been opened, enabling me to use my stoicheion fission ability. Thus, I’m able to commune with you as we are now.

      “With your arrival, I assimilated the knowledge that our attempts to ascend the heavens have been hindered or impeded in many worlds through countless ages. Still, I’ve foreseen that our disposition is most achievable in this world, but in doing so, we must thoroughly ascertain what thwarted our plans in the past to prevent the slightest deviation and ensure ultimate success.”

      A much older version of Diablos stepped forward, an elderly man with milk-white skin, silver hair, and glassy blue eyes. “I was called Mastema, and my plans were spoiled from the onset. I had accomplished many wonders to become like the Sovereign One. Regrettably, Amaros, the Sapha protector of my world, was never inclined to my bidding. Thus, with the help of the mortals, I was cast out into a chasm of isolation along with my armies of Fallen.”

      Mastema receded, and in his place stood a younger version of El-Samar Seper. He was six-three, had luscious dark-brown eyes, and a medium stubble beard shaded with the same hue as his jet-black hair. “I am Iblis, and like you, Diablos, I managed to seduce Sapha’s counterpart. The world was at my feet, but I was stopped by a woman warrior whose power reflected those of the Primals. Her luminous energy confined me to a chest of enormous power. I was held in isolation until I was freed by you.”

      One by one, each doppelgänger came before Diablos’ throne to relate their doomed experiences. He listened intently as each version told his tale. None had come close to the ultimate goal—ascension—except one.

      A figure stepped from the shadows, its steps slow and deliberate. Its body was humanoid but wildly different from the rest. The creature had fiery red eyes and wild jet-black hair that cascaded down its back like an inky waterfall. Its face resembled a lizard’s, with sharp angles and pointed features, and his razor-blade teeth made him look even more menacing than the rest.

      “Mephisto!” Diablo’s voice was sharp, and a strange smile glimmered on his face. “You’ve been with me from the beginning. Do tell what you perceive.”

      The lizard-like creature glanced at his versions. He looked disappointed and shook his scaley head disapprovingly. He hissed, “I knew from the beginning that undertaking Sapha’s stoicheion fission process would’ve limited my knowledge in each world. It’s so unsettling to learn that only a few iterations of me fully comprehended the ultimate purpose.” He turned his slit-like pupils toward Diablos and paced before the throne with his reptilian hands laced behind his back.

      “For full disclosure, the plan was never to be like the most-high to overthrow him. Neither was it to gain world domination, much less to seek the end of all things,” Mephisto hissed as he flickered his forked tongue. “Such pursuit resembles villains of fictional children’s books. It’s so easy to see why your demise was inevitable.” He returned his undivided attention to the audience before him. “It has always been to ascend as his equal—equal in knowledge, power, and influence in order to make our case face-to-face.”

      “Did you not fail as well, Mephisto?” Iblis asked disdainfully.

      Mephisto stopped, turned his head, and gave the inquirer a wry smirk. “My failure was essential. Your failure was ignorance.” He continued his pacing. “I lacked a connection to the Codex to bring forth my ascension. Hence, I knew all along that Haniel would bring my world to an end once I completed my purpose. It was inevitable. Yet the Eschaton of my world was a vital component to emerge into this world at the turn of the tide, as it was essential for Diablos to be locked away for two thousand years to gain from Dayyana what we needed.”

      He gave Iblis a contemptuous look as he passed him by. “Don’t mistake purposeful delay for failure.”

      “Is it now the time to seek to ascend?” Diablos asked eagerly.

      Mephisto turned to the seated Daimon. “I foresee failure in our trajectory if we hasten the plan.” The comment made Diablos shift back to his throne. “We still need another. She’s essential to completing our purpose.”

      “Lilith!” Diablos whispered.

      The lizard creature nodded his head. “If all remains as the Codex projected, she’ll be with us by the sixth seal. Her pivotal knowledge will put into motion what we seek. It’ll hasten Haniel to bring forth the seventh seal—total Annihilation. And that’s what we need!” Mephisto’s fiery red eyes glistened eagerly. “That energy source and the mortal female’s power will endow us with what we need.”

      Diablos stood and clapped his hands at the lizard-like figure. “Well said, Mephisto! You were always the side of me that I enjoyed the most. You deserve the throne, my friend.” He stepped aside and gestured at the pitch-black obsidian seat. With no hesitation, the creature took his place on the throne. “I wouldn’t have given it to anyone else.” The corners of his mouth curled upward in glee. “Well…if it wasn’t to me.”

      Mastema raised his gaze at the Daimon sitting on the throne and spoke up, “I met the mortal female at the cemetery. I don’t foresee any inclination of her to relinquish her ability. What is our plan in that regard?”

      “I’m too maleficent and malignant to answer that question. I’ll let Diablos respond.”

      Diablos paced the smoky hall. “It is so convoluted, almost tragic in a way, that the poor mortal female’s ability has been reduced to casting spirits into the lower regions of Tartarus without the slightest inkling that it has the power to do much more. I was the last of El-Samar Seper’s essence after the stoicheion fission to remain in the heavens. Before I was unjustifiably extricated, I hid within myself the ability to connect to the Annals of the Sovereign One. It was the only way I could regain access to the Codex outside the heavens.”

      He rubbed his chin and turned his eyes toward Mephisto. “With your illumination, I fully comprehend why it must be left until the end. Sapha’s power made us omnipresent, Haniel’s last seal will make us omnipotent, and the annals will make us omniscient. Thus, we become like Him.”

      “Yet you have not foretold us how she will relinquish the ability willingly?” Mastema pressed.

      Diablos strode toward the wizened humanoid and placed his hand gently on the elder’s shoulder. “You know the answer to this, Mastema.”

      Mastema’s eyes rolled in thought before he exclaimed in astonishment, “Sacrifice!”

      “I knew I couldn’t disappoint myself,” the Daimon said with a smile of satisfaction. He took a step back and glanced at his doppelgänger. “Love has always been the Sovereign One’s weakness. He claims it is the foundation of his creation. Without question, love was what destroyed it. Nonetheless, he continued to employ it and even sent the Carpenter’s Son to die miserably. I took it upon myself to drive those nails into his hands and feet so He could understand the absurdity of it.” He shook his head disappointedly. “His justification—to save the fallen mortals, who, by the way, continued to defy Him. I don’t blame the mortals. I blame their programming. It was inevitable that they would transgress over and over, but He calls their programming an extension of love. A way to create their destiny. That’s foolishness!

      “This is why we need to ascend to the heavens and become like Him so He can see that there is another way.” He sighed deeply. “But since the Almighty is set in his ways, then let us play by his game for a while.”

      Diablos turned to the one on the seat, and Mephisto grinned. The Daimon slowly walked toward him, and an invisible energy flowed between them like an intense gravitational force, wrapping around them until they were fused into one being on the throne.

      The voice was an amalgam of Diablos’ and Mephisto’s. “She has done it before, and I foresee she’ll do it again. Like the Sovereign One, love will be her downfall. We will raise our armies against her loved ones, and when the mortal is most vulnerable, she’ll be compelled to hand it over as a willing sacrifice.”

      At that moment, the obsidian throne began quivering as a red glow pulsed from the Daimon’s chest, casting an eerie hue around the throne. As the light intensified and touched all the humanoid shapes in front of him, they slowly merged into his entity until Diablos was left alone, wearing an expression of triumph.
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            THE HIDDEN ONES

          

        

      

    

    
      The farm was still as the darkness of night settled in. A neat row of newly constructed cottages housed several dormitories for the women. Inside one of the cottages, a dark-skinned beauty slept peacefully on her bed, the only light coming from a moonbeam that shone through a crack in the shutters. Her curly black hair spilled out onto her pillow, and her deep brown skin glowed softly in the dim light.

      She stirred slightly as she dreamed of home, a place filled with laughter and joy that seemed so close yet remained just out of reach. Her pleasant dream was interrupted by a dark shadow in the recesses of her mind, and the fields and villages of her homeland were replaced with horrifying images of her current home burning in hellish flames and bodies littering the ground. She winced as the nightmare shifted again to a scene near the lake where she saw several Daimons laughing over the corpses of her friends. Fear and terror gripped her heart, and she darted toward the wooded area behind the farm, but she could hear the monsters rushing behind her, hurling unspeakable insults at her. Her heart felt like it was ready to burst out of her chest when she tripped over a tree root and careened forward.

      She turned, expecting the worst, but she heard a soft, soothing voice. “Asante.”

      “Apocalypse, help me!” Asante cried.

      Suddenly, the hybrid stood back in the main campground, the buildings were back to normal, and the moon shone brightly overhead. However, the shadow cast by the tall humanoid figure of the Primal stretched farther than ought to have been possible.

      “My daughter, still your heart, that you may hear my words and heed my advice.”

      Asante drew a deep breath, closed her eyes, and centered herself. She breathed out slowly and reopened her dark-brown eyes.

      “The battle to decide the fate of your world, and perhaps all worlds, is soon at hand,” the Archangel began. “Your resolve will be tested beyond your capacity to withstand, but take heart. You are not alone. You have never been alone.”

      “Will you be with us?” Asante inquired.

      “I am never far, my child. But the help you and your friends require is of a more tangible nature. You must prepare them, guide them to connect with the spirits that burn and the spirits that guard.”

      “The Seraphim and the Cherubim,” Asante muttered.

      “These beings are present all around you. They will aid you in the battle to come.”

      “But how can I help them? There’s so little written about these spirits, I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      “My dear child, you concern yourself solely with what you can know to the detriment of the things that must be felt and believed.”

      The Primal stepped toward the dark-skinned hybrid and placed a hand on her forehead. “See not with physical eyes, but with the eyes of your heart.”

      Figures appeared before Asante’s sight as if a fog was being lifted from her mind. She saw different types of beings posted throughout the farm and its surrounding structures. Some were frightening, with multiple sets of eyes and wings. Others were humanoid but of great stature and holding flaming instruments of war. She noticed thin lines of light shooting out from the spirits and continuing into many of the dormitories.

      “There are more with you than against you.”

      Asante was pensive for a moment. “I don’t know if I can do this alone.”

      “Do not fear. The one in black can see. She will help you.”

      The Primal bent down and breathed softly on Asante’s forehead. The young woman felt her shoulders shaking softly at first, then a bit stronger. She jolted awake, and Kitty was standing before her.

      “Hey, sleepy head, come on, we’ve got a lot to do today,” the black-clad hybrid reminded her.

      Asante sat up rapidly and gazed out the window into the distance.

      “Umm, are you okay?”

      The still-drowsy woman sighed deeply. “Yes, come on. There’s something we have to do immediately.”
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Mozart, Gypsy, and Kitty stood, mouths agape, as Asante recounted the events in her dream.

      “So, if this dream, or vision, or whatever it was, truly came from Apocalypse, then that confirms the theory about the connection between Seraphim and the RSP,” Gypsy stated.

      “Let us not get ahead of ourselves,” Mrs. Mozart interjected. She gazed into Asante’s eyes. “How certain are you that this was Apocalypse speaking to you and not just a manifestation of your own subconscious mind?”

      “As sure as I am that I’m standing here, Mrs. Mozart,” Asante responded without hesitation. “I spent a long time trapped in my own mind and communing with Apocalypse. So I know there’s a distinct phenomenal feel to when I speak with her.”

      Mrs. Mozart fell into deep thought. “This is a fascinating development indeed. But I am not sure how we teach what Gypsy can do. I am hesitant to bring this news to the rest of the group and get everyone’s hopes up about divine intervention if we cannot deliver.”

      Asante opened her mouth to speak but closed it again. She didn’t have all the answers.

      “Umm, well, so here’s the thing,” Kitty started. “Ever since we left the Tektonite compound, I’ve been seeing strange things out of the corner of my vision. Even on that night when Gypsy and…and Oneiri fought those things, I could have sworn I could sense something else there with us.”

      “Now that is intriguing, Miss Kitty. Tell us more,” Mrs. Mozart instructed.

      “Okay, so when I’ve seen certain hybrids meditating by the lake or when groups gather at night to spend time in fellowship, I can make out figures, almost like…I don’t know…standing watch or something. Usually, they look like just really tall humans that are on fire, but occasionally I see these things that kind of scare me.”

      “Can you describe them for us?” Asante asked.

      “Some have wings all over, others have multiple faces, and the creepiest ones are covered with eyes.”

      “That is precisely what I saw when Apocalypse opened my eyes in the dream,” Asante interjected. “Have you tried contacting them?”

      “Umm…no. Like really, would you go up to a ten-foot-tall being with eyes everywhere and say, ‘What’s up?’” Kitty teased. “Besides, it’s not like I see them all the time. It’s always been out of the corner of my eye. When I turn to get a better look, they’re gone.”

      “Is there anything else you can tell us about these beings, any patterns you noticed?” Mrs. Mozart pressed.

      “Well, I tend to only see the ones on fire around women.”

      “What could that mean?” Asante thought out loud.

      Before anybody could answer, Gypsy activated her RSP and manifested the ethereal arm. “What if women are more in tune with Seraphim, which gives us enhanced offensive capabilities. And the men are in tune with the Cherubim, enhancing their ability to protect. Like Apocalypse said, the spirits that burn and the spirits that guard.”

      “You might be on to something there, Gypsy. I think we need to test our theory before telling everyone. Let us meet by the lake in an hour,” Mrs. Mozart proposed.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Gypsy, Kitty, and Asante strolled down to the lake. They’d spent that time conversing and creating hypotheses about the Seraphim and Cherubim and how to tap into their power. As they approached the lake, they noticed Mrs. Mozart waiting for them with Reina and Shiloh.

      “So I have informed Miss Reina and Mr. Shiloh that you have a special training you would like to test out on them before implementing it with the rest of the group.”

      Shiloh looked at the trio. “What you got for us?”

      The three women glanced at each other, and Gypsy took the lead. “Okay, this is going to be difficult, so I’m going to ask you to bear with me. Come, let’s sit by the edge of the water.”

      Shiloh and Reina followed Gypsy. The blonde warrior sat facing the water, and the engaged couple sat with their backs to the lake.

      “Okay, I need you to close your eyes.” The pair obeyed. “Now, this part is going to be tough. I need to bring to mind your moment of greatest desperation. This is going to be a memory where you felt like your entire world was ending, and you couldn’t fathom how you’d have the strength to go on.”

      The couple’s eyes jolted open. “Say what, now?” Reina exclaimed. “Is this some weird premarital counseling session or something?”

      “No, it has nothing to do with that. And I need you to trust me. A lot is riding on us figuring this out.”

      Shiloh grunted, but he closed his eyes. Reina followed suit.

      “Do you have the memory?”

      They both nodded.

      “Shiloh, what is yours?”

      “When I found my brother Tarone dead by Therion’s hand,” he answered softly.

      “What about you, Reina?”

      Reina hesitated momentarily. “When I thought I’d lost everything during Therion’s reign of terror.”

      “Okay, thank you for sharing. Now I want you to focus on the sense of the memory, not on your thoughts about it. Remember the feelings and emotions.”

      The pair focused on the despair they’d each felt at their lowest points. They replayed the moment in their heads. Tears coursed down Reina’s face.

      “Now, picture yourself crying for help. Not in anger or fear, but in the hope that salvation is possible.”

      Beads of sweat formed on their brows. Shiloh’s lip quivered. Gypsy and the other women looked on in nervous anticipation, and the blonde warrior prepared herself to tell them to stop. She could see the exercise was causing them great anguish. As she was about to speak, Kitty gasped.

      “They’re here.”

      A light blue glow surrounded Reina’s whole body. She clenched her fist, and a long, lance-like ethereal weapon appeared in her hand. Shiloh, in turn, began to glow bright red. A barely visible energy bubble enveloped him and pushed away the brush and pebbles nearest him. The pair opened their eyes, breathing rapidly. Gypsy and Kitty rushed to their side and held them as they regained their composure and the glow surrounding them faded away.

      “We’ve got you. Just breathe.”

      Gypsy glanced up at Mrs. Mozart, who was covering her mouth with her hand.

      “I will inform the council at once.”
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            RISING TO THE CHALLENGE

          

        

      

    

    
      The newly constructed conference room was spacious and filled with natural light, thanks to the large windows. The walls were painted a soft white and adorned with several framed photos of nature scenes taken by campsite members. In the center of the room sat an impressive oval conference table with thirty chairs surrounding it, enough space to easily accommodate everyone who had gathered that day. The mahogany wood table was a gift made by the hands of the Nephilim that had joined their cause. At the center of one side of the table sat Daniel Ortega and Joan, and joining them were the council members of the Children of Kyrios and a few Tektonites. A large display screen on the far end wall broadcast images of newly added members of the Children of Kyrios from across the globe.

      Joan called the meeting to order as the group settled into their seats. “Welcome everyone, including those joining us across many countries.” Her voice was steady despite the weight of the news she was about to share. “We called together this emergency meeting in light of the many recent events. As you all know, our world, the world of hybrids, has been in turmoil for some time now, and the situation has only grown direr in recent days. I assume by now that you all have heard the recent UN announcement of a new Anti-Chimeras Task Force, or ACTF, dedicated to apprehending all hybrids. I regret to say that this task force is fully operational.” She took a deep breath to keep her composure. “It is with deep sorrow in my heart that I must announce that the ACTF viciously killed all of our Hong Kong team.”

      There were gasps of shock and disbelief, and a few tears were shed as the reality of the situation set in. The air in the room was heavy and somber as everyone stared at each other in disbelief.

      “There’s no secret in saying this, but we are being targeted for elimination,” Joan disclosed with a heavy heart. “With the UN’s vile announcement, the governments of the world and the general public see us as a threat. They see us as something to be eliminated, something to be feared.”

      The group sat in stunned silence, trying to process the gravity of the situation.

      “I know this is all unsettling, but I encourage you to be strong and courageous and don’t lose hope. Like I have said to my group many times in the past, we are not of those who shrink back and perish but those who arise and prevail. We believe that the Sovereign One has brought us together at this appointed time for a specific reason, and we will prevail.”

      She gave the entire group a reassuring look and held up her index finger. “We have one mission, and it’s not against the ACTF, the UN, the Sons of the Damned, or Diablos himself. Our mission is to rescue our kind. The enemy may have plans for extinction, but we have a goal for life.”

      All in the room and those on the screen applauded with affirmation.

      “Don’t misunderstand me,” Joan continued. “We will take all security and safety measures to protect ourselves, but we’ll no longer play by Diablos’ game. With the assistance of the Tektonites and Mr. Ortega, we are formalizing tactical teams and plans to guard and protect ourselves. We start by spreading awareness of the UN’s true intent and what measures to take to guard against the ACTF. We’ll formalize a global underground group where many hybrids can flee for protection. And let me be clear. We will work to help all hybrids regardless of gender, race, group association, or national origin. If they need help, we will help.”

      She turned her head to the man sitting next to her. “And on that subject, I’ll let Mr. Ortega elaborate on an initiative that will happen in a few days.”

      “Thanks, Joan,” began Ortega. “I would like to add that the Tektonites will be at your service and stand by your side.” He placed a hand on a leather-bound book with silver trimming that rested on the table.

      “In a few days, there’s a plan to move the remaining Al Agoria hybrids to this location. This book I’m holding lists every known Nephilim worldwide, where they live, and their enhanced ability. Given the insignia on the book, the enemy made this information privy, which means they, too, have this information. Thus, we have to do something to protect these Nephilim.”

      He placed his hand over his silver necklace. “Our Tektonite relics have the power to hide these Nephilim and keep them from the enemy’s grasp. Given the hybrid restrictions and surveillance as of late, we thought it best to bring the Al Agoria group here. Shiloh will be leading that initiative.”

      The ex-FBI agent turned his attention to the screen. “We are working and communicating with Tektonites around the world to assist you all. They are keenly aware of your situation and will be at your disposal. Joan and her team are drafting an email with the names and locations where you can find them. We’ll also work with you to secure your cell phones, computer equipment, and data transmission. It is imperative that you keep yourself under the radar. Our group will be available to handle food and other essential errands for those countries under full BC surveillance. Additionally, we have a potential new arsenal at our disposal that we’ve just been made aware of. Mrs. Mozart and Gypsy will be gathering people both here at this location and remotely across the globe to share more of this initiative.”

      “And one more thing: don’t forget those in need.” He returned his hand to the book. “Interestingly enough, this book contains instructions on how to digitize this information. Hope, the group’s lead technical engineer, is creating an application to make that information available to you. Don’t choose to turn a blind eye to them.” He gave them a comforting look. “And rest assured, you are not alone. The Sovereign One is with you.”

      Joan addressed the group again. “Before we close this meeting, Mia needs to make an important announcement to the entire team.”

      The petite young lady stood from her chair and smiled broadly. “Since the death of Awilda, the Tektonite family has been praying fervently on the leadership direction of the group. This is a very important responsibility, and the mantle should be taken by someone full of wisdom and understanding but, above all, love.” Mia cleared her throat nervously. “After careful consideration, it was unanimously  agreed that this person should be Daniel Ortega.”

      The ex-FBI agent looked perplexed and stunned, and shock was written across his face. He shook his head.

      Joan slapped him on his back. “I don’t think you have an option. You see, I’m a Tektonite, too, and I voted for you to lead.”

      Daniel was taken aback by this revelation. He had never considered himself a leader, let alone the leader of the Tektonite family. But as he looked at the faces around him, he saw the hope and encouragement in their eyes.

      Ortega took a deep breath and nodded, and quipped, “May the Sovereign One help us all!”

      The room erupted in a highly needed burst of laughter.

      After the meeting had ended and everyone had given their congratulations, Ortega pulled Joan aside.

      “I feel Awilda is laughing her head off right now looking down on me.”

      “I think she’s mighty proud,” Joan countered. “We all are.”

      “We have dark times ahead of us, I feel like we need something to lift everyone’s spirits,” Ortega suggested.

      Joan narrowed her eyes. “What do you have in mind?”

      Ortega shook his head. “I’ve got nothing. Awilda was the one with the great ideas. We’ll just have to trust the Sovereign One to provide.”

      Shiloh approached the pair. “Hey, do you guys have a minute?”

      “Sure, kiddo, what’s on your mind?” Ortega replied.

      Shiloh glanced back at Reina then faced Ortega again. “I’ve had this crazy plan for a while, but I don’t know if it’s a good time.”

      “Crazy plans are about all we’ve got left. What you got?”
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            AT THE SNAP OF A FINGER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shiloh and his team are ready to leave. Are you all packed, Anemos?” asked the young Nephilim. He was tall and slim, his skin a tawny beige, and light nut-brown hair. He stood by the squeaky door, watching his longtime friend stuff the last clothing items into an old backpack.

      Anemos took a glance at the bare walls and ceiling that leaked in a few afternoon sun rays. The damp old wooden shed wasn’t much, but it had been home for some time. He smiled at this friend and gestured at the black backpack in his hand. “There wasn't much to pack, dude. This is all I got.” He placed the worn and tattered sack on the creaky twin-size bed and gave his longtime friend a concerned look. “Crypto, do you think we'll be a'ight at that farm?” The young man rubbed his dark-umber hand through his short wavy hair.

      “You heard what Shiloh said to us. They have ways to locate us now, making it easy for them to find us and kill us all at any given point.” He scratched a vague itch on his nose. “And the news isn't making it any easier. They've got these new devices that can identify us anywhere we go.”

      The small bed creaked beneath Anemos’ weight as he took a seat with a heavy sigh. “Don't get me wrong, I'm looking forward to getting out of this joint. From what Shiloh has said, even their horses have stables better than this place, and moving there would be safer for them and us, but, um, why'd it be different there? If they can find us here, couldn't they find us there?”

      Crypto walked into the small shed and sat next to him on the mattress that had seen better days. “I asked Shiloh the same question, and he said they have these relics that give them protection.” He shrugged. “I don't know how it works, but the guy has come through so far. The supplies have continued, and he's been good at keeping his word.”

      “What about Volida? How's he taking the move?”

      He scoffed. “He hates the idea, but what choice does he have? Stay here, fend for himself, or get in line with the program.”

      “I'll be real, dude, I'm just nervous, you know. We are moving in with these…hags, and now we are leaving the only place we called home.”

      Crypto placed a comforting hand on Anemos' shoulder before responding softly, “Look, man, when you consider all that's happened and what we know now, Agoria Academy wasn't really home. These jackasses were using us. They lied to us about everything. I don't think these women are as bad as we make them out to be. From my perspective, I'm glad we are finally leaving this place.”

      Anemos pursed his lips and nodded. “I hope you are right, man.”

      A blood-curdling scream came from outside the shed. It sounded like a howling beast at the slaughterhouse, and it made the hair on their skin prick in fear. Their eyes shot to the door to see another companion who paled noticeably.

      “Yo! They found us! We have to leave now!” yelled the young man.

      The two friends stormed out of the peaceful shed and into the chaotic grounds of Agoria Academy. The once prestigious institution resembled a disturbed ant mound, with young Nephilim running for their lives or using their enhanced abilities as their last line of defense.

      A chill ran down Anemos’ spine as he turned his sight to the source of chaos and noticed the same indestructible agents that had brought the school to its knees. “Crypto!” he shrieked desperately. “Those are the same guys that attacked us before.”

      Crypto was distracted, watching one of their comrades drag himself over the ground, leaving a trail of blood from where his legs used to be.

      “Dude, we gotta go!” Anemos shouted. “Didn't you hear what I said?”

      “The buses are just a few yards ahead.” Crypto pointed.

      “What are you gonna do?”

      “I've got to help these guys. Now, go! Get on, and I'll meet you there.”

      Anemos nodded and rushed away without looking back.

      Crypto hurried to the injured Nephilim and was appalled at how badly wounded he looked. He knelt and gently turned him over on his back. “Erpeto, I'm here.”

      “Help me, please!” Erpeto barely managed to convey through gritted teeth as pain racked his body.

      “I'm gonna carry you and take you to the bus.” Crypto scooped up Erpeto carefully and placed him on top of his shoulders before breaking into a run. His getaway was halted when a figure looming seven and a half feet tall obstructed his path.

      “Leaving so soon? The party just started,” said the man in a gravelly voice. His malicious features were slightly distracted by a wry smirk. “The last time my brothers Akibeel, Danel, and I were here, we left the party before it ended. Now, we can't wait to finish it.”

      The frightened Nephilim turned to run but was pulled to the ground. Crypto landed on all fours and quickly stood to his feet. The young man he had been carrying was in the hands of one of the Sons of the Damned. As he turned, he watched in disbelief as Erpeto's body was torn in two.

      “It's now your turn,” Zavebe threatened.

      He thrust his bloody hand toward the young Nephilim but stopped when something flaming struck him across his features.

      “Run!”

      Crypto turned to the source of the voice and saw Volida, whose arms glowed in a fiery red. He nodded and sprinted with all that he had.
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        * * *

      

      Volida struck Zavebe with countless torches of fire. The Son of the Damned's body was in flames from head to toe, and he became a walking inferno taking methodical steps forward. Zavebe's eyes glowed bright red as if they were burning pits of molten lava. A cloud of thick smoke poured off his indestructible skin with every movement he made.

      Beads of sweat dripped down Volida’s face as he watched Zavebe march toward him. Terror rose in the Nephilim with every step that Zavebe took. He wanted to run away but was rooted to the spot in fear, unable to move or even blink an eye. Zavebe continued coming closer and closer still.

      The Son of Damned thrust his flaming hand at Volida's neck and lifted him several feet from the ground. “You fool! I can consume power. The more you strike, the stronger I get.” He laughed manically, his body still ablaze. “Since you like to play with fire, have a test of your own medicine.”

      Crypto stopped running when he saw Volida's demise, but it was too late. He watched in despair as Zavebe blew a blue flame and charred the young Nephilim's body to a crisp.

      There was no time for sorrow. Crypto turned to rush but slammed against what seemed to be a brick wall and fell to the ground, half-concussed. He shook his head from the stupor and gazed up to another seven-and-a-half-foot figure with the same menacing eyes as Zavebe. Crypto stood to rush away, but he stopped when he heard the snap of fingers.

      Crypto couldn't move. He wanted to escape, run, or at least move, but his body was not responding. He could feel the seal, the Nephilim mark, of his left arm blazing.

      “Turn,” said the man.

      Unwillingly, Crypto turned to the voice, wondering why he obeyed the command. The man held his snapped fingers in the air and wore a satisfied smile.

      “Akibeel, let me discard this one for you?” asked Zavebe, no longer covered in fire.

      The older brother extended his hand and gestured to stop. “We may have use of him. Danel informed me that the others got away.” He fixed his eyes on Crypto and inquired, “Where were they heading?”

      No answer.

      “Let's try it my way.” He snapped his fingers again and pressed, “Where were they heading?”

      “To a campsite for hybrids. A farm west of New Jersey owned by a man named John.” Crypto couldn't believe it. Why did he answer and not resist?

      Akibeel smirked and turned to Zavebe. “This must be the location our master told us about. The hidden location where they are keeping the Daimon Killer.”

      “What's your plan?” asked Zavebe.

      “We need a spy and have the perfect candidate right here.” Akibeel snapped his fingers again, and Crypto's head dropped as if he was hypnotized.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone on the bus had their head lowered, each thinking about their fallen comrades. There were supposed to be two buses full of passengers, but only one came, with half the expected number.

      Shiloh sat at the front with his head hung low, wishing he could have done more. As he gazed into the horizon, his phone rang in his pocket. Startled, Shiloh picked it up and hesitantly answered, “Hello?”

      His eyes suddenly beamed with joy.

      He shouted urgently to the bus driver, “Tommy! Stop the bus right away! Crypto’s alive.” The bus pulled to the shoulder of the road and Shiloh ordered, “Take this group back to the farm. I’ll go and meet up with Crypto and call you with instructions to come and get us.”
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            CLOSING OLD WOUNDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Laurie gingerly stepped into the laboratory through the gaping hole in the wall that seemed to have been engineered by some massive explosion. Her eyes were wide with curiosity and horror. What had once been a cutting-edge research facility was now a scene of destruction. The room's air smelled of burned electrical components and lingering smoke. The walls were caked in soot and dust, and holes scarred their surfaces where something powerful had blasted through them. Shards of glass strewn across the floor glinted in the dim light. Worst of all, human limbs and other unidentifiable body parts lay scattered like a macabre art installation.

      Seeing she no longer needed the C-4 explosive, she unstrapped her backpack from her shoulder and set it on top of a nearby table. She had been searching for this place for quite some time, though it seemed she was a few days late.

      Her eyes gravitated to a few body-sized metal frame tables with cracked see-through acrylic sides. The attached displays panels, dials, and monitors were in the same fractured condition. Laurie's curiosity led her to peer into one of the rectangular boxes, and she found various mechanical arms still containing organic tissue.

      She carefully moved toward the wall stacked with computer equipment, and the closer she was, the more pungent the smell of rotting flesh. Her face grimaced at the sight of the sprawled body on the floor. She covered her mouth with a cloth from her pocket, knelt beside the corpse, and observed the dried blood and marks on the eyes, nose, and mouth. Though it was pallid, Laurie recognized that rotund face a mile away. It was Dr. Patrick Ostero, the man she had been hunting for years, and he was finally dead.

      Laurie had a bittersweet sensation as she gazed at Ostero’s body. Though she was glad the mad doctor was gone, she wished she had done it. Years ago, this man had saved her life after she’d fallen from an eight-story warehouse with a blade protruding from her abdomen. A crawling Nephilim had broken her fall, and, at the command of Apollyon, she had been taken into the hands of Dr. Ostero. He didn’t save her out of the dignity of his profession or respect for human life. On the contrary, it was out of his self-delusions and pursuit of immortality. It was nearly impossible for someone to have survived such a vicious wound, and he was curious. He knew she had something else in her that kept her alive. For months, he kept her in experimental imprisonment, running tests, diagnostics, analysis, and all sorts of unethical medical procedures to discover what kept her alive. At the command of Therion, she was eventually released from the doctor’s oppression and never saw him again. She vowed to take vengeance on him, but now he was dead.

      As she carefully examined his decomposing body, inquisitiveness was etched on her features. She saw no apparent lacerations, wounds, or bruises to explain his cause of death. She found a USB drive sticking out from his pants pocket and scrutinized it, looking for any markings or labeling that would identify it. She returned to her backpack, pulled out a small laptop, and jammed the device into it. Her eyes bulged in amazement as she rapidly scanned the countless files. This was everything. This was the doctor’s life work.

      Could these files contain how to stop Akibeel and reveal how many others like him are there? Laurie’s thoughts raced with hope. She pulled out her cell phone and called an old friend.

      “Mist, it’s me, Laurie. I think I hit the jackpot. Can you come over to my grandmother’s house tomorrow at noon? There’s something I need to show you.”

      “Sure, but what is it about?”

      “I don’t want to say it over the phone, but make sure you bring May and the geeky girl on your team. We are going to need their help.”
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        * * *

      

      Hope sat by the small kitchen table, flabbergasted by the amount of data and information she was scanning through the USB device. To facilitate and efficiently review the data, she created a script to isolate all medical journals and files for May to decipher, and all general information regarding facility locations, alliances, and hybrid programs for Mist to study. Once her script was completed, she uploaded the files to a secure cloud drive and informed the women accordingly.

      Mist and May had their tablets with them and wasted no time reviewing the data.

      To Laurie’s surprise, Kitty came along but decided to remain outside in the yard. She sat on a shabby old chair by the scruffy wooden table, gazing at the tall bare oak trees scarcely blocking the afternoon rays.

      Laurie eyed her through the kitchen window, grabbed her jacket, and excused herself.

      May’s eyes widened, and she was about to intervene when Mist stopped her. “It’s all right. This needs to happen.”

      Kitty continued looking upward upon Laurie’s arrival. She had sensed that the woman who’d killed her mother would join her shortly.

      Laurie didn’t know where to begin. She gulped and cleared her throat before she uttered her first awkward words. “Hello, Kitty.”

      The goth girl sighed deeply, shifted her sight to the newcomer for a moment, and mildly nodded her head.

      “I know that there are no words that could ever make up for the pain and suffering I put you through. I wish I could take it all back and undo what I did to you… I, um…”

      “Can I ask you a question?” Kitty interrupted, still gazing forward. Her face was inscrutable.

      “Sure. By all means,” Laurie responded. She was standing a few feet from Kitty’s right.

      “Who was in control when my mother was killed? Was it you or Akibeel?” This time Kitty gave the woman her full attention.

      Laurie couldn’t look her in the eyes. She lowered her gaze to the frosty ground. “I wish I could say it was all Akibeel, but that wouldn’t be true. I have to take responsibility for my part. I gave in to the hate, malice, the pride within me. In the end… I killed your mother.” She locked her glassy eyes with the Kitty’s as a silent tear raced down her cheek.

      The goth girl wiped an errant tear from her cheeks and sniffed. “Then, um… are you genuinely sorry or simply regretful?”

      Swept by a wave of emotions, Laurie nodded her head unceasingly as the tears rushed down her face. “I’m so sorry. I was wrong for what I did. I wish I could offer you more, but that’s all I have.”

      Kitty exhaled long enough to create an extended cloud of condensation. “And that was all that I needed to know. I forgive you, Laurie.”

      Laurie stood motionless, bewildered, grappling with disbelief. She felt unworthy of being granted forgiveness, yet the girl’s words were a lamp to her darkened heart. A light for her lost soul. She felt free. Laurie gave Kitty a warm look and smiled at her. “Thank you.”

      They gazed at each other for a time until Laurie gestured goodbye and returned to the kitchen.

      Remembering an old friend, Kitty smirked and whispered, “Thank you, Grace!” She stood and joined the women in the kitchen.

      As she entered the room, without Laurie noticing, Mist lifted her thumb and mouthed the word, “Powerful!”

      Mist placed the tablet on the table. “May, before I update everyone on what I found, did you find anything?”

      “Yeah.” May’s eyes were still glued to the tablet. “Of all my years in the medical field, I’ve never seen organic tissue of this kind, which I presume belongs to these Sons of the Damned.” She shook her head in disbelief. “What’s more, they used cutting-edge technology, 3-D Bioprinting for tissue, to construct these bodies. I read about this in Emerging Medical Articles, but we are years away from this technology.”

      Hope arched an eyebrow. “You mean to tell me that these Sons of the Damned were made using 3-D printing technology?”

      May chuckled. “To put it mildly.”

      Mist interjected, “May, I know you are fascinated by this, but we are pressed for time. Do you know if these things have any vulnerabilities or any way of being stopped?”

      “Pff…” May shook her head, not knowing how to answer. “I can’t say. We’re dealing with very sophisticated organic tissue fused with Nephilim DNA and stem cells cloned from a specimen called M-91780.” She shrugged. “I haven’t had time to research all the files to determine what that is.”

      “Did you say specimen M-91780?” Hope asked, intrigued.

      The caretaker nodded.

      “I came across that term when transferring some of the files. Give me a moment.” Hope turned to her laptop and typed. Her eyes bulged when she stopped. “Son of a motherless goat,” she whispered. She returned her attention to May. “Specimen M-91780 is none other than Therion himself!”

      Mist slowly closed her eyes in despair.

      Catching her desolate look, Hope asked, “What does that mean, Mist?”

      “Therion had no vulnerabilities. These things can’t be stopped.”

      “Wait! But didn’t you stop Therion with the spear? Couldn’t we retrieve it to stop these things?”

      “The spear doesn’t work that way,” the Lancaster leader answered, pacing the room with her hands laced behind her head. “The spear affected Therion because he used it as a weapon. It’s a relic meant to protect, not inflict harm.” She stopped and looked at Laurie. “How many of these evil spirits are we dealing with?”

      “As many as there are grains of sand on a beach,” Laurie responded.

      May cut in. “Actually, I don’t think there’s that many. A technique called therapeutic cloning was used to create versatile stem cells and then used to create twelve different bodies.”

      “Are you saying there are only twelve of these things?” Mist asked.

      “That’s correct.”

      “That’s good news, right? At least there’s not that many,” Hope added.

      “I don’t think it makes a difference how many they are when they’re invincible.” Mist marched to the table to grab her tablet and swiped determinedly. She scoffed. “Twelve Sons of the Damned for the twelve spots around the globe.” Mist turned the tablet to the group which displayed red geographical map points.

      “What are those site points?” Laurie inquired.

      “These are concentration camps, just like the ones Jiang from Hong Kong mentioned to Joan.”

      “Concentration camps for what?” questioned Kitty.

      “The UN Secretary-General calls them special incarceration facilities for Chimeras, but we all know better.” She glanced at the group sternly. “These are death camps for hybrids. We need to immediately inform Joan and the council about what we have learned today and continue digging through Ostero’s files.” As the group packed their things, she fixed her eyes on Laurie. “It isn’t safe for you to be alone. You should come with us.”

      “Don’t be worried about me. I’ll be fine here.”

      “Laurie, it’s getting really dangerous out here, and pretty soon, we won’t be able to mobilize ourselves. I’ll cover for you for those that don’t trust you.”

      Laurie heaved a deep sigh, grabbed Mist gently by the arm, and pulled her aside. “It isn’t about that. I’ve been living in the shadows for some time, so I know how to move around inconspicuously. Also, I can be a set of eyes for the team from out here.”

      Mist exhaled regretfully. “All right. Just make sure you frequently stay in touch.”

      “Will do, but there’s one more thing that I need to warn you about.”

      “OK?” Mist frowned.

      “When Akibeel possessed me, I had a special ability. I was able to control other Nephilim with a snap of a finger. This ability came from him, and I believe he still has it.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m not against helping Nephilim, but if Akibeel infiltrates the campsite, he’ll have the power to control any sealed male hybrid.”

      “And what if there’s some already under his control?”

      “Then all I can tell you is to pray.”
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            A WEDDING AND A RESCUE

          

        

      

    

    
      He paced outside the cabin with perspiration building on his brow despite the welcoming weather and peaceful surroundings. The morning sun was shining brightly, sending out warm rays, while birds were singing blissfully in a nearby tree with its first seasonal leaves sprouting after a long and harsh winter.

      Shiloh burst into the cabin where Reina, Pretzel, and Angel had been spending that morning. He had a frantic look about him that sent a cold chill down Reina’s spine. She’d never seen him so worried.

      “What’s wrong, Puttus?” Reina inquired.

      “There’s no time to explain,” Shiloh started. “I need all of you to come with me out the back right now. And keep quiet.”

      The women followed Shiloh’s lead without question. As they exited the cabin, he signaled to them to get low. Together, they snuck through the outer edges of the grounds until they’d made their way to the main gathering hall.

      “Are we under attack?” Reina asked. Something seemed off. There were no signs of battle anywhere.

      “A pivotal event is about to transpire,” Shiloh declared as he turned to face her. “One that has been in the making since before the world began.”

      “Ok, why are you speaking all proper? What is going on, Shiloh?”

      The young man stared directly into Reina’s deep blue eyes. “Do you remember when we got engaged?”

      “Uh huh…”

      “When I returned from my trip, we talked about the type of wedding we’d want to have, who’d we want to be there, all of that.”

      “Yes, I remember.”

      Shiloh drew a deep breath. “The world seemed so much simpler then. We didn’t know anything about Primals or Seraphim. We still had the compound, and Tassel was still with us. It all seems like ages ago now.”

      “Where are you going with all this, Shiloh?”

      “Do you remember when you said you wish we’d just gotten married before all this happened? Well, with everything that’s happened and everything we’re preparing for. I…I realized I don’t want to wake up another morning where I’m not your husband.”

      “Wait, what are you saying?”

      “Chrissy Davis-Navarro, I want to marry you today.”

      Reina’s face turned several shades of red. “What? In this?” she exclaimed, looking at her clothes.

      “No, in that,” Shiloh pointed.

      The young woman turned to see her friends holding a wedding gown. The dress was made from a fine satin fabric in a classic A-line silhouette. It had a fitted bodice with a sweetheart neckline and a full skirt that fell gracefully to the floor. The back of the dress had a subtle, low V-shape and was accented with delicate lace. Reina cupped her mouth.

      “What? How?”

      Angel chimed in, “That medical May insisted you come in for was just an excuse for her to take detailed measurements. And Adrian pulled some favors with one of his contacts in the city to get the alterations done in record time.”

      “Actually, everyone’s pitched in to get everything ready, girl. We’ve prepared a ceremony and even a reception,” Pretzel added.

      Reina’s eyes welled up with tears. “I…I don’t know what to say. Do we have time for this? We should be training. Do I really deserve a wedding when there’s so much going on?”

      Ortega exited the gathering hall. “Of course you do. Life will always throw challenges and difficult times. If you think about it, the fact that you all have chosen new names proves that you deserve it. Memento Vivere means to remember that you must live. What greater celebration of that life than joining it with the one you love.”

      “But…my hair…my nails,” Reina argued.

      “We’ve got all that covered, girl. Adrian has really pulled through in getting us everything we need over the last week,” Pretzel countered.

      “Eso me acuerda. Speaking of which, I need to text him to not forget to leave on time so he can beat the rush hour traffic,” Angel stated.

      “So what do you say, my queen?” Shiloh inquired.

      Reina glanced at her friends’ faces, then shifted her gaze to the man she loved. Her legs bounced, and her eyes beamed with enthusiasm. “Oh my God, I’m getting married!” she squealed.

      Shiloh and Reina embraced.

      “All right, save some for after the reception,” Pretzel teased. “We’ve got a lot to do. Come on, Reina. Time to turn you into a bride.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun had begun to dip below the horizon, painting the sky with a vivid array of colors. Brilliant streaks of orange and red swept across the sky like the brushstrokes of a master artist. The lake sat still beneath it all, reflecting each swirl of color like a shimmering mirror. A newly constructed wooden gazebo rested in front of the waters, adorned with arrangements of crocus, hellebore, and snowdrop flowers. The farm’s inhabitants gathered and looked on as a procession of bridesmaids walked down the makeshift nave before the gazebo. Minutes later, Reina appeared accompanied by Ortega. They walked toward her waiting fiancé.

      “Who gives away this bride?” Joan asked.

      “I do,” Ortega replied. He kissed Reina on the cheek and handed her off to Shiloh.

      The couple exchanged their vows and shared their first kiss as husband and wife. The lakeside gathering erupted into boisterous applause and laughter.

      From her bridesmaid spot, Pretzel dried her tears and chuckled as she saw Kitty turning her face and pretending to pluck something out of her eye. She glanced back at Angel but noticed a frown on her face.

      Soon, the newlyweds and bridal party procession moved from the lake to the gathering hall, where a feast had been prepared for all to enjoy. Pretzel approached Angel.

      “Hey, girl, what’s going on? You don’t look too happy.”

      “Oh, no, I’m so happy for Shiloh and Reina. I’m just a little bit worried, I guess. Adrian still hasn’t made it here and hasn’t been answering his texts or calls.”

      “I’m sure everything is fine. You know him. He probably ran into some pretty girl and started calling her by the name of some mythological character to get her attention.”

      Angel gave Pretzel a blank stare and rolled her eyes.

      Pretzel laughed. “I got you! Admit it, girl. There’s more than just platonic feelings there.”

      “No se…I don’t know. When he’s not acting like a total goofball, he’s actually really funny and smart. He’s also changed a lot since the days of the Jovian Bean.”

      Pretzel nudged her friend in the arm and smiled.

      Angel’s phone sprang to life. “It’s him!” she exclaimed as she headed to the exit so she could take the call away from the noise of the festivities. Pretzel waited inside the hall for her to return. Several minutes later, a pale-faced Angel reentered the building, her gaze distant and aloof.

      “What’s wrong?” Pretzel asked her friend.

      “Don’t make a scene,” Angel replied. “I don’t want to ruin the night for everyone. I need to talk to Joan. Can you get Gypsy? I’ll tell you all outside.”

      Pretzel nodded and went off to find her target. Angel steeled herself and navigated through the revelers until she found Joan and whispered something in her ear. The two of them set out from the party and met outside with Pretzel and Gypsy.

      “What’s going on, Angel?” Joan inquired.

      “I just got a call from Adrian. He’s in trouble.”

      “What happened?”

      “He told me he was getting ready to head out to attend the wedding, but he heard from one of his contacts that there was some kind of sting operation going on to capture some female hybrids. Y el gran estupido…” Angel drew a deep breath to calm herself. “That dummy decided to go investigate.”

      Pretzel placed her hand on Angel’s shoulder. “Is he all right?”

      “Yes, apparently, he got himself caught up in a confrontation between the ACTF and the females. And now he’s on the run from the task force with a couple of hybrids. He told me where they were headed and asked if there was any way we could pick them up.”

      Joan lowered her head and rubbed her chin. “Did he say how many women were with him?”

      “Yes, two.”

      “And where are they going?”

      “To my old job in the Bronx, the Heavenly Diner.”

      Gypsy tapped her foot on the ground nervously. “What’s the call, Joan? Every minute we delay lowers the probability of successful extraction.”

      The elder glanced at the blonde warrior. “What would you suggest?”

      “Two individuals head out immediately, enter New York through the GWB, and then head north. They’d take a long way back through the Cuomo bridge. Zero contact to avoid detection, and they’d need to wait twenty-four hours before heading back here.”

      “Pretzel and I will go,” Angel volunteered.

      “No, Reina will be looking for you to celebrate her day with her,” Joan stated, shaking her head. “Gypsy and I will go.”
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        * * *

      

      Joan and Gypsy pulled up to the diner shortly before midnight. They circled the block several times to check the location and see if anything seemed off. Finally, Joan stopped the car and Gypsy exited and headed for the restaurant. The vehicle took off and went around the corner.

      “Heya, toots!” greeted a rotund man with a greasy apron. “Kitchen’s closing in a few minutes, so ya better order quick if ya wanna eat.”

      “Thanks.” Gypsy grabbed a seat at the counter and picked up a menu. She pulled up the laminated sheet above her eye line to glance around the place inconspicuously to find the familiar curly tawny hair she was looking for. She stood from the counter and approached the young man wearing a shirt that read, “My job is to make things idiot-proof, but they keep building better idiots.”

      “Hi, handsome. got room for one more?”

      “No, I’m good, thanks,” Adrian stated before looking up. “Hey—” he began when he noticed Gypsy, but she shook her head slightly.

      “Umm…hello, strange woman I’ve never seen before. I’m sure you were attracted by my animal magnetism.”

      Gypsy cringed on the inside. “I’ve got my car outside. You want to get out of here?”

      “If you insist,” Adrian responded, pulling a twenty-dollar bill from his pocket and leaving it on the table. “It was nice meeting you, Bill,” he called as he followed the blonde woman out of the restaurant.

      Bill stared agape. “I tell ya, some guys got all the luck,” he muttered.

      Outside, Gypsy grabbed Adrian’s arm in a flirty way. “Where are the female hybrids?” she whispered.

      “Nearby. They said they’d be watching and would come out when they saw it was safe.”

      “Ok, the car is just around this corner. We should see it soon.”

      The pair rounded the corner and stopped in their tracks when they saw an ACTF officer talking to Joan and a tactical vehicle stopped across from the car.

      “Heads up, I got a visual. That’s him!” shouted an ACTF agent from inside the vehicle when he spotted Adrian.

      “Crap!” Gypsy muttered.

      Two agents stepped out of the tactical truck and trained their guns on Adrian and Gypsy. “Hold it right there. Don’t move!”

      A woman emerged from the shadows and stabbed an agent through the neck with a blade. Gypsy dashed to the distracted officers and decked one in the windpipe while Joan grabbed the one nearest her and choked him out.

      “Let’s go!” Joan cried.

      “Well, well. I never imagined I’d be getting rescued by you,” a raspy, familiar voice called out.

      Joan turned to look at the woman. “Erinys.”

      “You can air out your grievances later,” Gypsy yelled. “We need to go. Where’s the other hybrid?”

      “Gone. She got tired of waiting and decided to make her own way.”

      They all jumped in the car, and Joan took off.

      “I’m glad Angel had the sense not to come herself.” Adrian sighed as he leaned his head in the back seat.

      “Why’s that?” Joan asked.

      “When the agent identified me in the crowd, he pointed at me and said, ‘Detain him, he knows Angelica Santos!’”
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            A TIME FOR TURMOIL
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            AN AUDIENCE WITH THE KING

          

        

      

    

    
      Millennia Ago

      The High Heavens were abuzz with activity as the lesser lights, the angelic beings native to each world, visited to receive instruction. While there, they took time to bask in the presence of their elders, the Great Lights of creation, the Archangels. The fledgling angels inquired about the nature of the Archangel’s gifts, purposes, and abilities. At first, they visited El-Samar Seper most often as he provided them with instructions for ordering their respective worlds. However, as creation became complete, the angels gravitated toward the other Great Lights with curious wonder in their eyes. This was all the better for El-Samar Seper, who filled his time exploring the histories of each world with his Codex attempting to make sense of the Sovereign One’s plans. He withdrew from the others and made solitude his companion.

      El-Samar Seper muttered as he flipped the pages of the Codex incessantly.

      “There isn’t a single one.”

      He closed the book and started again from the beginning, searching through the infinite corridors of knowledge contained within.

      “Why can’t I find a single one? I just don’t understand,” the celestial being mused. “Infinite possibilities were available to Him. Why create these worlds? Why allow for the existence of these flawed creatures that will fail Him?”

      The deep worry rested heavily on his being. There must be something he wasn’t understanding. El-Samar Seper had approached the other Archangels in the High Heavens, but they dismissed his concerns, trusting wholeheartedly in the Sovereign One’s designs.

      “They just don’t understand the scope of the problem. They’re always here in the High Heavens. The affairs of the worlds are a distant concern to them.”

      An idea dawned on him. Sapha. If anyone could comprehend his fears, it would be Sapha. The Archangel Sapha did not exist as the others did, as a single existence in the High Heavens. He lived inside every world, guiding the other angels and guarding the Sovereign One.

      But how to commune with him? El-Samar Seper wondered. His essence is still here, but he has no form.

      As the Archangel gripped his Codex brainstorming, he remembered Sapha’s gift. “The Shield!” When the elder Great Light had disappeared, his shield remained in the High Heavens as the anchor for his essence. El-Samar Seper made his way back to the place where he and his brethren had first emerged. He traversed the multi-dimensional conscious layers that made up the High Heavens and arrived at a significant nexus of energies, the birthplace of creation itself. Remnants of the forces of the other Archangels still lingered, and the power that created the heavens and the worlds was still as potent as the moment the Great Lights appeared.

      There, amid that sea of power, rested Sapha’s shield.

      “Here I go.”

      El-Samar Seper approached the great mirror-like object with some trepidation. This was the first time he’d gotten a detailed look at it. The shield blazed like the sun. It was adorned with gold leaf, and precious stones were lined symmetrically along its outer edge. The Archangel grasped the gift, and immediately his consciousness was connected to his elder sibling’s.

      “El-Samar Seper, I can sense the disquiet in your innermost. What is it that troubles you so, my brother?”

      “Sapha! I wasn’t certain this would work, but I’m so glad that it has. I am deeply concerned about the Sovereign One’s plans. My gift, the Codex, allows me to peer into all the futures of each world, the actual and possible ones. The Sovereign One has chosen a very curious path for many worlds that I just can’t fathom. The other Archangels don’t seem to understand, but I felt that you would, as you exist in all these worlds simultaneously and see the designs play out first-hand.”

      Sapha was quiet.

      “Brother?”

      “You’re referring to the mortal creatures.”

      “Yes, I knew you’d understand. I’ve only read about them in my Codex, but you see them in action. Is it not terrible how they flaunt their freedom and shun the gracious gift of the Sovereign One?”

      El-Samar Seper could sense Sapha’s displeasure at the actions of these mortal beings.

      “Yes, it grieves me greatly to see how they waste their gift of life. However, it is my duty to oversee and guide the angels of each world through the piece of me that resides with them. I’m not the judge of the mortals, and neither are you. Leave such worries to those whose duties they correspond to.”

      “So you truly are present in every world?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fascinating…” El-Samar Seper’s thoughts trailed off. “I thank you for your counsel, Sapha.”

      The Archangels’ séance ended. Alone again, El-Samar Seper stared intently at the shield before him. He grasped the Codex tightly in his hand and pointed it at Sapha’s gift. His mind was immediately filled with knowledge regarding his brother’s state and how to replicate it. However, the new wisdom left him unsatisfied.

      “There’s only one thing to do. I must seek an audience with Him.”

      The flustered celestial being tucked the Codex under his arm to traverse the High Heavens and seek an audience with the Sovereign One. Such travel is not through space, as the dwelling place of the Archangels is not a spatial dimension, but one composed of conscious energy. Reaching his destination required the utmost concentration and clarity of focus. El-Samar Seper’s concerns and worries weighed heavily on his mind, though, and he found his progress to be much slower than he desired.

      “I’m not getting anywhere,” he complained, his frustration mounting. Unbeknownst to him, the inner light that defined him had begun to slowly wane. Nevertheless, the Archangel stilled his mind and focused on his purpose and destination. Before long, he’d begun to travel at a faster pace and soon arrived at his desired objective.

      “Finally.”

      Before El-Samar Seper stood the majestic throne of the Sovereign One. Its appearance defied explanation, as it seemed to stretch on to infinity and looked to have been crafted from the very fabric of eternity. The light that shone from its gilded surface was both blinding and comforting, radiating a warmth that filled and permeated the entirety of the High Heavens. The regal seat was surrounded by a sizable void-like chasm that made closer approach impossible.

      “El-Samar Seper,” a voice called.

      The Archangel turned and saw the One who’d crafted the gifts for him and the others, the Voice of the Sovereign One. He bowed his head in reverence.

      “I seek an audience with the Sovereign One, mighty one.”

      “Call me Logos. I speak for the Sovereign One. He and I are one.”

      El-Samar Seper glanced at the book tucked under his arm and steeled his resolve.

      “Gracious Logos, I come with an urgent concern that has troubled me since I discovered it.”

      Logos' eyes were like fire, yet they burned with compassion and understanding. “Is that so?”

      “Yes, this gift you gave me.” The Archangel grabbed the Codex firmly in his hands. “It has shown me the futures of all the worlds your hands have made. Countless of these worlds are paradises filled with beauty and wonder. They are places where your absolute will is carried out without fail.” He stopped for a moment, opened the book, and turned several pages. “But then there are worlds like this one. And this one, and this other one.” Each time, he opened and closed the Codex to peer into the history of each world. “These worlds are…flawed.”

      “And what is this flaw you’ve discovered in our design?”

      “In these worlds, your perfect will fails to be achieved. Indeed, these creatures you’ve deigned to create shun your ways, flaunt their failings, and lead the paradise you’ve created for them to ruin. I don’t understand why you’d allow them to exist as they are. Did you not know it would turn out like this?”

      Logos shook his head. “We knew.”

      “Then, why?”

      “The answer you seek is not one that will satisfy you. It is because we love them.”

      “Love…I…I don’t understand. Why would loving them entail allowing them the freedom to wreck themselves?”

      The Voice of the Sovereign One gazed at the perplexed Archangel with loving eyes. “We desired something for them that you cannot fully grasp. They are created in our likeness and our image. All of our works bear the spark of divinity. However, these mortal beings have been imbued with the very nature of the Sovereign One. Thus, they must be free to make their own choices.”

      “But, my lord, there were other possibilities. You could have given them guidance and control over their actions but maintained that they would be most responsive to reasons aimed at the good. Their desires could have been determined to be ordered toward your eternal will. Why must they be allowed to destroy the works of your hands?”

      “Because then the most important part of the nature of the Sovereign One would be futile in them. They were made to be co-creators. Of course, we desire the best for them and eternally will that they would choose good. But nevertheless, it is because we love them we’ve empowered them with the ability to craft and shape their own destiny.”

      “I… This is too lofty for my comprehension. And if this wasn’t enough, the things you must do to save them from themselves, it’s madness.”

      “El-Samar Seper, you are great and wise. We fashioned you this way. However, you seek to peer into the mysteries of eternity. These are for us and us alone. Go now, my child, and consider these things.”

      The Archangel turned and departed, dejected and discouraged. A dark thought rose in his heart. He’d listen if I was like Him.

      Once he’d gone, another figure appeared next to Logos.

      “It’s time.”

      “I know, Neshema, I know. He’s not figured out that the Codex does not reveal his own choices.”

      “I’m afraid not. He will be missed. I’ll seal his essence after the split.”
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            WORKING WITH THE ENEMY

          

        

      

    

    
      The decor of the newly renovated Grand Luminary’s office mainly consisted of his adherents’ luxurious gifts, ranging from statues, paintings, and pottery, all valued in the hundreds of thousands. His most cherished possession, the bronze sculpture head of Sargon the First, was impressively exhibited in a corner mounted on a marble pedestal column. In the center of the opulent room sat a grand desk constructed of polished ebony wood decorated with gold trim.

      Before the desk sat two individuals: the young William Egress and the one and only Diablos. Wanting to impress his prominent visitors, the Grand Luminary wore his notorious deep purple vestment adorned with precious stones and metals.

      He welcomed them with a dazzling smile and folded his hands on the glossy desk. “It’s such an honor to have you both with me today.”

      Diablos began, “For starters, for reasons of professionalism, please address me as Mr. Sam’Mael throughout this meeting.” He looked around at the distinguished office, lingering on the bronze sculpture. “You’ve done well for yourself, Mr. Boswell. You’ve upgraded.” He smirked with one leg gracefully tucked under the other.

      “Given my new UN responsibilities, I thought it was fitting to be highly distinguished when receiving dignitaries from around the world.” Lash pointed toward the wall in front of him, which hung an illuminated painting. “And I guess it’s you I must thank for the Pieter Bruegel painting of The Tower of Babel. I’m flabbergasted by the gift and that you were able to obtain this rare masterpiece.”

      “Not rare,” Diablos corrected him. “This is no copy, but the actual one, signed and dated. It is my gift to you as the Grand Luminary of the World and, I will add, suitable for the work you and Mr. Egress are pursuing—unifying the world as one. I do hope you have good security. By the looks of it, you have very valuable items here.”

      The Grand Luminary nodded in affirmation. “I had my top researcher work with our head of security to install the best that money can buy.”

      Diablos planted both legs firmly on the floor. “Now, let’s get down to brass tacks. I was informed that the Luminosity Centers we promised the public are completed and fully functional.”

      “That is correct,” responded Lash. “And there’s been a large response that all facilities have run out of the Luminosity literature. We are in the process of producing—”

      “Where are we with inoculating the public with the anti-Chimera nanite serum?” Diablos interrupted with a hint of annoyance.

      Feeling undermined, Lash shot him a venomous look. He took a deep breath and answered, “Only twenty-five percent who’ve come to the facilities have taken it. Many are apprehensive, and their concerns range from side effects, to lack of government trust, to being too new.”

      “As Grand Luminary, it is your responsibility to mitigate the populace’s doubt and reassure their safety. It’s imperative that we make strides in deploying the serum sooner than later, so make sure that it becomes the highest priority. No good to have a plethora of lectures if there’s no one to hand them to, is it not?”

      Lash responded with a curt nod.

      Sensing his displeasure, Diablos smiled. “By the way, I want to commend you on the great work in Hong Kong. Mr. Egress conveyed that it was an initiative expertly led and carried out by Luminosity, with no casualties among the task force.” The Daimon could see the man’s chest puff out with a slight smirk on his features. “Eliminating those insurgent female Chimeras made the world a safer place to live.”

      William added, “Lash, the Chief Executive was so pleased with the work that he wishes to meet with you to expand the Luminosity footprint throughout Hong Kong. That’s something.”

      A lopsided smirk appeared on the Grand Luminary’s features. “I oversaw every aspect of that initiative and even hand-picked the tactical teams.”

      “On that subject,” continued Diablos, “where do we stand on the task force enlistment and the human enhancement program?”

      “They are lining up like it was a Black Friday sale,” Lash remarked wittily, but neither of his guests offered a smile. “Ahem…well, we’ve enlisted many from different parts of the world, including active members from special forces teams.

      “I’ve decided only to give the mortal enhancers exclusively to the elites, such as those in the US, British, Russian Armed forces and those alike. I felt they would be most suited and trained to utilize the enhancement fully.”

      “Very intuitive of you, although, correct me if I’m wrong, but I believe that was Mr. Egress’ idea?”

      Lash gulped as his eyes glimpsed over to William. “Yeah, um, he ran the concept past me, but I was the one who instituted it.”

      Diablos smiled cordially. “No need to fret. As long as the plan is coming together.” He crossed his legs and turned his attention to William. “Mr. Egress, expound on the incarceration facilities.”

      “All the facilities have been finalized. We’ve constructed twelve sites. Two each in Asia, North & South America, Africa, Europe, and Australia. We’ve posted…” He paused to express his thoughts accurately. “We’ve posted our elite sentinels as overseers in each. We are, however, short on security personnel.”

      “Excellent news on the completion of the facilities!” Diablos swiftly shifted his eyes toward the Grand Luminary. “We’ll need you to accommodate these facilities with additional security and make sure you include those elites of yours.” His mouth twisted. “Also, moving forward, please ensure that all apprehended Chimeras are taken to the facilities. None should be killed on site.”

      William added, “The UN state members have been informed accordingly, so it’s undeniably a protocol we need to follow.”

      Lash frowned. “I do have a question. How are we supposed to transport them?”

      “Don’t concern yourself over the means of transportation. We’ve very sophisticated means.” Diablos removed a black tarot card depicting a golden infinity snake from his suit pocket. He handed it to Lash, who stared at it inquisitively. “It’s what we call a calling card. Mr. Egress will send you instructions on using and duplicating its technology so that the task force commanders can communicate with our Transporters.”

      Lash was about to ask another question, but Diablos stood from his seat, as did William. “This is all the time I have. We’ll meet soon.” As he walked out of the office, his eyes once again anchored on the bronze head of Sargon the First and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Angie removed her headset and hurled it at the desk in a fit of terror. Her gaze narrowed on the paused monitor screen, staring at Mr. Sam’Mael’s sinister eyes and playful smirk. Did he know I was watching? No one knew that I had installed the surveillance camera in the statue. She was inexplicably overcome with fear. She couldn't shake the feeling that he knew she was watching him.

      “Get a hold of yourself, Angie,” she said to herself, still shaking. “No one knew that I bugged the room.”

      She closed her eyes and took deep breaths to calm her nerves. After counting to ten, her terror was replaced by anger. She could hear the blood rushing through her head.

      Angie pulled out her cell phone and made a call.

      “Mateo Suarez?”

      “Yes?” responded the male voice.

      “This is Angie Watson, Luminosity’s Chief Research Officer. There’s something I need you to see.”

      “Look, have Lash call my secretary. She’ll get something on the books.”

      “This isn’t for Lash. This is about Lash and whom he is actually working for.”

      “Oh! Go on.”

      “I need to show you and can’t say it over the phone. Can we meet?”

      “I’ll text you my details with a date and time.”

      The line went dead.
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            SEEDS OF REBELLION

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was emerging over the horizon, and its first rays of light extended over the lake like a gentle embrace. The sky had been blanketed in darkness for hours, but now it transformed into a magnificent tapestry of oranges and pinks as the morning dawned. The transition from deep hues of blue to bright oranges and pinks happened subtly, eventually giving way to yellows which shone brightly above the farm.

      The morning dew had collected on the grass and glittered like diamonds in the early dawn. Birds chirped happily in celebration of a new day as they flew through crisp air. All around the grounds, the still of the night was being replaced with the sounds and activity of a new day. However, a group of hybrids had been up for quite some time, lined up neatly by the lake, meditating on their knees.

      “When I first tapped into the energies of a Seraphim, I was not fully in balance. Afterward, I lost consciousness and couldn’t really remember the experience,” Gypsy revealed to the group. “That is not what we’re trying to accomplish here today. Tapping into the power of these celestial beings is not just about bringing up sad, desperate memories, but about understanding the depth of the emotions we felt and using them as a conduit to connect to them.”

      The contingent of kneeling hybrids was an equal mix of males and females. Each of the participants in the exercise had their eyes closed as they concentrated on Gypsy’s instructions. The warrior glanced around at their faces and could see the frustration building in their pained expressions.

      “I sense some of you are struggling. Talk to me. What are you feeling?”

      “I don’t feel sadness or desperation. I just feel anger and rage,” a giant Nephilim answered immediately, opening his eyes.

      Gypsy walked over to the young man. “Tell me your name again.”

      “It’s Anemos.”

      “It’s natural for you to feel that fury. Desperation is an exasperating feeling. It saps us of our joy and hope. But, on the other hand, anger is a much more useful emotion in a fight. Paving over sadness with rage is a defense mechanism that has probably helped keep you alive up to this point. However, the enemy we’re now facing can’t be beaten with the tools we’ve used until now. This new threat requires a new approach.”

      Anemos looked down. “It’s just not fair. We were lied to all our lives by our fathers. They stole our childhoods, innocence, and any chance at a normal life. And if that wasn’t enough, now they’re hunting us down like dogs and working with the humans to exterminate us.” Hot, bitter tears welled up in his eyes.

      “And how does that make you feel?”

      “Angry.”

      “And behind the anger, what do you wish your father had done or said to you?”

      The young man thought for a moment. “I wish he’d told me he was proud of me…just once. I did everything he asked, awful, unspeakable things, and it was never right. it was never good enough…I was never good enough.” Streams ran down his face.

      “And what does that make you feel?”

      “Empty, useless…starved and desperate for his acceptance.”

      Gypsy placed her hand on the young man’s shoulder and looked into his eyes. “That’s the feeling you need to hold on to.”

      “Do we need to be sad and in tears every time we use those abilities?” Anemos asked.

      “No, it’s just the easiest way to make the initial connection. Then, once you understand the nature of their energies, you can tap into the abilities of the Seraphim and Cherubim at will. Now let’s go again. Everyone close your eyes and focus.”

      Gypsy felt a rumbling in her leg. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone, and her face beamed when she saw the identity of the caller. She stepped away from the group and answered the call.

      “Hey, princess!”

      “Hey, sissy, sorry to call so early, but I just couldn’t wait.”

      “You never have to apologize to want to speak to your older sister,” Gypsy quipped. “Margaret, I know you’re rolling your eyes.”

      “You came out of mom’s birth canal a minute earlier, but you’ll never stop lording it over me,” Margaret joked. “But listen, I have something important to tell you.”

      “What is it?”

      “We found Sefina’s siblings. Or, more accurately, we found where they are being held.”

      “That’s wonderful news. So when are you going to fetch them? Does that mean you’ll come by and visit after you’ve rescued them?”

      Margaret raised the pitch of her voice. “Yea, about that. So, it turns out, they’re in one of the hybrid concentration camps. The one in central Pennsylvania. We were actually hoping to stop by your place to regroup and plan our next move.”

      “Yes, yes, of course. I’m sure we’ll be able to provide more than just a pit stop. When will you get here?”

      Margaret sighed. “It will take a few days, unfortunately. Airports are out of the question. They all have hybrid detection. Luckily, we were in northern Mexico and are already driving up toward you.”

      “Ok, be careful. I’ll inform everyone here you’re coming.”

      “Alrighty, sissy, talk to you soon.”

      “Bye.”
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        * * *

      

      A loud murmur filled the cottage several miles from the farm. The faces of the male hybrids in the cabin were somber and dire.

      “I don’t know about this, Katastrofi,” complained a bedridden middle-aged man. “This all sounds a bit too extreme, even for us.”

      The former Son of the Lords wheeled his chair around to face the speaker. “What’s to know, Charon? Are you content living out the rest of your days as a cripple?”

      Charon opened his mouth to speak but closed it again, frowning.

      “I didn’t think so. This is the best course of action to regain our former honor and prove our loyalty to Diablos and his champion.”

      “Brah, I keep telling you, they dogged us out,” a third hybrid put in.

      Katastrofi narrowed his eyes and glared at the man. “You’re wrong about this, Freyr.”

      “Nah, man. I know what I saw. The Daimons replaced us with those new super Nephilim. Those things are completely unkillable and freaky as crap, too. I heard one of them even has two heads.”

      “It’s all part of Diablos’ plan. I’m sure those creatures are Nephilim that have been rewarded for their loyalty. What do you think he’ll give us when we hand him the women who have been a thorn in his plans.”

      Freyr rolled his eyes. “You drank the Kool-Aid hard. They don’t want us, man. Those things were exterminating Nephilim. On top of that, your precious champion, Therion, he’s living the good life as the world’s darling now. He exposed our existence to humans and armed them with all kinds of weapons. Cut the crap, brah. It’s over for us. This place is all we have left.”

      Several of the other hybrids in the cabin nodded along. Rage flashed in Katastrofi’s eyes.

      The entrance to the cottage swung open. “Ahh, Crypto. You’re just in time,” Katastrofi announced.

      “I don’t have long.”

      Charon raised an eyebrow, “What’s he doing here? He’s John’s new lapdog.”

      Katastrofi smirked. “He’s our inside man. Tell them.”

      Crypto glanced around the room. “These weaklings are vulnerable. Their sense of security is mostly based on their remote location and their cloaking magic. But they’re susceptible to an attack from within. And we need to act soon.”

      “Why’s that?” Charon asked.

      “They are in touch with female terrorists around the world,” Crypto lied. “Have we forgotten how many of us those women have killed? I think they are trying to make us complacent and weak like them. The forces of Diablos will find this place eventually. Do you think they’ll spare us if they see us breaking bread with them?”

      The hybrids in the room glanced at each other, and several shook their heads.

      “That’s right, my brothers,” Katastrofi interjected. “There’s nothing too extreme or too cruel when it comes to ensuring our survival. This world will soon be completely under Diablos’ control. Do you want to be cattle or kings?”

      A deadly silence settled over the room.
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            AN UNEXPECTED VISIT

          

        

      

    

    
      In Another World

      Cold sweat stained the thick sheet in the dark, quiet room. Oneiri tossed and turned in the bed as she whimpered in her sleep. She jolted awake, panting heavily, sweat and tears dripping down her face. The young woman sat up and hugged her legs. “It was only a nightmare. Just a nightmare,” she reassured herself. She fixed her gaze on the rays of light entering through the grated windows and focused on normalizing her breathing.

      Her door slid open, and Libby casually waltzed into the room. “Oh good, you’re up. Get dressed, Blondie. Time to train.”

      Oneiri rolled her eyes and grunted but didn’t protest. As quickly as she’d appeared, Libby turned around and exited the room. Alone again in the room, Oneiri threw the sheets off, peeled off the soaked tank top, and jumped into the shower. Within minutes, she was dressed and meeting up with Theresa and Libby on the lowest floor of the building.

      “Hey, how’d you sleep?” Theresa greeted her.

      “Like a baby,” Oneiri answered. “Woke up every few hours and cried.”

      The middle-aged woman chuckled, and Libby cracked a small, nearly invisible, smile.

      “Well, grab some nutrition from the vending machine, and let’s be on our way.”

      The curly-haired blonde nodded and walked to a machine with a large screen depicting various meals and foods. She tapped the screen several times and waved a small device strapped to her wrist in front of the contraption. Seconds later, a compartment opened with a steaming bowl of a suspicious-looking gelatinous substance. Oneiri grabbed the dish and downed its contents as she walked out of the structure with her companions. The trio entered a large vehicle.

      “Good morning, ladies!”

      “Good morning, Matt,” Theresa responded.

      Oneiri smiled politely and Libby waved slightly.

      “Alrighty, I’ll have you at the training grounds in a jiffy.”

      The drive was mostly spent in silence. Oneiri stared out the window at nothing in particular while her thoughts wandered from worry to worry. It had been over a week since the incident with the cyborg and almost as long since she’d been training to control her abilities with little to no progress. The frustration was apparent on her face.

      “Brooding and scowling is my look,” Libby teased. “Get your own.”

      Oneiri cracked a small smile and drew a deep breath.

      “Here we are,” Matt announced. “I have to run a few errands for Yousef and Rufus. I’ll be back later to pick you up.”

      “Thank you, Matt. You’re very much appreciated,” Theresa assured him.

      The young man beamed. “It’s no trouble at all.”

      The women exited the vehicle and stood in front of a massive building with a pair of large sliding doors that covered almost the entire length of its face. Cut out in the right-most door was a human-sized entrance that the trio used to enter the structure. The inside was empty save for a few dozen vermin that scurried away when the women entered.

      “Do you want to tell us about it?” asked Theresa as she turned to the younger blonde.

      “Huh?”

      “Whatever it is that you’re dreaming that’s keeping you up at night?”

      “It’s…it’s nothing. Let’s just train.”

      “Okay. Let’s keep trying the exercise to unlock your speed without losing control.” Theresa walked several hundred feet away from Oneiri and turned to face her. She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and held it in her right hand. “Take this from me before I can react and return to your current location.”

      “All right.”

      Oneiri closed her eyes, breathed deep, then opened them, fixing her gaze on her target. She dashed forward at an incredible speed and reached the cloth, but before she could grab it, Theresa moved it out of reach.

      “Too slow. Again!”

      The young lady grunted and huffed as she returned to her starting position and reset her focus. She pinched her cheeks and stretched her arms and legs before attempting to steal the handkerchief one more time.

      “You’re holding back,” Theresa stated when the curly-haired woman failed again.

      “Arrggghh,” Oneiri yelped in exasperation.

      “In the world you came from, this level of speed might have been enough to deal with whatever enemies you encountered, but it’s nowhere near enough for the battle ahead of us. Go again!”

      A deep-set furrow marred Oneiri’s soft features, and she was breathing fast. She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes as sparks of energy danced in her hair. Libby had been watching the exchange quietly from several yards away, and now she tensed her muscles and prepared herself.

      Oneiri disappeared from her location and appeared directly in front of Theresa, her hand clutching the cloth tightly.

      “Okay, good. Now, maintain control of your emotions and thoughts.”

      “I’m trying. I…I think I’m okay. I’m…I’m…I’m losing it. I can’t control it.” Her voice cracked as a tear appeared several feet from her.

      Libby jumped into action and punched Oneiri in the gut, forcing all of the wind out of her lungs and dropping her to the floor. The portal disappeared immediately and the sparks in her hair stopped.

      “I swear you enjoy this a little too much,” the young woman stated after she’d caught her breath.

      Libby smirked. “This gig has its perks.”

      Oneiri got up to return to her starting position, but Theresa grabbed her arm.

      “We need to talk about what’s bothering you.”

      “No, we don’t. I just need to figure out how to get a handle on this. I feel like I’m getting closer. It just slips away from me at the last second.”

      “Libby and I aren’t always going to be next to you to stop you from losing control. So just getting a handle isn’t enough.”

      Oneiri yanked her arm free from Theresa’s grasp. “It took you years of training in remote isolation to find balance. Libby trained under Dayyana her entire life to unlock full control of her abilities. So cut me some slack, all right?”

      Theresa’s eyes softened. “You had years to master your abilities as you fought Iblis and his armies. Your problem isn’t time or talent. It’s fear. You’re ruled by it and until you name, isolate, and dominate it, you will forever be its slave. What are you afraid of? What is it you dream?”

      “That would seem obvious. I’m afraid of opening a portal to some hellish landscape and getting stuck there.”

      “No, that’s not what keeps you up at night. So what do you dream?”

      The young lady flared her nostrils and rolled her eyes. “That’s irrelevant. I’ve been on my own for a quarter of my life, leading armies and fighting literal demons. I don’t have time to battle my metaphorical ones.”

      “What’s in your dream?”

      Oneiri’s eyes welled up with tears, and her cheeks reddened. “I…I see the night I first disappeared from my world. I see myself fighting to save everyone but right when I’m needed the most, I vanish and leave them to some horrible fate. You want to know what I’m afraid of. I’m afraid of letting everyone down again. I’m terrified of abandoning my family in their hour of greatest need. Maybe that’s all I am, all I’m good for.”

      Theresa moved to approach Oneiri, but Libby shook her head.

      “Listen up, Blondie. When I was a child, I grew up constantly surrounded by death. Dayyana’s obsession with meting out justice filtered down to me. My struggle in unlocking my powers wasn’t fear. It was rage. I saw everyone as beneath me, insects merely waiting to be squashed. And while Primals probably don’t have the best parental instincts, she taught me a valuable lesson. Like it or not, that rage was a part of me and always would be. She taught me to channel it toward the end I desired, to use it on the deserving but stow it away from those who weren’t. Your problem is that you are trying to erase your fear, but that would be to erase a part of yourself, your history. Instead, you should master it and let it fuel you so that you can avoid the end you don’t desire.”

      Oneiri looked intently into Libby’s stardust eyes, settled her breathing, and wiped the moistness from her eyes. Revelation washed over her like rain on a hot summer day. She stood straight, and tri-colored sparks of energy again raced furiously between her curls. She held up her hands. In one, she held a blade. In the other, a handkerchief. Theresa looked at her hand, and Libby checked her sheath.

      “Well, I’ll be…”

      The women’s joy was cut short as a crimson swirl appeared a dozen yards from them.

      “I don’t think that’s me,” Oneiri clarified.

      “It’s not. Only one being in each world creates red portals,” Theresa explained.

      Seconds later, a tall woman stepped through the swirl, and it swiftly disappeared behind her. The woman stood with an air of mystery. Her beauty was captivating. Her long dark hair cascaded over her shoulders and down to the small of her back, framing a face that shimmered like porcelain in the light. Her eyes were deep brown, filled with ambition and seductive passion. Two horns curved gracefully, spiraling inwards from the top of her head, adding an ethereal touch to her already enchanting presence.

      “Ahh, finally, we’re able to meet. There’s been so much buzz among my forces about these women who can contend with my most powerful Morlocks. I just had to come to see you for myself.”

      The three women froze, a cold chill going up and down each of their spines.

      “But where are my manners? The people call me Morgan Fay, but you can call me by my older, truer name, Lilith.”

      Theresa shook off the stupor first. “Funny how every version of you picks strange names.”

      Lilith’s eyes narrowed momentarily but quickly returned to her seductive glare. “Oh, my. Well, aren’t we well-informed…and well-traveled, it would seem.” The Queen of the Sullied sniffed the air. “The mark of other worlds is barely noticeable on you two, but I can still detect it. However, you…” She turned her gaze to Oneiri. “You’re a fresh arrival. I’m curious. Which Archangel is meddling in the affairs of my world? Please don’t tell me it’s that bore, Haniel.”

      The Sullied studied the women as she wove the conversation. When she noticed the sparks of energy still flowing in Oneiri’s hair, her eyes widened.

      “That energy…those colors…just what are you, child?” she asked rhetorically, licking her lips. “Oh, I must have you for my collection. You are something special.”

      Lilith dashed toward Oneiri, her well-manicured hands outstretched, and a red portal opened behind the young woman. When the Sullied reached the spot where her target had been standing, though, there was no one.

      “I’m over here, witch,” Oneiri taunted from several yards away, standing with her back to the entrance.

      “Well, aren’t you the most interesting prey. That speed far surpasses that of even my strongest warriors. I must know the source of your power. Run all you want. This is my world. I always get what I want.”

      “That’s what you want everyone to believe,” Theresa suggested. “However, even though you have control of this world, Haniel never came for you. That must mean you never managed to corrupt the guardian of this world. Lilith the Temptress couldn’t do what so many other of your counterparts accomplished without your…charms.”

      A fit of rage flashed in the Sullied’s eyes and a pair of black, bat-like wings sprung from her back. Her skin became pale and haunting, and her eyes shone bright red.

      Libby manifested her purple mist and disappeared. Theresa placed her hands in front of her in a defensive stance.

      Lilith’s crimson eyes darted back and forth. “You’re all unique. I must have you all.”

      “Hey everyone, I was in the neighborhood. How’s the training—” a male voice called. “What the frag is that?” he yelped when he registered the events unfolding.

      “Yousef, get out of here!” Theresa yelled.

      The Mistress of the Morlocks smirked and dashed toward Oneiri again, who easily avoided her assailant. Lilith didn’t stop, though. She continued on her current trajectory until she reached Yousef’s location. She grabbed the young man by his bionic arm, hoisted him, and held him.

      “You’ll all be mine one way or another. If you don’t want me to feed this little piggy to my girls, come to my fortress and surrender yourselves to me. You have until tomorrow.”

      A red swirl appeared behind Lilith. Oneiri dashed toward the pair, but Lilith and Yousef disappeared through the portal before she could reach them, and the crimson gateway closed immediately.

      “Damn it! What do we do now?” Oneiri screamed.

      Theresa relaxed her stance and breathed deeply. “Now, we hope Rufus has something figured out on how to stop Lilith. Let’s contact Matt and head back.”
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            BITTERSWEET REUNION

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s so great to see you again, sis!” exclaimed Gypsy, her face blushing with excitement as she embraced her twin sister.

      “Same here, sissy!” She gazed into her sister’s pearly blue eyes. “Gosh, we speak to each other about every other day, but how I missed you.”

      “Yeah, it feels like ages.”

      Margaret inhaled the fresh country air and took a gander at the rustic setting. “Bloody hell! This place is surely beautiful.”

      “Yeah,” Gypsy replied unenthusiastically. “I still prefer the city.”

      “You can take the city girl out of the city, but you can’t take the city out of the city girl.”

      “That’s right. Something like that,” Gypsy said, laughing. Her eyes were drawn to the impressive-looking young man behind her sister. He was tall and had a muscular build. His skin had the tan of someone who spent long days out in the sun. His eyes were a deep brown, and his dark hair was curled in a messy yet chic manner. “That can’t be Leo?”

      “Hello, Gypsy.” Leo flashed a huge grin at her. He extended his brawny arms and gave the warrior a welcoming embrace.

      With a slackened jaw and raised eyebrows, she turned to Margaret. “This can’t be the same little boy that left us years ago?” She gazed up at him. “And so handsome, too!”

      A few feet from the group strolled a petite, five-three woman carrying a few pieces of luggage. Her Polynesian heritage was evident in her dark, sun-kissed skin and thick black hair that fell in loose waves down her back.

      “Hey, Peanut, I’ll take care of the luggage,” Leo offered in a deep masculine voice. He marched toward the girl and relieved her.

      “Keep calling me Peanut, and I’ll peanut my fist in your face,” she quipped.

      “Aloha, Sefina!” Gypsy walked over with arms wide open. “Lovely to see you again.”

      “Same here!” Sefina smiled graciously. “And thanks again for your offer to help my siblings.”

      “Sure thing, girl.”

      A distant and excited female voice called, “Is that my Leo?” A form rushed as if shot out of a cannon toward him and could barely wrap her arms around him.

      Dropping the luggage, he took her in his arms. “Angel!”

      “¡Muchacho! ¿Que te paso?” Angel looked him over head to toe. “What happened to you, man? Look at you… You’re all grown and stuff.”

      “Margaret had me eating all my spinach.”

      “Good! But no matter how tall you get, I’m still your big sister.” She poked him in his chest. “Don’t forget that.”

      “Can’t never forget that,” he replied with a wide grin.

      After welcoming the other two newcomers, Angel turned back to her brother. “Come. I want you to say hi to the girls, and there’s a friend I want you to meet.”

      “OK? There’s a friend you want me to meet.” He turned back to Sefina. “Hey, Peanut, I’ll come back for the luggage.”

      The Hawaiian fighter gave him a sneering look and lifted her fist jestingly. “He’s becoming a real pain in my butt.”

      The twins chuckled.

      “Let me help you with that,” Gypsy offered and went for the luggage. “It’ll give me a chance to show you where you are staying, and thereafter, we’ll get down to business. Freeing your brother and sister.”
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      The cafeteria was bustling with energy and the smell of freshly cooked food. It was a large, open space with walls still in their natural wood color and few windows. The room was brightly lit by fluorescent lights overhead, illuminating long rows of tables and chairs filled to capacity.

      Angel took her brother’s hand and led him through a congested space in the direction of a corner table where Pretzel, Reina, Kitty, and Adrian were sitting. Amazed at his physical appearance, the four ladies greeted Leo and all sat at the table.

      “Leo, this is our good friend Adrian, and Adrian, this is my brother Leo.” She had a beaming face when she introduced him.

      Reina cupped a hand over her mouth and, pointing at Angel, drawled in a whisper to Leo, “He’s more than a friend.”

      Angel gave Reina a playful slap on the arm and asked, “What did you say to him?”

      “Nothing.” The perky girl pursed her lips in a smirk.

      “Great to meet you, Leo. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “Nice to meet you as well,” he said as he shook his hand. The young man’s eyes were drawn to Adrian’s shirt that read, “Due to inflation of idiocy, dumb looks are no longer free.”

      Adrian glanced down at his shirt. “Yeah, that’s me. I have a whole collection of these shirts. Angel knows how much I like ’em, so she got me one.”

      Sitting across from them, Leo’s eyes shifted between Angel and the friend sitting next to her. “So, um, are the two of you a couple?”

      “No!” Angel blurted, then giggled. Her face blushed redder than a canned tomato.

      Adrian’s complexion was similar to hers. “Yeah… we, you know, are like good friends, right?” he stuttered, glancing shyly at Angel.

      “Yeah, I think we are good friends, you know,” she replied awkwardly.

      Pretzel tapped her watch. “Well, you both better figure that out soon because, uh, the world is coming to an end.”

      The group burst into laughter.
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      The air was thick with tension as they discussed their plan of attack. The Nephilim at the old cottage gathered around a wooden table with maps and papers in front of them. A few faces showed intensity and determination, while the majority wore expressions of uncertainty and worry.

      “Katastrofi, we don’t have numbers to attack, man!” one of the nervous-looking Nephilim insisted. “They’ve got those witches over there, including that Daimon Killer.”

      Katastrofi shook his head firmly. “Fotia, it isn’t about having more numbers than our opponents. It is about having a good strategy that will lead to victory. All things considered, we have the ability, agility, and power to overcome them. And about that Daimon Killer, she’s overrated. Her ability only extends to Daimons. She’s as weak as the rest.”

      The Nephilim looked at Katastrofi, his expression skeptical. “But, maybe, we should wait and recruit more folks, dude.”

      The Son of the Lord pounded his fist on the table with fervor. His voice boomed throughout the cottage. “The time is now or never! You hear me!” He slowly and deliberately flashed his angry eyes at those around the table. “Look at us! Nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. We are the mighty heroes destined to rule the Earth, not to be cooped up like chickens!” He cleared the spittle from his lips after letting out a deafening yell.

      The moment of indecision was forgotten as every head in the room nodded in agreement. A wave of energy spread through the group, and soon enough, everyone's hearts were beating with one accord. As the group dispersed, ready to execute their mission, Katastrofi was granted a sweeping view out the window. A sly smile crossed to his features.

      “You wanted more numbers?” He gestured to the group while pointing toward the window. “There’s no better number than those: Pytho and Aner!”

      He frantically propelled his wheelchair forward, maneuvering easily past several obstacles, and hurtled through the front door to reunite with his old comrades. “My friends, you don’t know how good it is to see you.”

      “Katastrofi!” They were both in a state of shock. Their eyes widened at his incapacitated condition as they gazed upon him for the first time since the banishment of his Daimon father. Once a formidable figure, only surpassed by Therion in strength, they were perplexed to see him reduced to the seat of a wheelchair.

      He followed their eyes. “Ah, my disgraceful shame, but your presence has given me new hope, my brothers! How did you find me?”

      “Father alerted me of your whereabouts. He mentioned you were here along with others of our kind,” Pytho explained.

      “Not just any kind. An army! My brothers! One that will aid us in reclaiming what is rightfully ours.” His eyes were bright with determination as his wheelchair began to move. “Come and see them for yourself.”

      “Katastrofi,” started Pytho. “We didn’t come to engage in a fight. We came here for refuge.”

      “Refuge?” Katastrofi looked skeptically at Pytho and bellowed laughter. “You always possessed the wittiest sense of humor among all of us.”

      “This is no laughing matter.” Aner enunciated his words grimly. His attention was momentarily drawn to the men tramping out of the cottage. “It has become apparent that all we were instructed in was a falsehood. We were deceived with promises of a so-called ‘new world order.’ We were nothing more than pieces on Diablos’ gameboard, mere disposable pawns to be moved when it suited his purpose. Now that we have outlived our usefulness to him, we have been marked for our ultimate demise.”

      A hint of a smirk played at the corners of Katastrofi’s lips as if he were entertaining the notion that this was all some twisted jest. The longer he surveyed the visages of his comrades, though, the more the reality of their words dawned on him, and the belief slowly dissipated from his countenance.

      “But Therion is back. He can help us or, better yet, he can bring down Diablos,” he stated.

      “Therion had the rest of the Sons of the Lords killed with his new legions called the Sons of the Damned. Only Aner and I survived. This is not the Therion we once knew.” Pytho shook his head, still in a state of shock. “He’s no longer an individual with his own will but corrupted and influenced by Diablos’ power that even my own abilities cannot match.”

      “So, this is it?” Katastrofi pressed, still striving to maintain a sense of hope.

      “Regrettably, that is the case,” responded Aner with a somber nod. “We must reconcile to the realization that our perceived position as saviors was a falsified construct. We were, in fact, predators of the world which have now become its prey.”
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            THE GATES OF HELL

          

        

      

    

    
      The faces of the Children of Kyrios encircling the large rectangular table were etched with a sense of earnestness, resolve, and solidarity. The room was still, save for the sound of shuffling feet and sporadic seasonal coughs. Every eye was trained on the figure standing at the center of the table as she expounded on the intricacies of the megastructure facility depicted in the schematics before her.

      Coming to a decision, Gypsy lifted her slim index finger away from the blueprints and brushed back a strand of hair that obstructed her eye. She cast her gaze about the room, taking in the gathering of male and female hybrids who had joined this endeavor. Her glance flitted from the familiar faces of Cookie, Dough, Asante, and Pretzel standing at her right to Angel, Kitty, Leo, Reina, and Shiloh at her left. Her eyes shifted to Sefina, Adrian, and Hope, but her gaze came to rest on her beloved twin, Margaret.

      She took a deep breath before she began. “Team, I know we’ve received the all-clear from the council for this rescue mission, but I wouldn’t lie, this will definitely be one of the most dangerous missions we’ve ever taken on. No one should feel obligated to participate, nor will we hold it against you if you decide to walk away. This is a do-or-die initiative.”

      “We’re with you, Gypsy,” Margaret vowed, using her sister’s Memento Vivere name.

      Gypsy smiled and nodded back.

      “As I previously stated, the exact level of security surrounding this facility is currently unknown to us. However, our intel suggests that a member of the ‘Sons of the Damned’ may be stationed there. Our most probable means of entry is through the subterranean sewage network. This approach will bring us to the southern flank of the facility.” She pointed to the blueprint and slid her finger across. “We’ll need to traverse a distance of approximately five yards to reach the northern flank. This is where we suspect the hybrids are being detained.”

      Shiloh broke in. “Given what you said earlier about their surveillance system, how are we going to move without being detected?”

      “Hope was able to obtain intricate network security files on the facilities from Dr. Ostero’s flash drive. The only catch is she’ll need to connect her system to the tower grid.” She opened a rolled map of the area and pointed. “It’s located here. Once connected, she’ll be able to hack their security system.”

      “Is the tower grid guarded?”

      “No,” blurted Adrian, and blushed. “Sorry, Gypsy.”

      “It’s OK. Go on.” Gypsy winked at him.

      “All right,” he continued enthusiastically. “You all know I'm in this online conspiracy group. Most of them ain't buying into this UN and Chimeras stuff. I hit up a trusted source of the group living in the area and asked if he could send one of his drones to check out this spot. Turns out, there ain't no guards, just a fence. He sent me the footage, which I shared with Gypsy. He's been checking it like crazy, and nothing's changed. He even lost a drone attempting to spy on the facility.”

      “Thanks, Adrian.”

      Cookie pointed at the center of the schematic and asked Gypsy, “Are these the huge steel structures to which we plan to attach the explosives?”

      “That’s right. Given what we think they are, we think it’ll bring down the whole facility.”

      “But what is it?” Angel asked.

      “Some energy magnetic fields. From what we’ve learned, these structures harness some form of electromagnetic energy. Though the specifics of how the energy is being produced or for what reason is unknown.” Gypsy’s attention returned to Cookie and her sister, Dough. “The plan is to rescue every single hybrid in this place, so we can’t proceed to destroy this place until everyone is out.”

      “Yasss!” Dough remarked. “Cookie and I will keep to the plan.”

      The senior warrior continued. “Moving on. By now, everyone should know to which of the four tactical teams they belong. I’ve given each group a code name for intercommunication.

      “Team Thunderstrike will be led by Cookie and Dough. Along with Queeny, this team will be in charge of lighting up the freaking places once we are done.” She narrowed her sight on the people sitting across from her. “Margaret will lead Shadow Squadron. She’ll be joined by Hope and Adrian, who will handle all of the network security and communications. They’ll be stationed at the tower. Asante and Reina will oversee team Delta Rescue. They’ll be joined by Leo and a few other team members and will handle the transportation. Last but not least will be the Predator Platoon. I’ll head this team, and joining me will be Shiloh, Pretzel, Angel, Kitty, and Sefina. Our job is to locate the hybrids and get them out.”

      She glanced at Angel and Kitty. “We are the group that may experience the most hostile turf. Your gift may be the only protection against the Sons of the Damned. I have brought up Sefina in her Seraphim training. We stand a fighting chance given the group’s combat skill set and your ability.”

      “We got it,” affirmed Angel, grasping Kitty’s hand.

      “I have one question.” Kitty’s voice was low and deliberate. “Are we using any weapons for this mission?”

      “No weapons. We’ll be depending on our Seraphim and Cherubim heavenly protection.”

      She smirked and winked at the ladies. “We leave at noon tomorrow, and everyone is to wear black clothing. It’ll be a three-and-a-half-hour drive from here to central Pennsylvania. Due to the BC devices located in many locations, there’ll be no pit stops. We’ve already secured extra fuel, so the plan is to drive straight through and return the same way.”

      Pointing to the area map, Gypsy pressed on, “Team Thunderstrike and Predator Platoon will rendezvous at midnight at this spot, where we will need to endure a one-mile hike of pure crap. Once inside the facility, we’ll split to our designated destination.” She took one more glance at the group. “And one more thing: may the Sovereign One help us.”
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      The facility loomed ahead, a monstrous industrial sprawl that seemed to stretch forever. The air above was thick with the acrid stench of burning gas, and plumes of smoke rose from the smokestacks of the factories that dotted the landscape. The full moon showed the sky obscured by a thick gray haze, casting the entire area in a gloomy and oppressive light.

      Towering at the heart of it all was the mega-magnetic structure, a colossal monolith of gleaming steel and shimmering metal. Its surface was adorned with intricate patterns and complex geometric shapes, each glowing with a pulsing energy that seemed to radiate outwards. The structure was connected to a network of massive cables and conduits that snaked out in every direction, crackling with an intense electromagnetic force. The entire facility hummed with the sound of power generators and high-tech machinery, and the air around it was thick with the smell of ozone and the taste of metal.

      Cookie handed the binoculars to Dough and, with an English accent, quipped, “Peek through these lenses, my dear sister, for I fear we have stumbled upon the gates of hell.”

      “And soon, we’ll get the stench of it, too,” added Gypsy. “All right, teams, let’s do our thing.” After getting the clearance from Margaret, she shot a pointed glance to one of the twins, who yanked up the hefty steel manhole cover.

      “This is it.” The senior warrior wrapped the straps around her head. “Lights, masks, and action!”

      The group trudged through the dank sewer, splashing through the putrid and murky waters. The walls were slick with moisture, and the cracks in the ground oozed with a slimy green liquid. Every step brought another splash of rancid liquid beyond the shielding of their masks, and the deeper they traveled, the fouler the stench of rot and decay. They made their way through a labyrinth of narrow tunnels, dodging debris and river rats.

      Finally, they reached a large door labeled Mechanical Room, which seemed to be the entrance to the facility. After a few minutes of work they opened it, and the group rushed in. They emerged into a large area lined with pipes and valves of varying sizes. The atmosphere was thick with the acrid smell of smoke, and pipes were hissing and leaking as if trying to send out a warning about what lurked in these dark depths.

      Removing their masks, Gypsy gave Team Thunderstrike a nod. The team secured their backpack straps and dashed to their assigned area.

      Once out of the Mechanical Room, Gypsy pressed her telecommunication device and called for Hope. “We are in the main corridor. Tell us where to go from here, girl!”

      “Continue forward for about thirty yards. From the surveillance footage, I see several guards, but I can navigate you away from them.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Following Hope’s direction every step of the way, Predator Platoon rushed through the factory facility, taking in the disconcerting sights and sounds—mainly the humming of electrical grids that seemed to permeate every corner of this abhorrent place. Despite it all, they pushed forward, sprinting through winding hallways to breach the northern flank.

      After minutes that seemed like hours, Hope reported, “Through those doors. There should be a large opening and at the end of it, go through the bottom door.”

      “Got it!” Gypsy replied.

      As they raced into the room, Shiloh stopped in his tracks and motioned for the group to do the same. They stood in a vast and dim area with high ceilings and exposed steel beams. Right above them were mezzanine walkways suspended high above the floor, providing a bird's-eye view of the center of the room. The walkways were made of metal grating and were accessible by a set of narrow stairs on either side.

      Gypsy shot up an eyebrow. “What’s up, Shiloh?”

      “I don’t know… I feel strange. Something is off.” Shiloh tapped the middle of his chest.

      “What do you mean? We’ve got to move on. Time is of the essence.”

      “I’m getting a keen sense of alertness. Does that mean anything?”

      The warrior shook her head. “I have no freaking clue,” she whispered, upset and confused.

      “When I get those, it means something good or bad is going to happen,” Kitty volunteered. She gave him a blank expression. “Mostly, bad.”

      Gypsy tried to communicate with Hope, but her telecommunication device wasn’t working.

      As she realized this, the room's lights went on brightly, blinding the group for a moment. They quickly realized they were not alone. Above them on the mezzanine walkways, guards dressed in military camouflage pointed firearms at them. Among them stood a man dressed in camo, smoking a cigar and wearing a million-dollar grin.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t the indisputable Iron Fist Lady, Kryia. Or is it Gypsy, I forget. And I see you brought your band of merry hybrids.” The man’s voice was gruff. “You won’t be able to communicate. I’m blocking the signal.” He raised a block box to her sight.

      “Zaidu!” Gypsy murmured under her breath. Her eyes blazed with fury.

      He gestured with his cigar toward the group, a wry smirk on his lips. “Looks like you’ve reunited the band and brought along my two personal favorites: the Volcanic Flame, Sefina, and Angelica, the Utukku slayer.” He paced slowly across the metal grating, and the clanking sound of his footsteps filled the room as he kept a watchful eye on the group to study their reactions.

      “You know, it’s a good thing you stopped.” He pointed with his cigar. “Right through those doors, inside that room, is high voltage equipment. Huge mechanical machines constantly flickering sparks that would’ve zapped you all at one touch. The plan was to shock you.” He smiled. “Literally.”

      He stopped and leaned on the metal rails. “I’m glad you did, because we needed more subjects like you still intact. We were running low. Busy week.” He arched an eyebrow. “Orders are we are to incarcerate every Chimera—I guess that’s what they are calling you these days—and suck the living daylights out of you and dispose of your dead corpses.” He pursed his lips with a hint of disappointment. “I prefer the old way, which was to watch you all beat the living hell out of each other in a big arena, but no matter. The new way is still fun to watch.”

      Gypsy studied him closely. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, you don’t know.” Once he realized his cigar had extinguished, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a lighter. “Excuse my laymen’s terms. I’m not technical, but they have this huge machine they place you in, right? Once the crazy scientists have you secure, they turn on the machinery and begin extracting the hybrid out of you. It then travels to those towering energy pods, or whatever you want to call them, and gets stored there for some future purpose.” He shrugged his shoulder. “I just hope it doesn’t cause cancer.” Zaidu lit his cigar.

      “Oh, one more thing, before I have my men shoot you with their antihybrid guns, we knew you were coming. We ransacked this guy’s house full of drones, and he gave us a tip. We took extra security measures and honeypotted your hacker. Once we are done with you, we’ll pick up your friends at the tower and those heading over to the energy pods.”

      “You father-mocker!” Gypsy cursed.

      “And it’s always a pleasure doing business with you, too.” He smiled, then ordered, “Shoot them!”

      Instinctively, Shiloh dropped to his knees and extended his arms. A translucent red barrier enveloped the group, shielding them from harm, and when the guards fired their weapons, the bullets bounced harmlessly off the protective field like rubber balls hitting a wall. Seeing that their bullets were ineffective, they stopped.

      “Don’t stop you, morons! Keep shooting at them!” Zaidu boomed in shock.

      The guards continued their relentless barrage, but the ethereal shield held.

      Sefina felt a strange energy well up inside her. She closed her eyes and flung her arms wide, and with a deafening roar she unleashed a barrage of radiant blue arrows. The deadly projectiles flew in every direction, leaving a trail of destruction in their wake. Only her friends were left standing when she reopened her eyes. Seeing a slight movement from Zaidu, she bounded up the narrow stairs and marched to his location.

      “Where are Alana and Kane?” she demanded, gazing into the man’s lacerated face.

      With his last breath, he weakly extended a trembling finger to the door a few feet away before succumbing to death.

      Sefina observed that the massive industrial door was equipped with a key card entry system. She looked back at Zaidu and saw a key card on the lifeless body. The Hawaiian warrior grabbed it and dashed to open the door. Entering the spacious chamber, she found a large gathering of men and women chained to the wall. “Alana, Kane, are you here?”

      From a corner, a young female returned the call. “Sefina?” The voice was soft and hoarse, but sufficient to get the girl’s attention.

      As if pulled by gravity, she ran to the chained brother and sister and embraced them in joyful tears.

      Gypsy and the rest of the group caught up to Sefina and rushed to her side. Gypsy made a quick assessment and saw that the male and female hybrids were chained to some mechanical apparatus. She looked to her right and located a rectangular red box with several dials. She rushed to it and pressed the one labeled: Release All, and every hybrid was unfettered the moment she did.

      Raising her voice, she thundered, “Listen up, everyone! This is a rescue mission, but it has been compromised. We need to leave now. Is everyone able to walk?”

      They all nodded.

      “All right! Then get your butts off the floor and let’s get the heck out of here.”

      Predator Platoon and the freed hybrids rushed through the facility’s winding and labyrinthian corridors.

      Once she was able to, Gypsy picked up her communication device. “Teams, we’ve found the hybrids but have been compromised. Margaret, get your group out of the tower and meet us at the rendezvous point. Cookie, Dough, and Queeny begin to set the explosive and then meet us at the Mechanical Room.”

      Their loud panting was drowned out by the deafening blare of alarms. Panic set in as they scrambled to escape with every bit of strength they could summon.

      As the alarms continued to wail, a team of security guards rushed into their path several yards ahead.

      “We are not stopping!” yelled Gypsy. “Shiloh, whatever you did before, do it again!”

      The transparent red field reappeared as shots rang out, and, as before, each shot bounced off the shield's surface. Sefina thrust her hand forward and unleashed another dazzling deluge of azure arrows that blazed through the air to strike the guards and clearing a path for the group to move on.

      They were halted within reach of their exit by an abnormally tall and stark figure whose countenance reflected doom. “Who has disturbed the sanctuary of Nehele?” His voice was deep and menacing.

      Gypsy stepped forward and took a fighting stance. A bluish light appeared through her missing limb.

      “This freaking witch did!”

      The Son of the Damned charged, aiming to overpower her with brute strength. But the warrior was quick and agile, easily dodging his lumbering attacks.

      She landed a series of quick jabs and hooks using her RSP hand, and the giant man stumbled backward with surprise etched on his face.

      He roared and lunged toward her again, his massive fists swinging wildly. Gypsy darted around him. Her speed and agility gave her the upper hand, but as she turned for a return attack, he landed a heavy blow across her chest.

      She hit the floor hard and groaned in deep pain. He lunged his size-twenty foot at her face for a final crush but was stopped midair. He gazed at his foot incredulously.

      “Let me tell you a little secret, buddy. She hates boots,” Cookie informed him, holding his foot. Grunting, she pushed him off his feet and onto the floor.

      “Gypsy, are you OK?” Angel ran to her.

      She nodded then gave her a stern look. “I need you and Kitty to do your magic.”

      Wasting not a minute, Kitty walked forward and grabbed Angel’s hand. “Come, it’s time.”

      Both women gazed at the roaring creature rising to his feet.

      “Do you feel it?” the goth girl asked.

      “I feel it, all right.” Angel propelled her hand forward and boomed, “You evil and wicked spirit, I command you to leave now!”

      The creature trembled and secreted a dark and murky mist around the body.

      “That’s all I needed,” remarked Gypsy. Her left limb became more luminous as she plunged her RSP fist directly into his chest.

      A deathly screech reverberated as the Son of the Damned expelled its soul from its lifeless body. The creature’s corpse crash-landed against the cold floor, leaving a lifeless heap of flesh and bone while its spirit lingered, howling and screeching in the air.

      “Everybody, out now!”

      The group rushed into the mechanical room, but Kane tripped and crashed onto the floor. Sefina’s eyes bulged when a new group of guards opened fire on him, and she raced to shield his body. Shiloh quickly re-engaged the sphere of protection to spare them from further gunshots.

      Alana went back to her brother’s and sister’s side. She placed her hands over her mouth upon seeing Kane. “Oh, thank God you are OK.”

      “Yeah, thanks to Sefina.” He shifted his attention to his other sister, and his eyes became glassy. “Sefina! No!”

      She lay on the floor, covered in gunshots. Her blood oozed onto the concrete floor. She reached out to caress his gentle features and did the same for her sister. “It’s OK. I got to see you again, and you are now free.”

      “Don’t leave us!” yelled Alana.

      Sefina turned to Gypsy. “Please take care of them for me.”

      She breathed her last.

      Seeing the spirit leaving the body, Gypsy grabbed the siblings’ hands and pulled them out the door. “Shiloh, let’s go now.”

      Following her command, he dashed into the room and joined the group trekking through the reeking sewers.

      “How much time do we have left before the explosives go off, Dough?” Gypsy called.

      Dough checked her watch. “Five minutes. But one is about to go off now.”

      “What do you mean now—”

      The entire sewer tunnel resonated with the sound of a nearby explosion.

      “They won’t be following us anymore, though it may give us all a rash,” Dough remarked.

      “Better a rash than a bullet. Good thinking.” Gypsy clicked on her communication device. “Asante, I hope you guys have the buses running, because we are almost there.”
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            THE CHIEF RESEARCH OFFICER

          

        

      

    

    
      When she was a bright-eyed eighteen-year-old, Angie Watson’s intellect and drive had earned her a coveted spot at Princeton University. She quickly rose through the ranks, impressing top tech companies with her innovative ideas and technical prowess. Her parents were staunch supporters of the Star of Nimrod, and when they found out their daughter could join the group’s engineering department, they encouraged her to take the offer. For four years, Angie poured herself into her work, climbing the ladder and achieving her lifelong goal of leading her own engineering and research department for an organization dedicated to enhancing human civilization.

      That dream came to a crushing end after learning what lurked behind the public façade. The great and powerful Grand Luminary was a selfish, narcissistic, arrogant piece of a sham. She slammed her fist on the lab table as she fixed her eyes on the ocular lenses of the microscope. I can’t believe I let myself be duped by that self-deluded jerk! Her tempestuous thoughts were full of surging rage.

      “What the hell?” she said to herself, seeing nothing through the lenses. She scoffed when she realized her frivolous mistake and re-adjusted the glass slide into the ocular’s view. “Just a bit more.”

      After examining the specimen for the hundredth time, Angie marched back to the crowded table of glasses and metals, with test tubes of various sizes and colors interconnecting and occupying much of the surface. Beakers bubbled and steamed, their contents simmering with unknown reactions. Petri dishes were scattered about, some filled with bacteria cultures and others with tissue samples. Droppers and pipettes were strewn across the table, along with vials of chemicals and bottles of reagents.

      She grabbed two test tubes and carefully mixed the compound. The instant chemical reaction curled the corners of her lips. Seizing another microscope slide, she placed one drop on it and rushed back to the scope. “Got you, you piece of crap!” The researcher got a syringe barrel and returned to the congested table where she cautiously poured the contents of the recent mixture into the small vial and sealed it away. She lifted the object to the ceiling light and sighed in deep satisfaction.

      “Angie!” A raging voice yelled through the door.

      Petrified, she cocked her head and almost dropped the barrel. “Grand Luminary!” She exclaimed shakily as she stored the vial in her pocket.

      “This is not good! This is not good!” He paced into the laboratory with his hands laced behind his back.

      “What’s the matter, Your Excellency?”

      “Haven’t you been watching the news?”

      She shook her head, confused. “Unfortunately, sir, work has occupied much of my time these days.”

      “Those freaks…those hybrids…Chimeras, whatever you want to call them, destroyed one of the incarceration camps!” His eyes widened with fury. “And now the president, the Secretary-General, Mr. Egress, and—” He stopped before revealing the name. “They’re asking how I could’ve let this happen.”

      “Mr. Egress and who else, sir?”

      “Does it matter, Angie?” He shot her a furious look. “The point is that those children from hell somehow destroyed a multi-million dollar, highly secure facility. Weren’t the BC devices supposed to detect them several yards out?”

      “Yes, sir, but as you recall, we were still working on fixing some of the bugs.”

      The Grand Luminary stopped his agitated pacing and shot his index finger in the air. “This is not my fault. I’m not taking the blame for this.” He shifted the finger in her direction. “This was your department’s responsibility. So, do whatever you need to do to get those devices fixed.”

      “Yes, sir, I’ll be right on it.” Her voice was calm and soft.

      “And where’s the gun I asked you about?”

      “I’m in the final stages of testing, your eminence. Give me a few more days.”

      “You have a day,” he demanded. “Let me head back to clean up this mess. I’ll need to send more of our local enhancers into these facilities.”

      As he walked out, she called, “Grand Luminary, there is one more thing. Good news, that is.” She smiled and reached into her pocket. “I’ve perfected the superhuman serum. One with zero side effects, increasing strength, speed, and reflexes beyond the levels of its predecessor. Having completed the first one, I thought you should have it.”

      Initially, he had a little furrow between his eyebrows, then he nodded, suppressing a smile. “Yeah, I think so too.” He snatched it from her hands and walked out the door. “And make sure you finish that weapon,” his voice faded as he strode away.

      “And the word is ‘thank you,’ you self-centered slimy assball!”
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        * * *

      

      The warmer spring wind howled through the streets of New York as two cars pulled up to the pier. One was a sleek black limousine with dark tinted windows. The other was a beat-up old sedan with chipped paint and rust creeping along the body. The limo driver stepped out first, dressed impeccably in a tailored suit and dark shades. He scanned the area, his eyes flitting from one corner to the next. He opened the back passenger door, and two men dressed in high-fashion suits got out.

      The second car was opened by a woman dressed casually with her hair tied back in a ponytail. She stepped out holding a briefcase in her hand, looked around nervously, and approached the two men.

      “Mr. Suarez, thanks for meeting me.” She shook his hand.

      “Please call me Mateo. This is Alfred, my bodyguard.”

      “Hello.” She shook the hand of the towering figure with broad shoulders and chiseled physique. She took note of the visible gun tucked away on the side of his suit.

      “Let’s take a walk, Ms. Watson.” He gestured to the path.

      “It’s miss, and you can call me Angie.”

      The two meandered toward an old edifice near the dock with Alfred close behind. They stopped once they reached the dock rails in front of the abandoned warehouse.

      “Angie, you had some pressing information to share with me?”

      “That’s right, Mr. Suarez. I mean Mateo.” She lifted the briefcase into his gaze. “Lash isn’t the man he claims to be. He’s actually working for…” She looked around nervously. “The enemy, and in here I have the proof.”

      “What type of proof?”

      “Files, images, recordings, classified Luminosity documents, but best of all, a video revealing who William Egress really is.”

      “And who may that be?” He frowned with interest.

      “The one and only the son of Azag.”

      He looked disappointed. With his hands in his pockets, he shifted his body toward the Hudson River. The water glinted in the late afternoon sunlight. He flitted his gaze toward the seagulls encircling above and inhaled the scent of strong salt water. “A credible source told me he was killed a few years ago.” He gave her a stern look. “Miss Watson, don’t waste my time with fairy tales.”

      “I’m not making this up!” She sighed. “I thought as you did until I saw the footage. Footage in which Mr. Egress is killed by the weapon I was asked to reconstruct.”

      “A weapon, you say?” Curiosity returned to his countenance.

      “That’s correct. A very powerful railgun with the capacity to even destroy tungsten block.” She tapped the briefcase. “It’s all in here.”

      “If Mr. Egress is who you say he is, why would Lash work with him?”

      “It’s all a sham. If there’s something Lash enjoys the most it’s power and fame, and Mr. Egress is giving him the platform, but once he’s done, I believe that Lash will have him killed. Hence, why he wanted me to remake the gun.”

      “Hmm…intriguing indeed.” He placed his hand under his chin. “And what’s in it for you, Angie?”

      “Look, I believe in the cause of Luminosity. I just want that two-faced narcissist to be out of the picture. I have devoted my life to improving civilization through technology. That’s all I want.”

      “Everything about the weapon is in the briefcase.”

      She returned a curious and confused look to the man. “Yes, that’s right,” she said cynically. “Along with a recording of Mr. Egress, the Grand Luminary and someone by the name of Mr. Sam’Mael, who apparently is calling all the shots.”

      Mateo shifted his gaze and gave his bodyguard a nod. “I really appreciate your time, Miss Watson. I also seek to enhance our kind, but I’m very cautious in whom I allow in my circles.”

      Alfred, ever vigilant, smoothly pulled a gun from under his jacket and screwed a silencer onto the barrel.

      “Please, wait,” Angie pleaded when she saw the weapon. “I have more information to share. The serum, the weapons, I know more.”

      A faint “phut” echoed through the air, followed by the thump of a lifeless body hitting the ground.

      He approached the bodyguard. “Discard the body, wipe the brief, and then bring it to me. It’s time to air Lash Boswell’s dirty laundry and once in for all, get rid of him.”

      “As you say, sir.”
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            THE WITCH IS DEAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Rufus stood in the middle of the Sons of the Sullied’s makeshift lab, his fiery red hair blazing against the dim lighting. His mechanical arms glinted menacingly as he roared and slammed his fists repeatedly against a wooden workbench, splintering and cracking it. His rage was palpable. A pair of wooden chairs shattered as they crashed into each other. Glass containers exploded against walls.

      “Frag it all!” Frustration and anger seeped through his dark-green eyes.

      Theresa, Libby, and Oneiri were in the room with him but maintained a safe distance from his tantrum.

      “I know you’re upset, and rightfully so, but this isn’t the time for despair. So what did you and Yousef discover?” the older blonde woman inquired.

      Rufus’ chest heaved, and his nostrils flared. He could barely see straight. “That fraggin’ witch is going to pay.”

      “Rufus!” Theresa chided. “What did you find?”

      The muscular man glared at Theresa briefly before huffing and slumping down on the only remaining unbroken chair.

      “The heuristic core and the data chip you recovered gave us everything.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It had all the answers we’d been looking for. How Lilith turns dead Morlocks into Daughters of the Depraved, the extent to which she controls all the world’s megacorporations, backdoors into the Sullied’s systems…everything. But what’s the point? Yousef was like my son. I was preparing him to be the next leader after my time was done. So what future do we have?”

      Theresa’s eyes softened. “I know it all seems hopeless right now. But maybe there’s something in that information that could help us take her down. Tell us about the Daughters of the Depraved.”

      Rufus stood and walked to another bench on the opposite side of the room. On top of the table lay a pair of badly mangled mechanical legs.

      “This is all that’s left of that monstrosity you took down. This metal has some special properties that allow Lilith to merge the spirit of recently deceased Morlocks and house them in these android bodies. The metal is incredibly durable and almost impossible to pierce through or bend…well, except for the little blonde,” Rufus explained.

      A strange expression suddenly appeared on Oneiri’s face. Her eyes glittered with possibility.

      “What is it, Blondie?” Libby asked when she noticed the young woman’s face. “If you have something, spit it out.”

      “Well, when we defeated Iblis in my previous world, the shamans in my army crafted chains and a box that could restrain and seal him away. The material they were made of had a strange property that made it attuned to spirits. If this metal works similarly…” Oneiri let her words drift off and started to pace back and forth deep in thought.

      Rufus’ eyebrows shot up. “What are you suggesting?”

      Oneiri snapped her fingers. “How exactly did they bind the spirits of the deceased with the metal?”

      “The data chip said that they’d run a current at a precise voltage and amperage and that it would attune the metal. But it also said something else that was odd. Hold on,” Rufus dashed to a terminal and tapped on the screen and swiped through pages of information. “Here it is. There was a warning to never attune the metal with 555 volts and 1.2 amps.”

      “Multiply those together,” Libby announced. “Some things are the same in every world.”

      The three women glanced at each other.

      “What are you three planning?”

      Theresa asked Rufus, “Can you melt those legs down and build us a container with a trap door that will generate those exact power settings when opened?”

      “You’re crazy!”

      “Rufus. Think about it. There’s a chance Yousef is still alive. She knew where we were. She probably knew about this place. But her lust and arrogance blind her. We have an open invitation to turn ourselves over to her. We'll cage the witch if you can build us the prison.”

      The Sons of the Sullied leader folded his arms and creased his brow. He pursed his lips, “Ah, frag it, let’s take the monster down. But how are you going to spring the trap on her? I doubt they’ll walk you in the door holding a suspicious item.”

      Theresa glanced back at Oneiri. “Let us worry about that. Our training session was interrupted, but there’s something our young friend will need to master if this plan is to work. We have a long night ahead of us. Let’s get to work.”
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        * * *

      

      Theresa, Libby, and Oneiri rode silently on a tube transport toward the center of Zin. Oneiri’s thoughts jumped from the mission that lay before them to what came after: the chance to return to the world she’d lost so many years ago. She played with one of her long curls, straightening it then letting it bounce to its natural spiraling state. Finally, the familiar chime informed the trio that their tube was arriving at their destination. The tube opened to a contingent of ZPF standing guard at the station. One officer glanced at the women and pressed a finger to his ear.

      “Inform the mistress they’re here,” the ZPF officer instructed. “You, three! Hands where we can see them. Prepare to be searched.”

      Several officers approached the women and patted them down. They extracted several blades from Libby’s boots and pants, a small communication device from Oneiri’s curls, and a small rectangular box from inside Theresa’s jacket. They tossed the confiscated items into a metal container and led the trio out of the station.

      The city's center was less densely packed with buildings than the rest of it. A giant skyscraper surrounded by barricades and a small army of robots, ZPF, and cyborgs stood alone. The towering building shot into the sky like a spear, its sleek exterior shimmering in the bright sunlight.

      “This way. She’s waiting.”

      The inside was as impressive as the outside. The walls were adorned with digital displays showcasing data from around the globe while mesmerizing holograms projected 3D images of complex designs onto every surface. Each floor consisted of interconnected walkways with gaps in between, allowing one to look all the way to the top of the building. A pair of large metallic doors in the lobby’s center opened to reveal an oversized elevator and a petite woman dressed in a business suit.

      “Marvelous! My mistress has been waiting for you with bated breath. You’ll be a fine addition to her collection. By the way, I’m Evelyn. Come now, this way.”

      The four women and a small contingent of the ZPF entered the elevator. Evelyn pressed her hand against a small display, and they descended deep into the structure. When the doors opened again, Theresa, Libby, and Oneiri were met with a ghastly sight they hadn’t anticipated. The space was cavernous and open, and rows of cages littered the walls to their left and right, filled with all manner of animals, cyborgs, and people. Many of the humans were in different degrees of undress. Their faces were all void of expression. They appeared more like shells of their former selves than living, breathing people. At the far end of the space rested an ornate throne adorned with bones and mechanical parts. Surrounding the throne, various grotesque depictions of torture hung on the walls.

      “Ah, welcome, my dears. I knew you’d come,” Lilith greeted them from her seat. “You goody-goody types are so predictable.” The group approached the throne, and the queen looked at Evelyn. “What did they bring with them?”

      “An assortment of weapons and tech. Nothing appears to be explosive. We’re not sure what this does, though.” Evelyn pulled the small rectangular box from the metal container.

      A red portal appeared next to Evelyn, and Lilith ordered, “Toss it.”

      Evelyn did as she was told. As she did, Oneiri tried to react, but the portal closed immediately.

      “I’m sure you came here with some silly plan, my dears. But be assured that you’re mine now. You’ll join my menagerie and provide countless hours of entertainment for me. Who knows? Over time, you might even come to enjoy it…though I doubt it.”

      “What about Yousef?” Theresa inquired.

      “Who? Oh, you mean the little piggy. Why, he’s right behind you.”

      The women turned around and saw the man inside a small cage. His implants had been removed, and he was shuddering and curled up into a ball. “You shouldn’t have come,” was the only thing he could say.

      Rage flashed in Oneiri’s eyes.

      “Oh, such fierceness. I’ll love breaking you first. Now get your little temper tantrum out of the way. There’s no means of escaping this place.” Lilith smirked.

      “We didn’t come to escape,” Oneiri announced.

      A purple mist covered their location at that instant, and Libby disappeared into the fog. Theresa grabbed the weapon of the officer nearest her and dispatched him.

      Oneiri marched straight toward Lilith’s throne.

      “Oh, child, you’re not seriously considering trying violence with me. I can’t be hurt by any physical means. So why don’t you be a good little unique specimen and just get in your cage.”

      The young woman’s lips curved slightly. “As bad as I wish I could pummel you right now, I know I can’t hurt you. But I am unique, like you said. You know I dealt with one of your other selves. He was defiant until the very end.”

      “You’re bluffing. You’re just a mortal.”

      “Yes, I am. But I’m a mortal with a connection to all three of the Primals. And that lets me do things like this.”

      Oneiri’s hair swayed violently, and sparks of energy jumped wildly between her curls. She lifted her hand, and a small tear opened in the air in front of her. She shoved her hand inside and pulled out a cylindrical metallic canister.

      Lilith’s eyes opened wide. She could not fathom what she had witnessed. A mere mortal with the power to do what ought to be solely for the divine. Before the Queen of the Sullied could react, Oneiri dashed toward her and shoved the canister into the woman’s chest.

      “Enjoy your cage!” the young woman called as one end of the cylinder opened and electrical energy charged the metal.

      Lilith reached to remove the canister from her chest but found she could not detach it from herself. She looked down at the device protruding from her torso and attempted to pull it away with both hands, to no avail.

      “What is this?” the Sullied asked, a quizzical look on her face. Her expression shifted to panic when a large crack appeared on her skin, originating where the canister was affixed. Several more cracks appeared in her previously flawless skin, and a dark oozing substance seeped through.

      “What have you done to me?” Lilith wailed as she stood from her throne, thrashing and ripping into her skin, trying to pry the device from her chest. The more she struggled, the faster the fractures spread over her body. Soon, her visage became grotesque and repulsive, and her form warped and shifted as if she were being folded and compressed. Loud crackles and crunches filled the air as her humanoid shape disappeared, and her body was absorbed into the canister.

      “A plague on you! May your victory turn to ash in your mouth, and your triumph be short-lived…” she cursed as what was left of her face disappeared.

      Soon, Lilith was gone, and all that remained was the metal cylinder resting on the ground. Oneiri turned around and saw that Theresa and Libby had subdued or killed the guards. Together with Evelyn, they were staring at the canister on the ground.

      “No! My mistress! What have you done to my mistress?” Evelyn wailed.

      Oneiri rushed to the cage that held Yousef and ripped it open. She grabbed the young man and helped him to his feet.

      “You did it. You really beat Lilith. We’re free!” the wounded hybrid celebrated.

      At that moment, the metal cylinder on the ground started to shake violently, and they all turned to look. A small tear opened above the canister, and a dark mass of energy was sucked out of the device and absorbed into the tiny portal.

      As suddenly as it had appeared, the tear closed and the canister came to a rest.

      “What in the world just happened? Did she escape?” Libby asked as the three women rushed toward the canister.

      “She did not,” answered a familiar voice behind them.

      The trio spun.

      “Apocalypse!” Oneiri exclaimed. “Was that you? Did you send Lilith somewhere?”

      “No. It was Diablos. He’s been regaining his former strength as the seventh Archangel. I fear he may be closer to his goal than I’d suspected. It’s time I told you the story of El-Samar Seper.”
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            WHERE IT ALL BEGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      In the Beginning

      When the world was still new, and the harmony with the Sovereign One’s will was still unbroken, there existed a garden. The earth outside the garden was untamed and wild, but peace reigned within the boundaries of this sacred space. Lush green trees spread as far as the eye could see, their vibrant leaves glowing in the life-giving sunlight. The sweet scent of flowers drifted through the air, and birds chirped merrily from their perches atop the branches.

      The ground was a rich brown, dotted with patches of brilliant orange poppies and purple pansies that swayed gently in the breeze. A clear blue stream ran across a corner of it, babbling cheerfully as it went along its way. In another part, trees of all kinds bore fruit that hung heavy on their branches. One bite into those perfect fruits would sate and release the most unimaginable sweetness to one’s palate.

      Among these wonders dwelled two mysterious creatures unlike any others in the world. Though they resembled the higher primates from which they’d been exalted, the distinction that set them apart from the other creatures was that they’d been crafted in the image and likeness of their creator. Moreover, these creatures had been given this garden by the Sovereign One himself to be guardians over all that dwelled within its borders—animals both wild and tame roamed freely here without fear or harm. No creature wanted for anything here, as everything was provided for them in abundance.

      “Red, what shall we call this one?” asked the female, pointing to a pink flower composed of several layers of petals forming a cup shape.

      “Hmm…let me think. What do you think of the name ‘rose,’ Heva?”

      Heva pondered a moment, then her eyes lit up gleefully. “I love it!” she exclaimed with a large toothy grin. “And look, there are others just like it in different colors. Red, white, and yellow.”

      “I love this garden,” Red announced. “There seems to always be something new to discover.”

      “Oh, look, the others are here!” Heva yelped excitedly, glancing up.

      A contingent of winged creatures descended from the sky some distance from Red and Heva, and the pair skipped merrily together to greet their visitors.

      “Hello, everyone!” Red saluted gleefully.

      Several of the beings broke off and approached the man. They each had four wings on their backs and four faces on their head aligned with the points of a compass: a lion, an ox, an eagle, and one resembling Red. The angels hoisted him in their arms and carried him playfully.

      The rest of the celestial creatures drew near to Heva. The beings possessed six wings, with two covering their face, two covering their feet, and two for flying. Their bodies were covered in eyes and glowed with fiery splendor, but their heat did not harm the human. She hugged their feathery wings and basked in their warmth.

      After engaging the earthly couple for some time, the heavenly delegation gathered in neat rows and began singing. From their mouths emerged a sweet melodious sound that seemed to bring time to a standstill. Every creature in the garden, from the smallest insect to the largest mammal, stopped to savor the harmony. Red sat in awe while Heva lay on her belly and swung her feet playfully behind her.

      The choir sang in a language that the couple could not comprehend, but the message was understood by every living thing in the garden. it was a song of praise to the creator. Once the melody ended, the celestial host ascended into the sky and disappeared.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever tire of that,” Heva announced.

      “Me either,” Red concurred. His eyes lit up. “Oh, that reminds me, we should head to the garden’s edge and continue to spread its influence.”

      The couple strolled through the lush vegetation for some time until they neared a clearing. Outside their abode, the earth was brown and fertile but lacking in the garden’s lush greenery. Each day the couple would step outside its bounds and sow various seeds in the soil. They began their sowing and spent hours laboring until a loud bellow drew their attention.

      “That hippopotamus seems quite upset that we’ve approached its watering hole,” Heva cautioned. “Perhaps we should leave it alone.”

      Red stared directly at the large animal and backed away slowly. The tusked mammal charged him and crashed into him at full speed, sending him hurtling through the air. The force of the impact and subsequent fall knocked the wind out of him and left him battered and bruised.

      Heva rushed to his side to help him up, and they dashed for the safety of the garden. The hippopotamus bellowed again behind them and charged after them.

      “Look out,” Red gasped as the creature reached them.

      The human pair rolled to their left, narrowly avoiding being trampled. They got to their feet and ran in a diagonal line toward the edge of the green, but within seconds, the hippo saw them and charged again. Red’s and Heva’s lungs burned as they reached the garden and ran for several yards before collapsing with exhaustion. Hot on their trail, the animal continued its charge and crossed the garden border.

      No sooner had its feet touched the greenery than it slowed its pace, sauntered toward the pair, and licked Heva’s face before going in search of fresh vegetation to munch on.

      “That was close,” Heva declared. “We need to remember the animals aren’t as friendly outside of the garden.”

      Red was conspicuously quiet. Heva turned to face him and saw him wheezing and gasping for air. The woman had no concept of fear, but she knew something was wrong.

      “You should try the leavesss from the Tree of Life,” a mysterious voice suggested.

      Realization dawned on Heva’s eyes. She dashed toward the center of the garden, plucked a golden leaf from the tree, and rushed back to Red’s side.

      “Chew it and apply it on his body,” the voice indicated.

      The woman obeyed, and the bruises on Red’s skin disappeared within seconds. His breathing normalized.

      “Thank you for your help,” Heva cried out.

      At that moment, a crimson serpent slithered from under a bush and rose from the ground, supporting its weight on the hind section of its tail.

      “You’re welcome,” the snake replied.

      “Wow, I’ve never seen one of your kind speak. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Heva,” the woman greeted it.

      “The pleasure isss all mine.”

      By now, Red was sitting up and turned to face the new acquaintance. “And I’m Red. What’s your name?”

      “You may call me Nahas.”

      “Well, Nahas, I’m so glad you came when you did. You’re so astute. How did you know the leaves from the Tree of Life would help?”

      “Oh, I know many thingsss, even those that have been kept hidden from you.”

      “What do you mean?” Red inquired.

      “Follow me, and I’ll show you.”

      The serpent set off deeper into the garden. The human couple stood and followed after it. Before long, they’d reached the center, where two trees stood apart from all the others. One had golden leaves and the other had silver ones. The snake came to a stop in front of the silver-leaved tree.

      “What do you know of thisss tree?”

      “It’s the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. We’re to partake of every other tree in the garden except this one,” Red answered dutifully.

      “Have you never wondered why thisss tree isss forbidden for you?”

      “Well, because…it just is.”

      “But look at the fruit. Doesn’t it seem appetizing?” Nahas tempted.

      “You know, I’d never considered it until now, but it does look really delicious,” Red admitted as he stared at the plump, juicy fruit hanging from one of the lowest branches.

      “Wait,” Heva interjected. “The creator told us not to eat it, so it must be for our good, right?”

      “Oh, he’sss lying to you. He just wantsss to keep the best for himself. The creator knowsss that the moment you eat from thisss tree you’ll be like Him.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair,” Red complained. “What is evil anyway? I would like to find out for myself.”

      That man went to reach for the nearest fruit.

      “Wait,” the serpent ordered, “Ladiesss first.”

      Heva bit her lip.

      “Come on, I really want to try it. Grab it already so we can both eat from it,” Red pleaded.

      Full of trepidation, the woman grabbed the fruit from the tree and bit into it, then gave it to her husband to eat. Unfortunately, the fruit that had previously appeared delicious and desirable was bitter and rotten, making them gag and vomit. The juices that had dripped from the produce marked their hands and mouths with an indelible stain. The innocence that covered them dissipated at that moment, and they felt shame and fear. The pair fled the scene in opposite directions, separating for the first time since they’d come together.

      The serpent opened its mouth, and black smoke escaped. The smoke coalesced in front of the tree and took the shape of a man. The humanoid figure placed its hand on the tree.

      “It’s finally unlocked. The prison for my essence, the essence of El-Samar Seper. Curse you, Neshema, for casting it from the High Heavens and locking it away in this blasted garden. But now, I alone among my counterparts understand the scope of our mission.”

      The man glanced from side to side in the directions the human pair had fled. “I must reabsorb as many of the others as I can. Sowing enmity between the men and women of this world will prepare the way for my ascension. Then, He’ll have to listen.”

      Three angelic beings appeared before him.

      “Ieshim, Kokabiel, and Asbeel.”

      Ieshim bowed before the man, “We looked for you in the High Heavens but when we saw you were not there, we knew that the Sovereign One must have ignored your pleas.”

      “Yes, he did. But we’ll circumvent his plans and create a utopia on this world, our way. He’ll have to see the error of his ways. Are you with me?”

      The three nodded.

      “Then from now on, Ieshim, you will be known as Legion. Kokabiel, you will be Hades. And Asbeel, you’ll be called Apollyon. You three are henceforth my generals.”

      “And what do we call you?” Legion asked.

      “You can call me Diablos.”
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            LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      As Joan and Mist trudged through the darkness toward the quaint farmhouse, the only sound was the crunching of gravel underfoot. The moon was their only guide as they went to see John, who was waiting for them eagerly outside the farmhouse. The night was well advanced, and the silence was only punctuated by the distant hooting of an owl, signaling that most of the world had retired for the night.

      A few feet from the house, a black Suburban pulled up in front of them. Their Spiritual Psychological Awareness abilities sprang into action, warning them of the presence of a Daimon, but Joan sensed something more. She knew with a sinking heart that this was no ordinary Daimon. This was Legion, her father.

      Cold headlights pierced the dark night, illuminating the path ahead as the sleek black vehicle remained still with its engine running. The passenger door of the Suburban opened, and a towering figure emerged from the car. His six-and-a-half feet of ebony skin absorbed the little light around him. His features were chiseled and sharp, like they had been hewn from obsidian. His eyes were dark and deep, bottomless pools of mystery. His presence was both intimidating and captivating, drawing the gaze of Joan, Mist, and John.

      Mist brought out her blade and took a fighting stance. “What should we do?” She whispered to Joan.

      The leader of the Children of Kyrios did not respond but remained focused on the man she had not seen for years. Her features were unreadable.

      “Hello, Peccable,” Legion said in his low, deep voice. He smiled and added, “Or should I call you John?”

      “Lord Legion,” John uttered in disbelief.

      His head turned toward Joan slowly and deliberately. “Hello, Daughter. It’s been a long time.”

      “It should’ve been longer,” she said coldly. “I’m not your daughter. I’m only your progeny.”

      He smirked. “Always liked your spunk. Your mother had it too. I see a lot of her in you.”

      “Parents of the year. You both did a great job raising me.” Her eyes sparkled with sarcasm as she delivered the cutting remark.

      “You look good, and from what I hear, you’ve become a great leader.”

      “What is it you want, Legion?” She cast a wary glance around as if searching for hidden threats. “I see no sign of your minions, so this can't be a simple fight you're after.”

      “Elizabeth would’ve been proud,” he pressed.

      The woman’s eyes glistened at the mention of her mother’s name. She cleared her throat and went on, “Well, um, it was unfortunate she wasn’t that forthcoming. Driving me to excel and outperform with a hidden agenda to make me a high priestess within your company.”

      “And yet, you adopted the name of her favorite historical figure.”

      “Because I really loved her,” Joan replied simply, her voice filled with emotion. “Though I can never be certain if she felt the same way about me.” She exhaled deeply, taking a moment to steady herself before continuing. “Please tell me you came for something other than a mommy chitchat. If you came to kill me, then do it!”

      “On the contrary, Amelia.” He turned his head to the Suburban. “Pytho!” The Son of the Lord stepped out of the vehicle and stood beside his father. “I picked him up on my way over here. On the other side of the farm.”

      Mist turned to John with a grave expression, feeling betrayed. “Did you know he was here?”

      John cast his eyes downward and nodded shyly.

      “He’s become a wise man,” Legion stated in his defense. “Two opposing factions at war with each other for years and now facing a common enemy. What better way to keep them at peace than to keep them apart?”

      “Is that what you are looking for? Peace?” inquired Joan.

      “Peace is no longer within my reach.” Legion stared up at the radiant moon. “The world teeters on the brink of ruin, and a war rapidly approaches. “ His gaze shifted back to Joan. “One that can be stopped so you can enjoy your last days with your people in peace.”

      “What war?” Her eyes turned grave.

      “Lord Diablos is aware of your location and will soon dispatch his forces to raze this place to the ground,” he warned, his voice filled with urgency. “Still, that can all be prevented if you relinquish the girl named Angelica Santos.” He gave her a resolute look. “No one has to perish.”

      “Do you really believe that, Legion? That the father of lies will simply spare us if we hand over Angel?” Her tone was somber yet thoughtful. “The war was coming regardless, yet I prefer to take a stand protecting the girl than to spend the last of my days basking idly and peacefully under the sun.”

      “Have it your way,” Legion responded with a contemplative and serious nod. “Let’s be on our way, Pytho.”

      The Son of the Lord hung his head. “I’m staying, Father.” He raised his resolute countenance toward Legion.

      “If he discovers you here, he will not hesitate to take your life. Do you understand that? I won’t be able to protect you from his wrath.”

      Pytho inclined his head. “I heard a tale recently about a man who had become the prince of Egypt.” He shot a cursory glance toward John. “Upon discovering his true heritage, he refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter. Alternatively, he decided to endure the hardships of his people rather than indulge in the temporary luxuries of his royal status.” He faced his father. “I suppose I am making a similar choice. I will stand with my people, even if it means sharing their fate.”

      The Daimon inhaled deeply. “Be as you say.” He retreated to the Suburban, dragging his polished shoes in the gravel and leaving a faint trail behind. Before stepping into the vehicle, he turned to John and added, “There's a member of the group who's defected, not willingly but under the control of Akibeel the spirit. He's the reason Lord Diablos knows your location.”

      “Who?” John questioned eagerly.

      “Continue to be astute and mindful, as you have been.” He gave Pytho a glance. “The answer will become clear as day, and the stain on the skin will be erased.” The car door closed, and the Suburban drove away.

      The answer left John with a frown, pondering. Upon seeing Pytho leaving, he called out to him, “Pytho, let me have Tommy drive you back?”

      Waving, he replied, “It's all right, John, I could use the walk.” He gave Joan a brief glance, and she acknowledged him with a nod and a hint of a smile.

      “Are you OK?” Mist asked.

      “First thing tomorrow morning, we have to meet with the council and give them the grave notice,” Joan responded. “John, can you join us?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “I need a walk as well, to clear my mind. I’ll talk to you later, Mist. Good night, John.”

      Mist turned to John and gestured to him with her finger. “You don’t cease to impress me. You’ve done a great job with those boys.”

      “Thank you.” He gave her a faint smile. “Charlotte, I need you to do me a favor. It’s a personal matter.”

      “Shoot.”

      “You mind pushing me to the house? That’s not the favor, by the way.” He chuckled.

      Mist gently guided him into the farmhouse and, at his request, rolled him to his study room.

      “Could you open that first drawer?” He pointed at his desk. “There’s some paperwork I need you to keep.”

      With a compliant nod, Mist opened the top drawer to uncover a neatly folded document labeled Last Will and Testament. She picked it up with a quizzical look on her face, her curiosity piqued.

      “By all means, read it,” John invited her.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, it’s important.”

      As Mist read the document’s content, a single tear trickled down her cheek, and her eyes turned glassy with emotion. She brought her hand to her lips, stifling a gasp of surprise as she took in the weight of the document. “Everything?” She faced him.

      “That’s right, and when the time is right, can you let her know?”

      She nodded unceasingly. “You don’t cease to impress me, John. You don’t cease to impress me.”
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            THE BRIDGING OF WORLDS

          

        

      

    

    
      The towering red barn, the focal point of the rustic charm in the farmland, had become the gathering spot. Children of Kyrios, Tektonites, Nephilim, male and female hybrids, and mortals assembled before the building’s white-striped doors, their gaze fixed on the four individuals standing atop a wooden platform. Joan, Mist, John, and Ortega exhibited a somber air as they glanced at their audience.

      Anemos and Crypto, along with the gathered Nephilim, stood in a row a few yards from the platform, waiting for the last-minute assembly to begin.

      “Hey, Crypto, are you OK?” Anemos asked, concerned. “You don’t look good.”

      Deep dark circles surrounded his eyes, and his face was worn and weary. “Yeah, just feeling a bit cold, that’s all.” He twitched his head.

      “Cold? It’s really warm today. Are you sure?”

      “Drop it, dude!” Crypto interrupted, his voice annoyed. “Look, someone is about to speak.” He gestured to the front.

      Joan stepped forward and addressed the crowd, her tone strong yet compassionate. “A general council meeting was held earlier this morning to discuss an urgent matter that will inevitably affect all who reside within this farm and its borders. It was agreed unanimously that we should share this crucial intel and the gravity of it with everyone.” She inhaled deeply, gathering her courage for the difficult task at hand. “Last night, we were informed that Diablos has planned to mobilize his forces with the full intent to annihilate us all.”

      Those gathered stirred uneasily as a wave of fear spread through their ranks. Gasps and mumbles of concern filled the air. Some vehemently denied what they heard, while others were stunned into a state of shock.

      The leader of the Children of Kyrios motioned for their attention. “This is unsettling, I know. However, the council saw fit for everyone to be aware. Where we go from here is up to you. No one is forced to stay, and those who wish to leave may do so at their will. We will not hold it against you. Furthermore, we have designated buses and vehicles at your disposal.

      “But for those that do stay, we will stand by you and together become a fortress of protection against the wiles of evil. I’ll be candid. We can’t promise you victory, but we’ll surely stand by your side until the end. All I can assure you is that greater is who is with us than the one who is against us.

      “To my fellow male and female hybrids.” She turned to glance at the Nephilim and females of her group. “For years, we played a part in a war contrived by the same forces of evil that now aim to destroy us. It was a contrived war to keep us apart and act as an agenda for a more nefarious purpose. If our hatred, dissension, and animosity brought thousands of years of death, imagine what our unity, solidarity, and amity could do. It is our moment to unite, not because we are on the brink of war, but because we have something in common. We are children of the immortals, created not for destruction, but meant to be protectors of this world.”

      The hearts of the gathered took a turn, and encouragement and strength filled the air as they took heart from what Joan said. A few Nephilim who still had their Daimon fathers’ seals clapped and hailed the speaker’s words, and soon everyone was applauding with a renewed spirit.

      She waved her hand again. “We recently learned that our enemy seeks to retrieve this gift of life we were given. These incarceration facilities, as they are calling them, are no more than extraction chambers created to draw our precious identity from us. Some that are here have witnessed it. If our adversary recognizes the significance of the gift, we, too, should acknowledge it and employ all our resources to safeguard it.

      “Diablos also seeks the gift of this woman.” She pointed to the female standing in the first row. “Angelica Santos, whom we affectionately call Angel. Angel, can you please come up?”

      Crypto’s body trembled at the sight of the woman. His irises rolled back, leaving an eerie white. He mumbled uncontrollably, “Get the Daimon Killer… Get the Daimon Killer… Get the Daimon Killer!”

      “Yo! What’s happening with you?” Anemos’ tone was desperate.

      With brutal force, Crypto pushed his friend aside and violently shoved those in his path, racing with furious determination toward Angel on the platform. He produced a sharp steel blade from behind him, picking up speed as he closed in. He soared several feet into the air in a single bound before alighting firmly on the platform. He thrust his entire body forward, beelining to the Daimon Killer’s.

      Angel’s eyes opened wide as she gazed in terror at the incoming assailant.

      John yelled, “No!” With every bit of strength in his deteriorated body, he launched out of the wheelchair and tackled Crypto from the platform.

      John’s and Crypto's impact sparked a frenzied melee as male and female hybrids frantically tried to subdue the unhinged Nephilim, who continued to screech the Daimon Killer's name with relentless abandon.

      Pytho hastened to the scene, held out his hand, and intoned, “Sleep!”

      Crypto’s body dropped to the floor.

      Ortega leaped from the platform and ordered those he had selected as guards to apprehend the Nephilim and take him to the designated barracks.

      Angel rushed to John’s side along with Mist and knelt beside him. She turned his body over and gasped at the blade protruding from his stomach. “May!” she boomed. “We need you!”

      “It’s OK, Angelica. It’s my time.” John smiled with a peaceful expression on his face. “Please don’t hold it against him. It wasn’t him.” Blood slithered from the side of his mouth. He gazed at Mist. “I understand now. It’s the mark. Protect those who still have it.” His voice was fading. “It can be removed… “

      John breathed his last and gave up the ghost.

      Tears welled up in their eyes. Mist stood to her feet and ordered his body taken to the infirmary.

      A few men and women carried John's body out, inciting a barrage of questions, confusion, and chaos among the crowd. All eyes turned toward Joan, Mist, and Ortega as they were besieged with demands for answers about what had happened.

      “Is John dead?” someone asked.

      “What did he mean, ‘It’s the mark’?” inquired another.

      Once the leaders could bring order to the assembled crowd, Mist stood on the platform. “We had intended to address it, but in light of this recent event, I think now is as good a time as any to discuss it.”

      “We were made aware that someone within the ranks was under the influence of Akibeel, one of the Sons of the Damned.”

      “Do you mean to say they can control any of us?” someone from the crowd yelled.

      “No!” Mist clarified. She gulped, hesitant to say it. “It’s only those that have Daimon seals.”

      A muttering erupted through the crowds.

      “How can we defeat the enemy that can hypnotize some among us?” asked a desperate voice.

      “Send them away!” bellowed a few.

      “We’re doomed. We don’t stand a chance!” yelled someone frantically.

      Ortega ran to the platform and motioned with his hands for silence. Once the mayhem subsided, he began, “We don’t have all the answers, but this is not the time to let fear grip our hearts and tear us apart. Fear is what our enemy preys on, yet given the circumstances, it’s easier to say than to do. So, I’ll ask everyone to lower their heads and pray to the One who has all the answers.”

      As every head bowed, a calm wind swept the area like a gentle whisper. Unexpectedly, crackling electric charges began to manifest, distorting their surroundings, accompanied by a deep and rumbling hum resembling electricity. As the shocks and noise intensified, a huge, spinning vortex materialized, creating tears in the space around it, encircled by throbbing arcs of energy that seemed to bridge two different realities together.

      To everyone’s amazement, three women appeared. The first one was a familiar older woman with blonde hair and dark-green apparel. Next came a much shorter, younger curly-haired blonde with a muscular build, and last, a young woman with long purple hair and stardust eyes wearing a dark-violet outfit.

      Pretzel, catching sight of the last girl, looked at Reina. “So much for answered prayers. Death has just arrived!”
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            THE FALL OF BABYLON

          

        

      

    

    
      The Grand Luminary sat quietly in his luxurious office, penning the last points for the morning’s oration. He stopped when his fourteen-carat-gold pen ran dry. He shook it, frustrated, attempting to obtain the last of its ink but to no avail. He flung the pen across the room and pressed the intercom on his desk phone.

      “Patrick!” He boomed. “Get in here!”

      “Yes, sir?” His assistant nervously popped into the office.

      “My pen isn’t working, and I have a speech to make to millions of people across the globe, and thousands who attend live in about an hour. In order to fulfill my duties as Grand Luminary of the World, I can’t have these unnecessary and frivolous delays.”

      “But, Your Excellency, I left a box of pens in your top drawer before your arrival.”

      “Those aren’t my gold pens, Patrick.” He drew out his assistant’s name. “Now give me the one the King of Saudi Arabia gifted me.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      “And one more thing, have you heard any word from Angie Watson? I haven’t heard from her, and I was told she hasn’t been in the labs for days. This isn’t the time for taking vacations.”

      “Not at all, Grand Luminary. A few days ago, I sent one of our security personnel to check on her at the apartment, and the landlord reported she hasn’t been there for days.” Patrick gave Lash a grave look. “Her parents are worried and have reported her as a missing person to the police.”

      The Grand Luminary’s features were expressionless. “She’s probably vacationing in Tahiti or the Bahamas somewhere.” His voice was monotone. “Make sure she sees me once she’s back. She hasn’t delivered what I asked her for.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll be right back with that pen.”

      Rising from his seat, Lash sauntered toward the window, observing the winding queue of people filing into the building. He cast a glimpse at his watch and curled his lips into a smirk, relishing the idea of being the center of attention for the early arriving crowd. He was more pleased to note the arrival of numerous reporters and their camera crews, which had declined in the past few months.

      He spun to the door at the sound of fast-approaching footsteps. “Did you find the pen…” He stopped when he realized it wasn’t his assistant. “Oh, Agent Owens. Were we supposed to meet this morning?”

      “Good morning, your reverence.” Kenneth Owens’ gaze was intense. “There’s pressing news I need you to see.”

      “What is it?” Lash asked with a wrinkled forehead.

      “It’s some unfavorable reports about you, sir. Can you turn to the morning news?”

      Lash rushed back and pulled a remote control from his desk. After punching a few buttons, a large display screen slid from the ceiling and, in a hurry, he tuned it to channel seven.

      “Good morning, this is reporter Edwin Junior, and I’m live on the scene outside Luminosity headquarters, where a major scandal has just broken. Luminosity leader, the Grand Luminary Lash Boswell, has been implicated in discussing top-classified information with two unsanctioned United Nations individuals. A recently released leaked video shows the Grand Luminary deliberating intel on the Anti-Chimeras Task Force, Incarceration Facilities, and ACTF covert operations.

      “Behind me, you can see the imposing facade of Luminosity's headquarters, a symbol of the Global Light that has now darkened the world with this scandal. The Grand Luminary has yet to comment, but we recently met with William Egress, CEO of ChXis Enterprises, who was shocked and expressed his deep concern over the Grand Luminary’s suspicious activities.

      “The UN immediately removed this video due to its classification. Still, the image you now see on the screen shows Lash Boswell in his office with those two unidentified individuals…”

      Lash roared, his frustration boiling over as he launched the remote at the TV with a mighty heave. The device smashed into the screen with a loud crack, eliciting a destructive crunch.

      With a storm of anger raging within him, Lash stormed toward the bronze sculpture of Sargon the First. Locating the hidden surveillance device, he snatched it up with a snarl, tearing it free from its hiding place with a decisive tug.

      “You’re head of security! Who put this here?” he demanded, screaming loudly.

      “Your Excellency, our top security personnel, and your top researcher, Angie Watson.”

      At the mention of her name, Lash clenched his jaw and balled his fists. “She was the one who leaked this. She must be working with that double-crossing Azag.”

      “Sir, haven’t you heard? Angie Watson is dead. Her body was recovered from the Hudson River late last night.”

      “What?” Lash stood stunned. “But I just asked Patrick about her whereabouts?”

      “He must’ve not known either.”

      The agent's words trailed off as the sound of rapid gunfire echoed from somewhere distant in the building. The Grand Luminary hastened to the video surveillance but remembered the screen was shattered, while Agent Owens frantically checked his pockets and realized his radio was missing. Anxiety etched across their faces as fear took hold.

      “Agents Owens, find out what’s going on and call for the Jaegers!” Lash ordered.

      Kenneth extracted his gun. “Sir, they’re all out on the field. In the incarceration camps.”

      “Damn it!” he cursed as he paced the room.

      Patrick raced into the office, drawing deep breaths, his face pale. “Sir, I received a call from security, and we are under attack. A group of insurgents has infiltrated the building, taking out everyone in their path.”

      “Your Excellency, stay here, and I’ll gather the others. I’ll make sure to get you extra security.”

      “Yes, make sure you do that!” demanded Lash. As the agent rushed out of the office, he looked at his assistant. “There’s a bulletproof jacket in the closet of the reception area. Get it for me, now!”

      “Only one, sir?” Patrick asked with panic in his eyes.

      “Get it now, damn it!”

      The assistant followed orders, and shortly after, the sound of close-range shots filled the air. Lash listened in horror as he heard his assistant struggle and then a final, deadly shot before all went quiet.

      As his thoughts ran desperately for survival, he remembered the enhancer serum. He sprinted to his desk, yanked out the vial Angie Watson had given him, and found a needle. With shaking hands, he filled the syringe with the potent fluid and plunged it into his own vein.

      His office was soon inundated with armed insurgents. They were dressed in black tactical gear, each with an automatic weapon in their hand, their faces obscured by masks. Lash froze in fear, his eyes darting back and forth as he glanced at the guns pointing in his direction.

      “Greetings, Mr. Boswell.” The new arrival sauntered into the office. His gaze was locked onto the Grand Luminary with an air of contentment.

      “Mateo Suarez!” Lash whispered bitterly.

      “Surprise! Yes, it’s me,” Mateo taunted. Lash rushed for his cell phone on his desk but was stopped. “If you are trying to call for help, trust me, they won’t come. Your head of security lies dead outside this office.”

      “What do you want?” Lash gave him a cold stare.

      “Peace for humanity.” A wicked smile appeared on Mateo’s features. “In full transparency, from the first time I saw you, I thought you were a clown, a pompous fool acting arrogantly to seem important. But I must admit and give you credit.” He pointed at the Grand Luminary. “I underestimated you.”

      He walked toward The Tower of Babel painting, and his face lit up with amazement. “And you have great taste, from what I can see.” He faced Lash. “Don't get me wrong, I still see you as a pompous and self-important buffoon, but you have drive. Enough to eliminate your fellow Luminaries, rule the Star of Nimrod as its sole leader, and ascend to be the Grand Luminary of the World. That's a remarkable accomplishment.” He shook his head in amazement. “I have to say that’s no easy feat.

      “Unfortunately, your arrogance was your Achilles’ heel. It drove the most important people away, including your daughter, close colleagues, and recently your top researcher. Angie Watson, that was her name?” He walked over to the statue of Sargon the First. “Yeah, I ordered to have her shot in the head. Next to those abominations, I hate defectors the most.

      “I hate defectors so much that I leaked the video.” He shook his head disappointedly. “I saw that you were not playing fair. Working with the enemy to get all of this?” He outstretched his arms. “All good things must come to an end. It’s time for you to go, Mr. Boswell.”

      Mateo gestured at the men, and they opened fire, firing round after round at the Grand Luminary, but he remained unscathed. With a fierce growl, Lash unleashed his fury upon the insurgents. They stood no chance against his might and fell beneath his wrath one by one. His fists were a blur as he pummeled them, each blow sending shockwaves through the room. He easily lifted the heaviest of them, tossing them across the room like ragdolls.

      The insurgents, unable to match Lash's power, were quickly overwhelmed and tried to escape, to no avail. In mere minutes, the room was littered with their lifeless bodies, and the Grand Luminary stood tall, drenched with blood.

      The last of the insurgents to remain was Mateo Suarez, crouched in a corner, paralyzed with terror. Before he could say a word, the Grand Luminary grabbed him by his neck and crushed it. The body and head were torn apart.

      Gathering himself, he inhaled deeply in pride of triumph. “Who can stand against me now?” Lifting his hands in the air in victory, a quizzical expression rose on his features when his eyes fixed on his quivering hands that shook beyond his control.
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            THE LOST DAUGHTER RETURNS

          

        

      

    

    
      Pandemonium broke out inside the barn. Most of the people gathered had never seen a Transworld portal, so they couldn’t distinguish it from a run-of-the-mill Daimon portal. And given their past experiences with the latter, they were not keen to discover who’d emerged from the vortex. Of the women who’d had run-ins with Libby, only Asante stood unfazed. Gypsy drew a blade, and several others followed suit.

      “Wait,” Theresa cried out. “We’re not here as your enemies.”

      “Like hell, you aren’t. What is that murderer doing here?” Gypsy countered, pointing her blade toward Libby.

      “Calm down, everyone. Please!” Oneiri pleaded. “This is certainly not the homecoming I had in mind.”

      “Homecoming?” Joan asked, pushing her way toward the newcomers. “We don’t know who you are.”

      The young woman unzipped the top of her bodysuit and pulled on a small chain revealing a ragged-looking heart-shaped locket.

      “No puede ser…It can’t be,” Angel yelped as she dashed toward the curly-haired stranger. She stopped right in front of the girl, reached for the locket, and opened it, discovering the picture of Oneiri’s parents and the group picture of her and her friends. “How did you get this?”

      “You gave it to me after my Memento Vivere.”

      Suddenly the years melted away from the young woman’s face in Angel’s eyes, and she saw the little girl she had comforted through so many nightmare-filled nights. Angel slowly reached out and grabbed one of the curls she’d so often played with, then threw her arms around the woman.

      “That can’t be who I think it is,” Gypsy muttered.

      Pretzel put away her blade and rushed toward the embracing women. Reina was close behind. Tears streamed down all their faces.

      “Can someone tell me who it is?” Ortega asked.

      “Look past the age and focus on the blonde curls and button nose,” Gypsy answered, sheathing her knife. “It’s Oneiri.”

      The tension in the room dissipated as everyone forgot about the intrusion and approached the lost daughter. Amid the commotion, Libby exited the barn, unnoticed.

      “Ok, I know everyone wants to greet Oneiri, but we need a debrief immediately,” Joan noted. “Give Oneiri some space to breathe and tell us her story.”

      Pretzel, Reina, and Kitty pried themselves away from the smother, but Angel refused to release her friend from the embrace. Finally, after some gentle prodding, she relinquished her grip. “To be continued,” she quipped.

      All eyes were glued on Oneiri.

      “Ummm, OK, where to start?”

      “Start with the sparkly glowy stuff!” Reina suggested, raising her hand jokingly. Oneiri caught a glimpse of the band around her ring finger, and she glanced at Shiloh, standing directly behind his wife with his hands on her shoulders. A large smile took over Oneiri’s face, though her eyes showed a hint of sadness at having missed such a momentous occasion.

      “Ok, so the ‘sparky glowy stuff,’ as Reina so eloquently put it, is the output of the combined energies of the three Primals that live within me. I guess when I bore the brunt of that blast from the clash of power between Haniel and Dayyana, I didn’t just get permeated with their energies. Still, I formed a connection with each of them, similar to the ones Theresa and Libby had. Later, when Apocalypse did the same, I became the first person to be a conduit for all three Primals.”

      “Is that why you were able to move so fast and overpower the Sons of the Damned when they attacked the old Tektonite compound?” Gypsy inquired.

      “Yes, exactly. I didn’t know what I was doing, though. It was mostly reactionary.”

      “Who took you?” Angel asked. “Was it one of the Primals?”

      Oneiri gave her a puzzled look.

      “The strange portal that night, who opened it and why?”

      The girl’s curls bounced as she shook her head. “It was me. I couldn’t control my powers. It was a Transworld portal that took me to a different Earth. I wasn’t there very long, though, as I started to panic and kept getting pulled in and out of worlds in rapid succession.”

      Everyone stared at her agape.

      “Honestly, I thought it would never stop, and I thought I was going to die. There were worlds where I couldn’t breathe the air, others that made my skin itch, and the second-to-last world was just water. Finally, I ended up completely drenched in an almost entirely desert-like Earth. The inhabitants thought I was a messenger from the gods and asked me to lead them in their fight against Iblis and his wicked hybrids.”

      “Ok, whoa, whoa, girl. You just said a whole mouthful, and we need time to catch up,” Pretzel interjected. “So you traveled through multiple dimensions with a power that belongs only to the Archangels, and then you fought against this…Iblis…who sounds conspicuously like Diablos.”

      Oneiri nodded. “That’s because he is Diablos’ counterpart in that world. Apocalypse just told us this whole part of the story. Apparently, Diablos used to be an Archangel in the High Heavens who betrayed his position and status because he disagreed with the Sovereign One’s plan to create mortals with the freedom to choose their own paths. As part of his betrayal, Diablos copied the ability of another Archangel to exist in every world at once, but it backfired, and he lost his connection to the High Heavens. Apocalypse thinks Diablos' end goal is to ascend to the High Heavens again to challenge the Sovereign One and undo all of creation.”

      “So we aren’t just fighting for the fate of our world, but for every world. No pressure,” Kitty joked.

      The group grew silent for a moment as they digested the revelations.

      Mist broke the silence. “What happened in your struggle against Iblis?”

      “We won. That world was like something out of a sword and sorcery tabletop game. The humans used charms and spells to create a way to seal Iblis away.”

      “How long did it take?”

      “About five years. Time runs differently in every world. That’s why from your perspective, it’s strange that I disappeared as a teenager but returned much older.”

      “Did Theresa and…the other one help you fight Iblis?” Gypsy queried.

      “No. Apocalypse came for me and transported me to the world where they’d been since the confrontation in the Chronal Halls. We defeated another version of Diablos in that world. Lilith. Things were even more backward in that place. The Daimons and Nephilim were female.”

      “Finally. A world that makes sense to me,” jested Gypsy.

      “How would that even work?” Shiloh asked. “Can you imagine a pregnant Daimon walking around getting food cravings?”

      The group burst into laughter.

      “They used some type of incubators, apparently. That world was way more advanced technologically than we are.”

      “Oooh, is that why you’re all dressed like something out of a campy nineties futuristic movie, like the one with the guy who gets unfrozen to fight the other guy?” Reina interrupted.

      Oneiri chuckled. “Yes, something like that. And that catches us up on all the major events leading up to now.”

      Ortega spoke up for the first time. “Of course, I get named leader of the Tektonites just in time for the truth to become stranger than fiction.”

      Oneiri gave him a puzzled look. “Did Awilda step down?”

      The encroaching silence answered the question.

      “When?” Her voice cracked noticeably.

      “It was the night you disappeared,” Ortega explained. “She and Grace gave their lives so everyone else could escape safely.”

      “I should have been there,” Oneiri stammered. Her heart raced, her chest heaved, and she felt like all the air had been sucked from the room. She let out a deep sigh as sweat formed on her forehead. With every breath she drew, it felt like she couldn't get enough oxygen into her lungs. Her breathing became erratic and shallow as the burden of guilt set in. “I…I need a moment,” she confessed.

      “Let’s give her some space,” Joan ordered. “We still need to sort things out regarding this evening’s earlier events. Theresa, would you join me? I can catch you up on what we’ve been dealing with.”

      The group dissipated save for Angel and Asante, who remained with Oneiri.

      Outside the barn, Gypsy motioned to Reina and Pretzel to follow her. The three women walked a short distance to the lake, where Libby sat with her back to them, facing the waters. The moon was mirrored perfectly in the surface of the still lake.

      “There isn’t anything you can say to me that I haven’t already said to myself,” Libby announced without turning her to look behind as the trio reached her. “I know what I took from you, and I understand if you want revenge. But I can’t let you have it just yet. Apocalypse told us about Therion’s return. He needs to be stopped. Once he’s gone, I’ll submit myself to whatever punishment you deem fitting.”

      “Why did you do it?” Gypsy asked.

      “I learned about your friend from Oneiri. I truly am sorry for your loss,” Libby started. “I could make excuses about my upbringing or that I thought I was serving the greater good. But I murdered her, plain and simple. She was on my list and was the easiest target at the time.”

      Gypsy’s face was red, and hot tears streamed down her face. “I really want to kill you. I want to cut you into a thousand pieces and toss them into the lake. But it sounds like you’re already torturing yourself worse than anything I could do to you. Death would just be a release. So we’ll fight on the same side for now, but there'll be a reckoning when this ends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            32

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            THE BREWING STORM

          

        

      

    

    
      The air in the Luminosity building was thick with a heavy stillness. As the dust settled, Lash stood alone amid a sea of Illuminati and ACTF corpses. Bullet holes littered the walls and floors, their edges jagged and sharp like broken glass. The carpet was stained red from fallen victims now lying motionless on either side of the large lobby. The room was filled with a thick cloud of smoke, and the acrid smell of gunpowder assaulted his enhanced senses. Victory over the enemy combatants was his, but it felt hollow. He’d won the battle but lost the war. The middle-aged man slumped down against a wall, hair disheveled and suit in rags.

      The quiet was disturbed by the opening of a red vortex in the middle of the lobby. Diablos and William stepped out of the portal.

      “Well, this is certainly a fine mess,” Diablos noted as he glanced at the pooling blood and wanton destruction.

      Lash jumped to his feet. “You sold me out!”

      “Now, now relax. It was a calculated cost to ensure the completion of my plans.”

      “I will not relax. Everything I worked for, all the killing, backstabbing, and clawing I had to do to drag myself up from the gutter, has all been for nothing. All because of you!”

      The man was livid. His face had turned an unnatural shade of red and his veins bulged from the intensity of emotion he was feeling. His clenched fists trembled with rage as he paced back and forth, his chest rising and falling rapidly as if trying to contain himself from exploding.

      “I won’t stand for it!” Lash screamed, foam spewing from the corner of his mouth. He dashed toward William and struck him with all his might in the chin.

      Lash’s fist came to an abrupt halt upon contact, and his target did not move so much as a muscle.

      “Did you get it out of your system? Or do you need to break your hand before you calm down?”

      Lash seethed with unbridled fury inside, but he knew this was not a battle he could win. He stood down and took several steps back.

      “Much better.” Diablos smiled.

      “What are you smiling about? Everything you worked to set up is crumbling.”

      “You haven’t checked the news, have you? Look at your phone.”

      Lash reached into his pants pocket and extracted his mobile device. He opened a news aggregate site, and his jaw dropped. Every headline read the same: “World Governments in Total Collapse as Every Seat of Power Destroyed.” The man grew pale and looked at Diablos and William.

      “This was your plan all along…”

      “No, just a means to an end.”

      Lash’s knees buckled under him, and he fell prostrate. “I helped bring the end of mankind,” he muttered, staring down at the floor.

      “If it makes you feel any better, this would have happened with or without you. And it doesn’t have to be the end of humanity, not if you do as you’re told.”

      The Grand Luminary lifted his gaze to meet Diablos’.

      “See, my ambitions are much higher than to be involved in the petty squabbles of you fancy apes. I’ll leave this plane of existence when I achieve my goal. Your people will need a ruler, a strong hand to guide them into whatever future that person deems fit for humanity. If you remain with me until the end, you’ll receive your just rewards.”

      “What about the abominations?”

      “I won’t need them anymore, any of them,” Diablos confessed, pointing to William. “I’ll even throw in the means to control him and the other Sons of the Damned. Then, you can use them to establish your rule by uniting mankind against a common enemy and defeating them using the hidden kill switch.”

      Lash glanced incredulously at William, who seemed unfazed by this revelation, then back at Diablos.

      “Oh, don’t worry about him. He’s just a puppet. The real Therion definitely died that night to your weapon. This is merely a useful simulacrum without free will or agency. So are you in or out?”

      The ambitions and desires within his heart got the better of Lash’s reason. “What do I need to do?”

      “Help me wage one final battle to convince a certain young lady to relinquish something that belongs to me. Oh, and your daughter and her hybrid sister are sure to be there. I’m sure you’re just itching for a family reunion.”

      The man’s face grew dim.

      “Feel free to dispose of them how you see fit. But Angelica Santos is mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Oneiri was sitting on the edge of a bed in one of the cabins on the farm, her head resting on Angel’s shoulder. Asante sat on a wooden stool a few feet away.

      “I still can’t get over how big you are,” Angel declared, trying to lighten the mood. “I know it’s been a long time from your perspective, but it was just a few months for us. Y estas fuerte…you’re so muscular, I’ll need to spend some time in that world too,” she quipped, pinching a small roll in her midsection.

      “You used to do this every night,” Oneiri reminisced. “Whenever I’d have those awful nightmares. You’d slip into my bed and stay with me until I fell asleep. Life seemed so much simpler then. My flaws didn’t have the high cost they do now.”

      Angel narrowed her eyes, shifted her body, and grabbed Oneiri’s face, staring directly into her big blue eyes. “Ya basta con eso…that’s enough with all that. It’s not your fault that you got whisked away like Dorothy, and it’s definitely not your fault that Awilda and Grace decided to give their lives for us that day. Taking the blame for their courageous actions cheapens their sacrifice.”

      Oneiri smiled weakly and sighed. “I missed your pep talks. Part encouragement, part tough love.”

      “I learned it from my abuela.”

      Asante stood from the stool and knelt next to the curly-haired girl. “You’ve had to do a lot of growing on your own. We wish we could have been there to walk it with you, but we’re so glad you’re back with us. Angel never gave up hope.”

      “Thank you, Asante. Thank you, Angel. I’ll be honest. I lost hope of ever seeing you all again. How did you remain so hopeful?”

      “Because of that.” Angel pointed at the doomsday clock. “As long as it kept working, I knew that you must be alive somewhere. I just never imagined how far.”

      “Wait, is that pointing at the six?” Oneiri queried.

      “The time is shorter than we’d hoped. We need to complete your training.”

      “Huh?”

      The black-skinned beauty stood and started for the door. “You trained under the former conduits of Haniel and Dayyana, but you have the power of all three Primals. It’s time you trained under the former conduit of Apocalypse. Let’s go!”

      Oneiri glanced at Angel.

      “Nah-ah, don’t look at me. I’m not saving you from this. You better do as she says. I’ll take the clock to the council and inform them.”

      The young woman stood and followed Asante outside the cabin. They walked together for a bit until they reached a large building with several men posted outside.

      “What are we doing here?”

      “Your training. Do you hear her voice?”

      Oneiri looked around the area, then back at Asante. “Uh, whose voice am I supposed to be hearing?”

      “Apocalypse. She’s the Primal of Revelation. She’s always speaking, but unfortunately we’re rarely in tune with her. The few times we are, it’s when we sleep or when seers receive their visions.”

      “So dreams and visions come from her?”

      “No, they come from the Sovereign One but are delivered through her. Now close your eyes.”

      “Here?”

      “Forget your surroundings. Just close your eyes.”

      Oneiri did as she was told.

      “Now listen for a still small whisper, deep in the back of your mind. Silence your own inner voice. It’ll seem like nothing at first, but the more you focus, the clearer it’ll become.”

      Eyes closed, ears open, the young woman listened intently. At first, she could almost make out a distant murmur, like the rustling of a feather on a summer breeze. She concentrated on that, and it started to become more distinguishable.

      Finally, she heard the voice of Apocalypse, “Free them, release their bonds.”

      Oneiri snapped out of the trance and opened her eyes wide.

      “What did you hear?” Asante inquired.

      “It was Apocalypse. She said to free them. But she didn’t say who, or how.”

      “I think I can help with that.” The Mozambican turned to the guards posted at the door to the building. “Please tell Ortega that we’d like to enter.”

      One of the guards entered the structure and emerged less than a minute later. “Go in.”

      The pair entered the makeshift barracks. Inside, assorted weapons hung neatly on hooks on the walls. On the far end was an improvised prison cell that housed Crypto. Ortega, Pytho, and Joan were standing outside the cell, looking at the man sitting inside.

      “How can we help you, Asante?”

      “I believe Oneiri here has the solution to our current problem. Would you please allow her to see Crypto?”

      “She can see him just fine from out here. This guy is dangerous. He’s only under control because of Pytho’s ability.”

      Oneiri heard the voice again. Free them…Free him. She glanced at Ortega. “I think I can help him.”

      “How?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure yet. But I feel I need to go in there with him.”

      Joan and Ortega exchanged glances. “All right, but if he tries anything, put him out, Pytho.”

      The young woman opened the cell door and entered slowly. She approached the Nephilim on the ground and reached out with her hand. The man jumped up and attempted to grab hold of Oneiri, but he was surprised by a swift kick to the midsection.

      “Wow, take a look at yourself,” Asante whispered.

      Oneiri raised her hand to her face and noticed a layer of glowing fields surrounding her body. Gone were the arcs of energy that danced wildly through her hair. They were replaced by a serene radiance that flowed from her very being.

      “I think I’ve finally integrated all of the powers of the Primals,” she declared. “And I know what to do.”

      The woman knelt next to the Nephilim on the floor and grabbed his right arm. She cupped her hand, and a ball of energy appeared just above her palm.

      She rammed the mass into the Nephilim’s seal.

      Crypto thrashed about and screamed as if possessed. His eyes rolled to the back of his head, and he arched his back to an unnatural angle. Moments later, he collapsed on the floor with sweat streaming down his brow and a stream of black ooze seeping from his upper arm onto the floor.

      “The seal, it’s gone,” Pytho cried.

      “It’s a miracle!” Ortega exclaimed.

      The celebration was short-lived, though, as Mia burst through the door and interrupted their awe.

      “Ortega. Joan. Have you checked the news?”

      Both shook their heads.

      “Every major government institution around the world has been destroyed. Nearly all of DC, London, Paris, Beijing, Moscow, and all the others. They’re all gone.”

      “What?”

      “And we have visitors you need to speak to right now.”
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        * * *

      

      Ortega, Joan, Oneiri, and Asante made their way to the red barn. Nearly everyone had gathered, and four enormous people were with them.

      “Allow me to introduce you to the leaders of the groups in this camp. These are Joan and Ortega,” Theresa began. “Ortega, Joan, these are four of the Archangels. Apocalypse, you already know. To her right is Dayyana, next to her Gabriel, and on the end, that is Michael.”

      “Should I bow?” Ortega asked.

      “No, we’re servants of the Sovereign One, just like you,” Michael responded.

      “To what do we owe the honor of this celestial host gracing our humble farm?” Joan interjected.

      “The battle to decide the fate of creation is upon us, and this location is the battlefield. Diablos is coming.”

      “He wants me,” Angel spoke as she made her way out of the crowd.

      “Not you. He wants what’s inside you. The connection to the gift he received in the High Heavens, the Codex. But he cannot take it by force. So he’ll try to break you by making your friends suffer around you, and you give in to his demands.”

      “Will you fight with us?” Angel inquired.

      “We cannot. If we were to clash directly with Diablos, the backlash would destroy your world. Besides, it is forbidden.”

      Ortega looked pensive. “So what’s our strategy then? What’s our path to victory?”

      Dayyana’s face was grim. “You have almost no chance of survival. But you win by delaying Diablos long enough for my siblings and me to stop Haniel from opening the final seal.”

      “So our options are, die and the world ends, or die and the world might survive. Doesn’t sound very hopeful.”

      “Wait, why not take her somewhere else, another world where Diablos can’t get to her?” Ortega asked.

      Apocalypse shook her head. “Diablos is bound to the Codex, because he carries within him the essence of El-Samar Seper. Anywhere we take Angelica, he’ll be able to sense her and follow her there. We’d just be opening up another world to his evil. We wish we had better news. We take our leave now. May the Sovereign One protect you.”

      “Wait,” Theresa interrupted. “Take me with you. Maybe I can help get through to Haniel.”

      Libby had been listening to the exchange from outside the barn, but upon hearing Theresa’s plea, she rushed inside.

      “Wait! But I need you here to help me stop Therion,” Libby protested.

      Theresa looked at her daughter tenderly. “Even if we managed to stop him, and all of the creatures that Diablos throws at us, it’ll be for nothing if Haniel opens that seal. You can do this. I’m proud of the woman you’ve become.”

      Libby’s eyes watered, but she fought back the tears.

      “Let us go,” Michael declared.

      Michael and Gabriel disappeared first. Dayyana lingered for a moment, gazing at Libby. The two exchanged glances and a slight nod, and the eldest Primal was gone.

      Apocalypse held out her hand toward Theresa, who took it. The Archangel faced Angel. “I know you’re afraid, but when the time comes, you’ll know exactly what you must do.”

      They vanished.

      Joan immediately took charge. “All right, people. We don’t have a lot of time, and we have the battle of our lives coming to us. So first, every sealed Nephilim goes with Oneiri and Asante. Gypsy, ready everyone who’s received training. Place a group of the men with those who can’t fight and erect a protective barrier right here in the barn. Angel, once the fighting starts, you stay in this barn no matter what happens outside. We need to buy as much time as we can. All right, people, let’s move!”
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      The air was heavy with anticipation as the farm’s inhabitants waited in their designated areas. The sky above held a blanket of clouds that cast an eerie calm over the scene, like a painting frozen in time. The silence was almost deafening as everyone waited for their adversaries to appear. No one moved. No one spoke. All eyes were vigilant for the first signs of the incoming attack. In the distance, birds chirped softly and a light breeze blew through the trees, but otherwise there wasn’t a whisper from either side of the battlefield.

      Then, it happened. A single red portal opened over the lake. A single bugle blast resounded throughout the grounds, signaling the beginning of the battle.

      The male hybrids stationed in the barn began to channel the energies of the Cherubim, and their bodies gave a bright red glow. The group concentrated their efforts and generated a force field covering the entire structure. Angel, Adrian, and those too weak or frail to join the fight waited under the protection of the barrier. The doomsday clock hung ominously above the main entrance.

      Diablos, the King of the Daimons, emerged from the red portal, hovering over the waters. In a booming voice, he announced, “Give me Angelica Santos so that she can return what belongs to me, and you may all continue to live your boring little lives. There’s no need for bloodshed today. In fact, not even Angelica will be harmed. I just require a little cooperation, and we can put this all behind us.”

      The Daimon waited about half a minute for a response, but the farm had no movement.

      “This is a most unwise decision. Remember, I gave you a choice.”

      Immediately, over a dozen red portals appeared over the lake. The twelve Sons of the Damned emerged from the vortices, along with a contingent of Jaegers and Legion, William, and Lash. The troop slowly made its way toward the shore.

      Diablos looked at the leader of the Sons of the Damned when they reached dry land. “Akibeel, bring the sealed ones to our side and have them slaughter each other.”

      The wicked creature smiled and snapped his finger. They waited for several seconds, expecting to hear the sounds of struggles, but everything remained quiet. Akibeel snapped his finger a second time and then a third, but nothing happened.

      “Interesting. They must have figured a way to counter your abilities. Or…” Diablos glanced away for a moment, then burst out in laughter. “No, they wouldn’t. They couldn’t. But it is exactly what they’d do, isn’t it?”

      Akibeel wore a puzzled look on his face. “What have they done, master?”

      “They’ve gimped themselves. Removed their most powerful pieces from the board by removing the seal from the male hybrids. You can’t control them any longer, but they’ve also lost their best offensive weapons. Well, no matter. Slaughter them all, and bring me Angelica Santos…alive and unharmed.”

      “Actually, it’s you who’ll face slaughter today,” a voice cried out.

      Diablos glanced at the open area between the buildings and saw a short, muscular blonde girl. The Daimon rolled his eyes.

      “Akibeel,” he gestured toward the girl dismissively.

      The creature smirked and bounded toward his prey. When he reached her location, he stretched to grab her, but she disappeared. The next thing Akibeel knew, he was hurtling through the air, past the shore, to land in the deepest part of the lake.

      After that spectacle, Diablos took a closer look at the girl. She stood in the same place as before. But this time he caught a faint glow emanating from her body. It was multi-layered. Each layer was of a different color. Not just any colors, but the colors corresponding to the Primals.

      “That one is no typical female hybrid. Janus, Nehele, rend her bones from her skin.”

      The hulking beasts charged at their target at full speed, only to be rebuffed the same way Akibeel was.

      “She’s their first line of defense. A one-of-a-kind freak who can’t be in all places at once. Sons of the Damned, keep her busy. The rest of you, search and destroy.”

      The Jaegers spread out to hunt through the grounds.

      “Oneiri, now!” cried a voice from deeper in the grounds.

      The young woman bounced between the monstrous beings several times, delivering crippling blows to several of them. She headed in the direction from where the voice had called out.

      “My Lord, I’ve tried sensing the location of the Daimon Killer, but she’s nowhere to be found,” Legion declared.

      “She’s here. It’s this blasted Tektonite sorcery. It interferes with our abilities. No worries, we’ll smoke them out. Zavebe, burn it all!”

      The beast opened its mouth and unleashed a stream of blue flames that scorched everything it came into contact with. Before long, many of the buildings had caught on fire, and a cloud of thick black smoke covered the air.
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        * * *

      

      The Jaegers busted down the doors of the sleeping quarters and flipped over the beds in search of their prey. One of the enhanced humans broke off from the group and burst into a small cottage. It rummaged through the space, and a bright blue spear pierced it through the heart. The light left the creature’s eyes, and it slumped down motionless. Immediately, screeches and howls erupted and drew near the cottage.

      “Let’s go, Kitty! They must be linked somehow. When we kill one, the others are alerted.”

      “This way, Pretzel!”

      The pair exited the building through the back exit as a group of Jaegers burst in from the front. The creatures immediately headed for the back door and crammed through to pursue their prey, but as the first one tried to exit, a translucent arm struck it in the midsection and sent it crashing back into its companions to knock all of them off their feet.

      “Now!”

      A couple of male hybrids rushed into the room and activated their barriers simultaneously, expanding them until they nearly overlapped and leaving the Jaegers very little room to maneuver. Pretzel and Kitty thrust their spears into the narrow space between the force fields, piercing the creatures inside the kill zone. After they’d dispatched that group, the men deactivated their abilities and started heading for the door, but a stream of blue flame barraged the cottage, scorching the males and setting the entire building ablaze.

      “Oh my God!” Kitty exclaimed.

      “Come on, we’ll mourn them after we survive this,” Gypsy ordered.

      The three women dashed between the buildings and continued on their prearranged path until a Son of the Damned crashed through the building behind them.

      “Fresh meat!” the creature shrieked at the sight of them.

      It was on them in seconds.

      “Hey over here, you ugly piece of crap,” came a taunt from behind him. It was Laurie.

      The hulking beast swung its massive fist at Laurie. She dodged the first strike but didn’t see the follow-up blow and went crashing through a cabin wall as the roof caved in. Seconds later, a blur of colors appeared in front of it, smacked it backward several hundred feet, and moved on.

      “Laurie, no!” Kitty cried.

      The women dashed into the wooded area and regrouped with several of the other combatants.

      “How’s everyone doing?” Joan asked.

      “We lost two males, Freyr and Anemos, and Laurie. It’s getting hard to get around with all the smoke.”

      “Ok, we’ll just keep doing our part. Hopefully, the Archangels will figure out the situation with Haniel soon. Until then, we keep them busy.”

      “We need to keep them split somehow. We can’t let them overwhelm us with their numbers.”

      “My sister and I will create a distraction by the shore,” Margaret volunteered. “Lash is here. I bet we can goad him into sending some of those things after us.”

      Gypsy nodded. “Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      Diablos saw that the flames had reached the farthest corners of the farm. He knew it was only a matter of time before Angelica was flushed out. He, William, and Lash looked over the destruction with glee, and he noticed a plume of purple smoke appear a few dozen feet away. Libby appeared through the smoke.

      “Ah, if it isn’t my own daughter. You look a bit older than I’d expected. Where have you been?”

      “In another place, dealing with another version of you. She was a sadistic monster. You’d have gotten right along.”

      “Ahh, yes, Lilith. I should thank you for that. She was instrumental in my plans. Without your meddling in the affairs of that world, my victory today wouldn’t be complete. A father couldn’t ask for a better daughter,” he mocked.

      Libby’s face remained neutral. “I’m here for him.” She pointed her blade at William. “I’m ending Therion once and for all.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, you’re sorely mistaken. This isn’t really Therion. Sure, he looks like him and even has his soul. But this is William, the perfect marionette to make dance before the world. William, do you know who this is? This is Libitinia Smierc, daughter of Diablos and Mara, birthed with me from the high priestess’ womb. How do you feel about her?”

      “I have no feelings whatsoever toward her,” William replied.

      Diablos gazed at Libby. “See, he’s under my complete and utter control.”

      William’s eye started to twitch, and his head jerked oddly.

      “I am William,” he repeated. “I am Will…I…”

      His face turned beet red, and suddenly, he let out a thunderous roar. “I am Therion!”

      Diablos’ eyebrow raised. “That blasted doctor,” he muttered.

      Libby smiled. “Welcome back, Therion. You’re just in time to be sent back to hell.”

      The reawakened Nephilim dashed toward her, and she led him away from the shore.

      Gypsy and Margaret reached the water’s edge. “Long time, Dad!” Gypsy called.

      Lash turned to face his daughters. “Ahh, the abomination and the traitor.” The man glanced back at Diablos.

      “Go ahead,” Diablos offered. “Enjoy your little family reunion.”
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        * * *

      

      Angel was trying to maintain her composure by comforting the children in the barn. She put on a brave face and reassured them that everything would be over soon.

      She glanced up at the clock, and her face went pale. The hand was on the seven.
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        * * *

      

      “Haniel, what have you done?” Gabriel inquired.

      “My duty, as I seem to keep reminding you all.”

      “You’ve been deceived.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “When we were created and were still unsure of our roles in creation, who guided us, and explained our place in the cosmos?”

      “El-Samar Seper,” Haniel responded.

      “Right, the same El-Samar Seper that sowed a seed of bitterness in me that bore fruit and bound me to this world,” Dayyana declared. “We assumed that because he was still in the High Heavens, he couldn’t have been twisting the words of the Codex to his own purposes. But we certainly know that to be false now.”

      “I have dedicated myself to eradicating the versions of him that threaten the balance. What have any of you been doing to prevent his corruption from spreading?” Haniel accused.

      “Brother, the mortals are fighting Diablos’ forces right now to prevent him from achieving his end goal,” Gabriel interjected.

      “I’ve already ensured that won’t happen. This world will soon cease to exist. I suggest we make haste away from here, lest we get caught up in its erasure.”

      “You’ve destroyed every world where El-Samar Seper’s counterpart corrupted Sapha’s. Yet, you learned that the balance is threatened this way by the very one doing the corrupting. Can you not see it?” Apocalypse pleaded. “Now Diablos has absorbed every version of himself from those worlds and stands at the precipice of being able to reenter the High Heavens and trigger destruction that will envelop every world. All of creation will be erased.”

      “No…that can’t be.”

      Dayyana looked compassionately at her sibling. “You were deceived as I was. You have played directly into his designs.”

      “I…I did not know.”

      “This world is not yet destroyed. Redo the seal and stop this.”

      “I have never done such a thing. I only learned how to break the seals from El-Samar Seper, not how to repair them.”

      “With all due respect,” Theresa interjected. “I know you’ve all existed for longer than I could probably comprehend. But my friends and my daughter are risking their lives at this very moment. So, I refuse to accept ‘I don’t know how’ as a sufficient answer. If you won’t, I’ll figure it out myself.”

      The woman pushed her way past the Archangels and approached the broken seal on the ground. Two trees stood before it, one with golden leaves and another with silver. Theresa stretched out her hands and channeled as much energy as she could muster. Her hands trembled as she directed the power into the seal and attempted to put it together.

      “You’re channeling more of my power than you can handle. You’ll die,” Haniel yelped.

      “I’ll die anyway if I do nothing,” Theresa groaned. “And so will everyone else.”

      Capillaries burst in the woman’s face and eyes.

      “My siblings, we need to leave here now!” Haniel announced as he opened a Transworld portal beside him.

      The other Archangels exchanged glances, then looked back at Haniel.

      “You can flee like a coward if you like,” Michael chided. “But we’ll stay and share in the fate of this world.”

      One by one, the angelic beings placed their hands on Theresa, sharing their power with her.

      Haniel stared, bewildered, as the woman attempted to piece together the shattered seal. The Archangel glanced at the open portal, then at his siblings and the woman.
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        * * *

      

      Diablos felt the time had come. A toothy grin filled his face. He opened a series of portals and absorbed the black orbs of energy that came out from each one, then floated into the air and looked at the destruction below him. He noticed one conspicuously intact building, a red barn.

      “Legion, come with me.”

      The two Daimons flew to the barn as Sons of the Damned hurtled through the air around them and Jaegers and hybrids battled each other to the death. Diablos reached the barn first and tried to enter but was blocked by a red barrier just inside the structure. The Daimon waved his hand, and the building’s wood facade blew away to reveal a group of humans inside. Among them was Angel.

      “So this is where you’ve been hiding, Miss Angelica. Tsk, tsk, sitting safely in this barn while your friends risk their lives. That doesn’t seem fitting. It’s time to return what’s mine.”

      Diablos turned to his general. “Kill the males creating the barrier.”

      “My Lord?” Legion asked, a puzzled look on his face.

      “This is my final order. Kill them, so I may claim my prize.”

      Legion stared incredulously at his master.

      “Do you think the Archangels are going to bother coming to a dying world to chain you up?” Diablos inquired.

      The Daimon looked down, and after a few seconds of hesitation, he obeyed the order and walked up to the barrier to pour Daimonic power into it. Then, the young men upholding the force field shook and sweated profusely as they struggled against the barrage of energy, until blood poured out of their nose, ears, and eyes. Before long they’d collapsed, and the barrier disappeared.

      “It is done, my lord,” Legion announced woefully.

      A pair of Cherubim manifested and rushed him. They drove their celestial weapons through him and dragged him away.

      “Well, I did not expect that. Oh well, didn’t need him anymore anyway,” Diablos stated before turning his full attention to Angel. “Now you’re going to give me what’s mine.”

      He took several steps into the barn before Adrian stood up in front of Angel. “You stay away from her.”

      “Really? You went from my son to this. That was definitely a downgrade. I’ll let you in on a little secret. The Cherubim are busy with Legion. The Archangels are off doing who knows what. I can use my powers on every man, woman, and child here without so much as a slap on the wrist. I can even kill.”

      Diablos produced a black blade and wound up to thrust it into Adrian’s chest, but at the last second, Pretzel jumped in front of the sword. It went through her, narrowly missing her heart. Adrian toppled back from the impact with Pretzel, and the mocha-skinned woman fell to the ground in front of Diablos.

      “Noooo!” Angel screamed as she rushed to her friend’s side. Pretzel tried to speak, but blood was filling her pierced lung. She shed a single tear, touched her beloved friend’s face, and closed her eyes for the last time. The world seemed to stop for Angel, her mind unable to grasp what had just happened. From the corner of her vision, Angel saw the doomsday clock on the floor of the barn, and she suddenly remembered Josiah and his words of wisdom. “Who knows if this evil we face today will crumble under the weight of its own malevolence.” The woman jolted back from her stupor and stood.

      “You want it so badly? Here, have it.” She pressed her palm into Diablos’ chest. Instantly, a flash of light left her body and entered his.

      The Daimon stumbled back several steps as he adjusted to the restored connection to the Codex. “Now it is my time to ascend. I will be as the Sovereign One, and he will listen to me!”

      A massive portal opened behind Diablos. The appearance he’d been bound to since his departure from the High Heavens melted away, and he felt the full might of an Archangel. More than that, he felt the power of a god. He snapped his finger, and every hybrid across the world started to glow. He raised his hand, and the light from each of them exited their bodies and made its way toward him. He gorged himself on the energy of every hybrid created under the instruction of each of his counterparts. Finally, he strutted to the portal and entered his glorious destiny.
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        * * *

      

      At first, everything was black, and he could not see his own body. After some time, Diablos realized he was no longer bound to a form. He’d transcended such limitations and was now indeed a god.

      A radiant light appeared before him. It was Him.

      “It’s been a long time.”

      “Yes, it has, Logos. Or do you prefer Carpenter’s Son?”

      “I am both. Either works for me.”

      “I’ll stick to Logos, less of a mouthful.”

      “Well, how is it?” Logos inquired. “Is it everything you imagined it’d be?”

      “It’s beyond what I could have even imagined. I am finally your equal. Now you’ll have to listen to me.”

      “Oh, my poor child. You have indeed become a god. But you are a god of void and nothingness.”

      “Don’t you dare ridicule me. I’m now omnipotent, omnipresent, omniscient!”

      Logos’ face saddened. “You can all powerfully affect nothing, you’ll be present nowhere, and you’ll lack knowledge of everything. My dear child, you have indeed changed yourself, but not in the way you thought. You’ve cut yourself off from everyone and everything in creation. So, in His mercy, the Sovereign One willed this void for you to grant your desire. Once I leave, you will be ever alone, trapped in the recesses of your mind and pondering for eternity where you went wrong.”

      “This can’t be right. I planned this eons ago. I couldn’t have been this wrong.”

      “You were more wrong than you’ll ever comprehend. And we still love you and would restore you to your abode if you’d turn from your error. But you won’t, so here you’ll stay.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know. Goodbye, my child.” The light disappeared, and Diablos, King of Daimons, Lord of the Fallen, was left forever alone.
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        * * *

      

      Gypsy and Margaret struggled to their feet and ran as quickly as they could. Lash was right behind them.

      “You’ve lost your little light show. Now I’ll exact my revenge for destroying our family, you mongrel.”

      Gypsy’s translucent arm was gone. She could no longer feel the connection to the Seraphim. Lash had been more than a match for them with her abilities, and now it seemed hopeless. The man leaped through the air and landed in front of the sisters. He reached out and grabbed them both by the neck.

      “Things could have been different, Margaret. Diablos is gone, off doing whatever nonsense Utukkus care about. The world is in ruins. It needs a leader. I’ll be that leader. You should have been there beside me. Instead, you’ll die in this backwater place next to your crossbreed sister.”

      The veins in Lash’s head were throbbing and pulsing violently. His arms shook as he squeezed his hands, attempting to choke the life out of them.

      “I’m the ultimate man, the Übermensch. All will bow before me, I’ll be greater than Nimrod, greater than the Caesars, greater than—”

      His grip on the women’s necks loosened, and they dropped to the ground. A mound of human-shaped flesh had crashed into Lash, sending both it and him careening to the ground. The man glanced, mouth-agape, at the oozing creature next to him. Though its facial features were marred by sagging flesh, Lash could still make out the deep blue eyes of William Egress.

      “Not like this,” Therion cried. He attempted to rise, but the flesh melted from his bones and a sickening gurgling sound escaped from his throat. Before long, nothing remained of Therion but a dark wisp and a puddle of liquefied skin, blood, and bones. Moments later, his spirit passed from their plane into the next one.

      Lash scrambled to his feet, putting some distance between the ghastly display on the ground and himself. He had just turned his attention back to Gypsy and Margaret when he felt a sharp pain in his side. A blade was stuck between his ribs and pulled out viciously by a purple-haired woman.

      “Libby!” Gypsy cried.

      Lash swung his fist at his attacker, but she deftly rolled out of the way and positioned herself between him and the sisters.

      “This is nothing,” Lash mocked her. “My wound will heal in seconds, and I’ll destroy you all.” He ripped off his shirt and glanced down, expecting to show off his body’s recuperative abilities. Instead, thick, dark red blood continually flowed from the gaping injury. “This…this isn’t…something’s wrong.” Jagged purple lines began to run from the wound toward his chest and continued upward. Lash grasped at his neck as his face turned a dark crimson. His tongue protruded from his mouth and his eyes bulged. Finally, he fell to the ground, convulsed for several seconds, then stopped moving. A victim of the final revenge of Angie Watson.

      Libby glanced back at the sisters, walked over to them, and stretched her hand out to Gypsy. The latter stared intently at Libby for a moment, then softly nodded before taking her hand and rising from the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Angel wept inconsolably as she held the body of her closest friend. Before long, the survivors coalesced in what was left of the barn. Oneiri, Libby, Gypsy, and Margaret arrived first. The rampaging Sons of the Damned had turned to the same mush as Therion when Diablos stole everyone’s hybrid abilities and nature.

      Suddenly, the Archangels appeared before the barn as well. Haniel was among them, and he was carrying someone. It was Theresa.

      Libby rushed forward but stopped when she saw her mother’s face. It was covered in streaks of blood. “What happened?” she asked, her voice cracking.

      “She saved your world,” Haniel responded. “She saved every world.”

      The Primal set her body down gently, and Libby threw herself on it.

      In the background, the large portal created by Diablos was still open. The texture of the vortex changed, and it became clear as crystal. A crowd of people became visible on the other side.

      “Oh my God, look!” Oneiri cried. “It’s Pretzel”

      Angel perked up, looked at the clear whirl, and saw her friend waving at her. She stood and walked toward the portal. As she approached, she realized it wasn’t just Pretzel. Maria, Emilio, and Eva were there too. As were John, Tassel, Awilda, Grace, Laurie, and Theresa. The others in the barn also approached the portal, tears flowing down their faces as they reveled in the gift of seeing their loved ones one more time. Finally, the image became murky and the portal dissipated.

      “What are we supposed to do now?” someone asked.

      “Memento Vivere,” Angel replied through her tears. “We remember to live.”
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            A NEW EARTH

          

        

      

    

    
      Six Months Later

      Angel balanced the rice pudding with her left hand while reaching out for the flan on the kitchen counter. “Ouch!” she yelped while staring at her belly. “Take it easy in there, you two.”

      “Babe, let me help you with that,” Adrian offered as he placed the last of the dirty dishes into the sink.

      “I got it! Mind you, I used to carry loads of groceries, open a very heavy door, and check my grandmother’s mailbox all in one shot. This is a piece of cake in comparison.” She winked at him.

      “I know you’re more than capable, but now you’re pregnant.” He slid his arms around from behind and gently placed his hands on her growing tummy bump. “There’s more of you now, so you’ve got to take it easy.”

      “Are you calling me fat?” she teased, watching his expression turn into despair. “You look so cute when you’re out of words, hubby.” She cocked her head over her shoulder and kissed his lips. “Grab the coffee. I’ll take the last of these desserts.”

      The sun was setting over the white picket fence, gleaming through the windows and casting an orange hue into the spacious dining area. It was decorated with festive blue and red balloons and, towards the back wall, a large banner hung with the words “Reveal Party.” Angel and Adrian walked into the festive room that was filled with the sounds of laughter and lively chatter. A long wooden table stood in the center of the room surrounded by chairs filled with friends that had become family. After placing the last of the sweets on the table and distributing the sought-after coffee, the couple sat at the head of the table, with every eye keenly on them.

      “Can we stop with the suspense already!” Reina exclaimed. “You promised you’d tell us the gender of the baby.” Her eyes shifted between the couple. “So, tell us?”

      “Any guess?” Angel asked with a big smile.

      “It’s a boy,” guessed Cookie.

      Still grinning, Angel shook her head.

      “Oh, my God, it’s a girl!” shouted Dough, and everyone joined in her joy.

      Once everyone settled, Angle shook her head again.

      “Huh?” Shiloh looked utterly confused.

      The pregnant woman looked at her husband and then back to the group. “We’re having girls.”

      The entire table celebrated the surprise.

      “I had a feeling,” said Kitty, playing with a small plush toy. “Just didn’t wanna spoil the fun.”

      “This calls for a toast,” suggested Ortega. Everyone grabbed their glass and lifted them in midair. “May the Sovereign One bless this couple and their wonderful twin girls.” Soon the room was filled with the sound of clinks.

      After taking a sip from her glass, May informed everyone, “Angel isn’t the only one. We are getting more reports of hybrid women getting pregnant. That’s worth celebrating as well.”

      “That’s great news, May,” Angel started. “I do have a question, though. Are we still considered hybrids? I mean, since the disappearance of Diablos, we also seemed to have lost our SPA. I have to say, I miss having that connection with you all.”

      Mrs. Mozart interjected before May could respond. "The idea of being labeled with a distinct identity separate from our fundamental humanity has never sat well with me. We ought to consider that we are primarily human beings, after all. As to our Spiritual Psychological Awareness, I still firmly believe it was a divine gift that has served its purpose. However, we are to remember what Grace repeatedly reflected on: our connection ran deeper than any power. It was based on love.”

      “Well put, Mrs. Mozart,” Joan remarked. “It’ll take a bit of getting used to, but our SPA wasn’t what bonded us. It was the love and care we shared and still share, and we have the opportunity to share it with the world.”

      Mist broke in. “On that topic, the newly assigned UN Secretary-General has designated Joan and me as global ambassadors to bridge the gap between different community groups. She and other members believe that our work aiding ‘ex-hybrids,’” she quoted with her fingers, “would make a big difference in the lives of many worldwide. We aim to spread what we’ve learned with the world.”

      Oneiri, sitting next to Angel, lowered her head at that statement. Taking note of it, Angel grabbed her hand and mouthed, “Are you OK?”

      With a faint smile, she nodded.

      “But who’s gonna lead the group?” asked Reina.

      Joan clarified, “First, the group never had a sole leader. Our leadership was always based on a council committee. Still…” She lifted her glass and pointed at the couple across from her. “Recently Angel and Adrian shared with us a wonderful vision. Given the land Angel inherited from John, which includes Al Agoria academy, they’ve decided to use it as a refugee center to house many of the hybrid survivors. We were so all elated by this news that we promised to give them our full support as they lead this initiative.”

      She glanced at the man next to her and continued, “She’ll have the leadership support of Ortega, Cookie, and Dough.” She gave the couple a smile. “Of course, with their permission, this is also a going away party. Mist and I are set to embark tomorrow morning.”

      The room was filled with mixed emotions. Some wished the couple congratulations, while the women’s departure saddened others.

      “I can’t let these ladies have all the fun,” Gypsy insisted. “As you are aware, Margaret left for London yesterday with Sefina’s siblings, Alana and Kane. She was requested by the Prime Minister himself to assist in the aftermath of the influence Luminosity had in the area. Many folks are still struggling and are confused. Also, Mrs. Mozart and I received a call from the surviving Daughters of the Watchers group in London and throughout Europe. They also requested help. So after all this time, I think I’ll return home for a time, be with my sister, and help that community. We’ll leave next week.”

      Though the group’s faces were dismayed, they applauded the women as Gypsy bravely held back her tears.

      “I don’t think she’s the only one,” said Kitty, still toying with the cat doll.

      “Who else is leaving?” Angel asked curiously.

      Hope raised her hand. “OK? I wasn’t gonna say anything since this was supposed to be a gender reveal party, but, um, since this is now an official departure party…” The group chuckled. “I got a call from an old friend—Penny Stockton.”

      “Erinys?” Joan sounded a bit surprised.

      “That’s right,” Hope declared. “She dropped the Erinys name and mentioned that she’s been eight months sober. She’s back in the city and located a few of the Furies, or ex-Furies, and would like me to help her, you know, get them back on their feet, finding homes and that sorta stuff.” She smiled to appease the group for the next statement. “She’s still rough around the edges, if you know what I mean, but I think she’ll come around.”

      “So proud of you,” Mist remarked. “Good luck in your endeavors.”

      “Thanks.”

      May started to wave her hand, which made Angel exclaim, “May, you are leaving, too?”

      “I’m not leaving,” she assured her. “I promised you and the council that I’ll be around to help you. Still, I did get a call from the US Department of Health & Human Services, and they’ve asked if I could assist with the Nanite Serum. While the serum did have mind control effects, they’ve discovered that it can help cure various illnesses. So, in addition to helping reverse the side effects on those injected with it, they’d like me to help produce an improved version. They’ve also asked Zachary Taylor, aka Aner, to assist with that initiative as well.” She looked at the pregnant woman. “This means I’ll be traveling a bit. That’s all, Angel.”

      Leo piped up. “On the subject of Aner, did you guys hear that Pytho and Katastrofi are now ministers? They’re also going by their real names, Jason Smith and Kai Zhang.”

      The eyes of everyone in the group widened.

      “I was just as shocked when I heard the news. They’re both now in California helping ex-Nephilim.”

      “I have to say, I really underestimated John,” Mist admitted. “He really made a difference in these men’s lives and, may I add, ours.”

      “Should I tell them?” Adrian asked as he looked at Angel.

      She nodded excitedly.

      “We’ve decided to construct a memorial stone in honor of all those who died protecting us and saving the world. It’ll be a few months, but once completed, it’ll be placed near the lake, not too far from Awilda’s and Grace’s.”

      The news received applause and praise.

      The group continued their delightful gathering for a long time, with merrymaking prevailing throughout. After tearful farewells and embraces, Kitty, Oneiri, Asante, Reina, Leo, and Shiloh stayed a little longer with the couple and sat on the rocking chairs on the porch.

      “Kitty, what’s with you and that doll you’ve been playing with all night?” inquired Angel, a little furrow pulled between her eyebrows.

      The plush cat was a cute, huggable doll with soft, fluffy fur the color of freshly fallen snow. Its big round eyes sparkled like golden stars, and its tiny nose was a delicate pink button.

      “One of the girls gave this to me, and for some strange reason, I loved it. It gives me a sense of tranquility.” She took her eyes off the plush and looked at Angel. “How do you say tranquil cat in Spanish?”

      “Gato tranquilo,” translated Angel. “Why?”

      The gothic girl shrugged her shoulders. “I have an inkling.”

      “You and your inklings.” Angel smiled, and then she turned to a melancholy looking Oneiri. “Hey, what’s wrong with you? You’ve been unusually quiet.”

      “Something has been weighing heavy in my heart, but I don’t want to ruin the day.” Her eyes focused on her laced fingers.

      “It’s OK. What is it?”

      “Well, I had a chat with Mrs. Mozart a few days ago regarding how our planet is reverting back to the way it was in the beginning. It was a world of harmony, angels from heaven joined mankind in their endeavors. The first of our kind lived in a beautiful garden while the rest of the planet was uncultivated and wild, yet they had a responsibility…” Oneiri lingered in thought, staring into the blue. Snapping back to reality, she continued, “Sorry. As I was saying, they were responsible for cultivating the Earth with what they were given from the garden, to make the planet flourish in the same manner the garden was.”

      Angel’s frown deepened. “Where are you going with this, sweetheart?”

      “Mrs. Mozart was right about our SPA, that it was divinely given. Since the disappearance of Diablos, I, too, lost it and my other abilities. However, a few months ago they returned, and with them, dreams of other worlds in need of help, with other versions of Diablos corrupting their planets. I asked a few others and discovered that Asante, Reina, Shiloh, Leo, and Libby had a similar awakening as me.”

      The pregnant woman’s eyes became glossy. “You have to go, don’t you?”

      Oneiri nodded subtly and gazed at her friend with a tear rolling down her cheek. “Apocalypse appeared to me last night and mentioned that it was time. I was trying to resist it until I heard Mist’s words about sharing what we have with others. We’ve been given a beautiful garden, and it’s time to cultivate other worlds with it.”

      Angel was now in full tears. She stood and walked over to her friend. “I’m gonna miss you.” They embraced for a long period of time, and shortly after, the others joined the solemn moment.

      After they wiped away each other’s tears, Oneiri reached into her pocket and pulled out two identical watches. Their design was sleek and modern, with the bezel and hands crafted from a rare alloy of chromium and gold along with the straps. The face had two sets of time markers: one on the inside, another on the outer edge.

      “I want you to have this,” Oneiri revealed as she strapped it upon her friend’s wrist and then put on her own.

      Angel gazed at it confusingly.

      The girl chuckled. “You’ll get used to it.” She pointed to the outer hands of the watch. “The outer edge keeps track of the time that’s passed for this watch.” She redirected her finger to the inner hands. “This keeps track of the other watch. We’ll always know how much time has passed for the other even if the flow is different between worlds.”

      She nodded with a smile and sighed deeply. “When do you leave?”

      “We all leave tonight. But we’ll be back to visit you. Apocalypse will send word when the time comes.”

      As she spoke, a purple mist appeared, and Libby strode from it. She waved to the group, and instantly a Transworld portal appeared.

      Angel hugged each of her friends, and moments later, she watched them disappear.
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      The reporter sauntered through the peaceful farm, trailed closely by the cameraman capturing every moment. Behind him, a picturesque house surrounded by a white picket fence stood proudly in the gentle afternoon sun in front of the shimmering lake. The silhouette of the residence against the beautiful scenery was breathtaking, and it was easy to see why this had been chosen as the perfect place to call home.

      Not too far off from the house was a barn placed against the backdrop of the rolling hills, its sliding, white-striped doors wide open beckoning to anyone who passed by. The vibrant red of the barn was a stark contrast to the green of the surrounding landscape, creating a beautiful and creative work of art.

      The cameraman pivoted his camera from the reporter to the barn bustling with activity, with people of all ages streaming in and out, their arms laden with boxes of cans and other goods. Despite their heavy loads, their faces were filled with joy. They laughed and chatted as they went about their tasks, exchanging greetings with one another like old friends. As the camera zoomed in, it became apparent that this barn was not an ordinary structure but a cornerstone of the community.

      “It’s been several years since the global catastrophic events hit our world, and many countries and major cities worldwide are still recovering from the aftermath. Still, thanks to our new celestial allies, major cities such as New York, London, Cairo, and Japan have completed ninety percent of their recovery efforts. They are also experiencing a resurgence in business, which would have taken years without their help.”

      As he spoke, two radiant Seraphim glided behind the reporter in their heavenly bodies, each carrying large, heavy containers beyond the capacity of a mortal to lift.

      He averted his eyes from the camera briefly and murmured, “I still can’t get used to that.” Smiling to recover his composure, he returned his gaze forward. “But our new heavenly allies aren’t the only ones we need to thank. Rural areas like the one I’m standing in are also making a major difference in our communities.”

      “Just seven years ago, this tranquil farm was viciously attacked by the once destructive ACTF, leaving many dead in its wake.” The camera zoomed out as he gestured around him at the bustling activity of the farm, now a thriving community center, and construction vehicles far out in the distance.

      “But now, as you can see, this once war-torn land has been transformed into a haven for the community and a shining example for the world. Though construction has not yet been completed, many of the cabins are now fully operational and serving the community. The John Ebenezer Camp offers many services and programs for people from all walks of life. From community gardens to educational workshops, the farm is now a hub of activity and positivity. Today is a special day, as they host their fifth annual festival and food drive.”

      The reporter approached a family consisting of two parents and four children, twin girls by the mother and a boy and a girl by the father. “With me are the owners and head of this center, Angelica Santos-Smolinski, her husband, Adrian Smolinski, and their four gorgeous children,” the reporter introduced.

      “First and foremost, thank you so much for the love and contribution you have given this community. I can freely speak on behalf of everyone of how appreciative we are for the work you and your husband have done.”

      “Thank you, Edwin,” Angel expressed as the reporter tilted the microphone in her direction.

      “So, what can we expect for this fifth annual festival and food drive?”

      Angel was beaming with pride. “As we say where I come from, ¡esta noche nos vamos a gozar!” She chuckled along with the reporter. “That means tonight we are gonna have a good time. This year's event promises to be bigger and better than ever before,” she declared. “We have a fantastic lineup of entertainment, including local bands and dancers, as well as a delicious selection of food from some of the best restaurants in town.

      “But as always, the main reason for the gathering is our awesome food drive. We're asking everyone to bring non-perishable food items to help those in need in our community,” she explained. “And with your help, we hope to make a real difference not just here but around the world.”

      The reporter nodded, impressed by Angel's dedication to the cause. “And what about the festivities?”

      “Oh, you're in for a real treat,” Angel replied with a smile. “We have games and activities for all ages, from face painting for the kids to a pie-eating contest for the adults. And, of course, don't forget we will be serving our delicious Spanish food!”

      “I can wait for that,” added the reporter with a laugh and faced the cameraman. “OK, folks. You heard it from the lady. You won’t wanna miss it. Reporting live from the John Ebenezer Camp, this is Edwin Junior, Channel Seven News.”

      As the reporter thanked them for their time and walked away, a sleek Suburban limousine pulled up to the house. Its glossy black exterior was unblemished and shone under the bright sun and a young woman dressed in all black stepped out of the car.

      When the four children laid eyes on her, they scurried from their parents’ side toward the woman, shouting, “Titi Kitty!”

      With wide extended arms, she embraced them all at once, lavishing them with kisses. The boy, only three, attempted to run away, and she grabbed him back, saying, “Come back here, John, you little munchkin. I’m not done with you yet!”

      Angel looked at Adrian with a big frown on her face. “I don’t know who this woman is anymore when she’s with our kids. Ever serious Kitty becomes a Reina 2.0.”

      Adrian laughed. “I know. My biggest shock was when she wore that colorful non-black clown costume for Eva’s fifth birthday.”

      Once the kids were free from Kitty’s grasp and wandered away to play, she embraced the couple affectionately. “My apologies for the late arrival. My Japan meeting ran late. We’re finalizing the construction of the Gato Tranquilo store right in the heart of Tokyo.”

      “Japan, now! Nice!” Angel exclaimed. “Giving Mello Kitty a run for their money, huh?”

      “Not trying to. Mello Kitty will always be at the center.” She pointed at her heart. “But business is looking good. That’s our seventh international store.” She gave them a stern look. “And this time, you are coming with me to inaugurate it. No excuses. I’ve already made the airline and hotel reservations for the six of you. Besides, there’s someone I want you all to meet with me.”

      “Who?” Angel asked.

      “My little Abigail,” Kitty responded as she whipped out her phone and showed everyone an image of a toddler. “I’m adopting her, and I want all of her new family there.”

      Angel’s face beamed and she glanced over at her husband.

      Adrian smiled at Angel. “We could definitely use the vacation.”

      “But what about the camp?” Angel fretted. “There’s so much to do still.”

      “Honey, we have a wonderful crew and more volunteers than we can count.”

      Sighing with a bit of hesitation, she responded. “OK, OK, we’ll go.”

      “Awesome!” he exclaimed. “I also hear they have great nightclubs in Japan, and you still owe me a dance.”

      Angel chuckled. “As long as you don’t use one of your cheap lines and call me Aphrodite.”

      Her husband gave her a flirtatious look. “You know how this works, baby. If you were words on a page, you’d be the fine print.”

      Both Angel and Kitty snorted into a laugh, more out of sympathy.

      Kitty looked around. “Where’s old man Ortega?”

      Seeing the kids returning, Angel corrected her. “You mean Grandpa Ortega? He flew early yesterday morning to Mozambique to join Joan, Mist, and the old gang to help with a new community center. He sends his regrets for not joining us today.”

      “So, we should get started?”

      “Yeah, we should.”

      “What about our friends? Do you think they’ll show up?”

      Angel looked at the special watch strapped to her wrist. It showed the current time, as well as the time and date of another place. “Twelve years have passed in their world since we last saw them. But I dreamt that they’d be here today.”

      Gathering the four kids, they all headed toward the lake, where a large memorial stone stood commemorating the names of the honored fallen. The stone was massive and made of the finest marble, its surface etched with several names, yet four shone brighter than the rest. Each name was carefully carved, and the letters gleamed brightly in the sunlight.

      The following dedication was inscribed on the crest of the stone, written in gold lettering:

      In memory of the brave, selfless souls who gave their all to protect the world. Their sacrifice will never be forgotten.

      One of the twins pointed to one of the names on top. “Look, mommy! That’s my name, Latisha.”

      Angel knelt next to her and followed her gaze. “That’s right, baby. You and your sister, Maria, were named after two important women in my life, and that’s one of them.”

      “And who’s Laurie? The name between Theresa’s and John’s,” inquired Maria curiously.

      Before Angel could answer, Kitty responded, “She was a good friend. Complicated, but good.”

      As they gazed at the stone tearfully and silently, a crackling electric sound resonated a few feet from their location. Moments later, a vortex materialized, showing six individuals.

      “Who’s that, Mommy?” asked Eva, with wide eyes.

      Angel beamed with ecstasy. “Those are friends, honey. One of them is your uncle.”

      “Who’s the baby?”

      “I don’t know, honey, but Reina is gonna let me know soon!”
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      Finalizing The Progeny War Series’ last book is such a bittersweet moment. It is incredible to watch your characters and story come to life as you author six books and to experience the sense of accomplishment and pride that comes with it. In tandem, I wasn’t aware of the deep connection that you form with your own characters—their emotions, lifestyles, challenges, triumphs, and defeats. After being part of my life for several years, completing this last book feels like having to bid farewell to cherished and beloved old friends.

      The extent of how this series developed wouldn’t have been possible without LMBPN. You believed in our work, provided us with the platform, guided us, and, as new authors, were endlessly patient. I thank you from the bottom of my heart for making this series possible.

      Wined, my love. thank you so much for your support, encouragement, and understanding, even during those long nights and busy weekends. Levi and Timothy, my biggest fans, thank you for granting me the time to work on this series. You are truly gifts from heaven.

      D.J., you are a creative and brilliant author, and what a thrill it was to collaborate and work with you on this series. Your ingenuity and creativity really took us out of several tough spots and laid an awesome pathway to make this series what it is.

      To the Sovereign One who sits on the throne, to His Son and His precious Spirit, I give you thanks, always!

      

      D.J.

      What a journey! When G.Z. and I wrote Daughters of the Watchers, we discussed where we would want the story to go and what the ending would be. It almost seems surreal that we’re actually here. Each book has presented its own unique challenges and puzzles to be solved, but this final one brought with it a mixed bag of emotions that I didn’t expect. There were moments as I was writing that I had to stop to get a handle on the sudden rush of feelings.

      No words can ever fully express the gratitude I feel toward the LMBPN for giving these two unknowns a chance to share this story with the world. The graciousness and patience that you’ve given us is far more than we ever expected.

      To the readers that have followed our work, you’re the reason we’ve made it this far. Thank you for your support and I hope the story has been as enjoyable for you to read as it’s been for us to write.

      Sam and Daniel, I love you boys, thank you for your patience with your dad when I had to take time to write on our weekends together.

      G.Z., it’s been a true blessing to share this adventure with you. Upward and onwards!

      To the source of my life and inspiration, all glory and honor. Soli Deo Gloria.
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