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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 Princpum – Top council members of the Star of Nimrod made of thirteen members. Some of the members are Eddie Lopez, Kenneth Owen, and James Edwards.

      Tektonites – A religious organization made of humans and hybrids that follow the way of the Tekton. They dedicate 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. She was killed by Libitinia.

      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 Emissary & 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 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.

      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.

      Laurie Marilyn Davidson – AKA Jewels, AKA Villainous, Once the second in command of the Lancaster DoW until she betrayed the group and became known as Villainous.

      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 – 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 – 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.

      Sefani – 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 – Part of the Tektonite. He is a friend of the DoW Tristate group.

      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 Lord and has the power of telekinesis.

      Leo Archie – The son of Apollyon. Angel’s younger brother.

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

      Leon – Principalite and the son of Arakiel the Watcher. He’s a member of the Sons of the Lord and has lion-like features and abilities.

      Aetos – Principalite and the son of Semyaza the Watcher. He has bird-like features and abilities, including flight.

      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 Watcher. After the banishment of their father, they were cursed to become wondering spirits upon their deaths. 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.

      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 organization. She was hired by the Star 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 – Another version of Diablos in a different world.

      Belial – Is another version of Diablos in a different world.
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      Perspiration marred their brows, and it was not from the hot and humid enclosed room. The shortest of the three was at least seven feet tall, and their brawny arms and wide hands could easily crush a man’s skull with the clenching of a fist. Their barbarous and menacing features, however, could not hide the fear and trepidation on their faces, and their constant pacing aggravated the floor dust of the storage closet situated in the lower levels of Agoria Academy.

      No words were spoken, just an occasional cough and wondering glances of anticipation. The cobweb-filled room was inconspicuous enough to fence away inquiring minds. The purpose of their gathering was sufficient to have them executed.

      The tallest of the three looked at his phone and grew agitated when he noticed the time. “Yo! What’s up with Tabish? He was supposed to be here a half hour ago.”

      “Give him a few more minutes, Petra. He’ll come through.” Adad sat on the only chair in the room.

      “We were supposed to be on the road fifteen minutes ago.” Petra paced nervously as he chewed the last of his fingernails.

      “Look! He had a lot on his plate. He’ll be here. Just give him a few more minutes.” Adad turned his attention to his other companion. “Dabeet, are you all right?”

      “Nah, man. This doesn’t feel right, you know?” He placed his hands over his dark wavy hair. “The plan is to escape, but I don’t think we’re ready. Look at us, man! We’re still using our sealed names, and your boy is not even here yet. Brah! I’m not feeling this.”

      “Tabish… I mean, Jeff will come through. I’ve known him since we were both kids. But I agree with you. If the plan is to leave this place, then we can’t use our sealed names.”

      Petra stopped his pacing and glanced at them both. “With or without Tabish, or Jeff, or whatever his name is, I’m gettin’ out of this joint. Nephilim have been disappearing left and right, and I heard from someone they’re being used for some scientific experiments or crap.” There was a sense of desperation in his eyes. “I’m not down with that.”

      Dabeet walked over to Petra. “Dewayne, listen up, man. That’s just rumors, and without Jeff, where are you gonna go?” He placed his hand on his shoulder. “Check this out… Maybe all of this is a sign that we should stay. Didn’t the new headmaster say there’s a prophecy that the Son of Destruction is supposed to come back to life? Maybe we should wait it out.”

      “Nah, brah.” Petra shrugged Dabeet’s hand off. “Naeem, that’s the same bullcrap they’ve been feeding us since we joined the academy. I’m done with that crap.” He gazed directly into Adad’s eyes. “If your boy isn’t here in five minutes, I’m gone.”

      The bare bulb hanging from the ceiling began to sway, followed by an intense loud thumping from beyond the enclosed room. The door opened abruptly, and a bloody, injured Nephilim came through the door. He collapsed into the arms of Adad.

      “Tabish! What happened?” Adad cried as he knelt to hold his friend.

      The injured Nephilim’s breathing was heavy, and the sweat from his brow mingled with blood from the lacerations on his face. He lifted his arm and placed his shaking hand on his friend’s shoulder. “They are killing us…” He gasped deeply with every word. “You need to leave. Now!”

      Adad paled as he gazed into his dying friend’s eyes. “Who’s killing us? Is it the women?”

      Tabish’s head shook. He tapped his right pocket and, with his last bit of breath, managed to whisper, “Run!”

      Adad closed his deceased friend’s eyelids and then reached into his pocket. He extracted a folded paper with the markings of a map.

      “Adad, let’s get the hell out of here!” Petra yelped.

      The Nephilim laid the dead body on the floor and placed the folded paper in his back pocket. He got to his feet and gazed at the other two. “Let’s go!”

      The young men stormed out of the room, up a flight of stairs, and raced through the main corridor of Agoria Academy. They reduced their high-speed run to a walk when a strange and threatening sensation engulfed them. The passageway felt cold, and they could only see by the sparks of a broken lamp dangling from the ceiling. They smelled doom but could not determine its source.

      They stopped when the hallway went dark.

      A flashing spark caused their eyes to widen in terror, and their hearts raced when they saw three blood-drenched men blocking their path. The smile on the strangers’ faces increased their terror.

      The stranger in the middle walked toward them, and the closer he came, the wider his sadistic grin grew. He stopped a few feet from them. “Now, lookie here.” He glanced back at his other companions. “These must be the last batch of the worthless scum.”

      “Who the hell are you?” asked Petra in a quavering voice. He clenched his fists and they instantly changed into solid stone.

      “How cute. This one has magic tricks.” The man advanced another step toward Petra.

      “Tell me how cute it feels when I smash them through your freaking face.”

      “Give it a shot, stone boy.”

      Petra threw a right hook into the man’s face, but the ominous figure only smirked. The young man looked at his hand, now in immense pain. His eyes bulged when he saw that his hand had been shattered into pieces, and he grasped his broken arm with a howl of pain.

      Adad and Dabeet watched in astonishment as their companion dropped to his knees, clenching his bloody wrist.

      Adad lifted his hands, and a gust of wind rushed into the corridor. He inhaled deeply and blew out a tempest wind, sending the floor debris plunging toward the men. Dabeet had to pull Petra from the floor to prevent him from being blown away.

      All three strangers stood unfazed by the stormy winds. The man in the middle calmly strode toward Adad and lunged at him, delivering a heavy blow to his chest that tossed him a few feet into the air. The young Nephilim crashed to the floor, out of breath. Blood spewed from his mouth.

      Dabeet extended claws from his fingernails and lurched toward the attacker at full tilt with his right hand aiming for the heart. Before he could make contact, the stranger clutched him by the neck, raised him several feet in the air, and slammed him to the floor. He was dead on impact.

      During the scuffle, Adad shakingly reached into his pocket and pulled out the folded paper. He pulled himself to Petra, who lay on the floor, grasping his bleeding arm. “Take it and run. This is where Tabish wanted us to go.”

      “What about you, man?” Petra managed through his pain.

      “I’m not gonna make it.” Adad coughed out blood. “I’ve got one trick under my sleeve, enough to give you a chance to escape.”

      Petra nodded before he got up and ran at full tilt in the opposite direction.

      Adad glanced sorrowfully at Dabeet’s broken body and mustered the little strength he had left to get to his knees. With a loud scream, he touched the ground. From his hands, a force of energy flowed that made the entire corridor shake, cracking the walls and ceiling, and the corridor avalanched down on him and the three men.

      The entire corridor was filled with a dust cloud that lingered for several minutes, along with the sounds of a few crumbling stones. Moments later, a large explosion from the rubble sent the piles of debris in all directions.

      From the dust, three strangers emerged unscathed.
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      An unexpected radiance erupted twenty-three thousand feet under sea level, just off the coast of Sumatra, and the bottom of the Indian Ocean shone with a dull orange hue for several hundred miles. The denizens of the Java trench scurried rapidly away from the unnatural light. At the center of the spectacle stood a humanoid figure reciting an incantation, with one hand resting on a pulsating orb that hovered several feet from the ground. The space around him was devoid of water—a pocket of air encapsulated the figure and the sphere.

      “I call upon the authority granted to me by the Worthy One to undo the seals that uphold this world,” chanted the man.

      The orb stopped pulsating and dropped to the ground. A bright flash of light shot out from it, obscuring the humanoid's features, but it subsided as the sphere seemed to dissolve into the seafloor. A strange design appeared where the orb had been and rapidly expanded to fill the entire space the figure inhabited. The intricate pattern left behind after the orb disappeared was made up of small, delicate lines that intersected and crisscrossed in a seemingly random order, but on closer inspection, the pattern was quite precise and intentional. Every line intersected with at least two other lines, creating a complex web-like design.

      A Transworld portal appeared inside the air bubble, and out stepped a tall, slender woman dressed in black. “Haniel, please stop this. There is no longer a reason for you to destroy this world.”

      “Mara… No, it’s Dayyana again, isn’t it.” Haniel stopped to glance over his sister from head to toe. “I see you have once again achieved balance within yourself.”

      “Yes. I’ve returned to my place in the High Heavens and have been accepted by the Sovereign One. Although I fear I have much to atone for.”

      Haniel’s face softened. “I’m glad for you, sister. It warms my heart to see you back in the fold.”

      Dayyana’s eyes darted toward the pattern on the floor. A deep-set furrow graced her brow. “It’s not too late to stop this. I’m no longer bound to this world nor blinded by bitterness. Return to the High Heavens with me, brother.”

      The younger Archangel stared deeply into his sister’s eyes and shook his head. “No.”

      Confusion marred Dayyana’s face. “But why?”

      “You think that my decision to initiate the Eschaton in this world was due to your stubbornness, but I’d long decided that this world was marked for doom. I simply wanted you to come to your senses before its end.”

      “I don’t understand, Haniel. Make it make sense.”

      The Primal of Balance drew a deep breath. “You’ve been gone a long time, Dayyana. The clock in this world runs much slower than in others. While a mere two thousand years have passed here, countless eons have gone by in many others. Do you know how many worlds I’ve ended in that time?”

      Dayyana shook her head.

      “Two hundred and seventy-two thousand, seven hundred and thirty-five.”

      The eldest Primal’s mouth opened in shock.

      “I’ve traversed the world ensemble, possibly more than any of the other Archangels, and I have learned certain uncomfortable truths,” Haniel continued.

      “What truths are those?”

      “Seven of us were created at the beginning. We were each given a majestic gift and a glorious purpose. However, one of us was assigned a much different task. Sapha did not have a permanent place in the High Heavens. Instead, his being was split among each of the worlds to serve as a guardian and leader of the angelic host in each one.”

      “I know this,” interrupted Dayyana. “I was there. I also know that El-Samar Seper managed to discover the secret behind Sapha’s immanent existence in each world and did the same thing to himself.”

      “As well you should. However, do you know what common factor every world I’ve doomed shared?”

      Dayyana narrowed her eyes. “I do not.”

      “Every single world that had become a danger to the balance of the World Ensemble and required cleansing had lost its protector.”

      “Lost in what way?”

      Haniel’s gaze hardened. “The counterpart of El-Samar Seper that resided in that world managed to corrupt and seal away Sapha’s counterpart. In this world, it was Diablos and Azazel, respectively.”

      The elder Primal furrowed her brow. “So, after El-Samar Seper split himself, the different versions of him set out to corrupt the different versions of Sapha. But to what end?”

      “I don’t know for sure. But I suspect it has something to do with re-entering the High Heavens. One of El-Samar Seper’s counterparts managed to turn the mortal inhabitants of his world to his side and become ruler of that world. His name was Mephisto. He convinced his subjects to defile their own planet to construct an edifice that could have harnessed enough energy to open a Transworld portal.”

      Dayyana’s face was a mess of confusion. She frowned, and her lips were pursed in a tight line. She looked like she was trying to make sense of something, but she just couldn't quite figure it out. The woman's eyes darted around. “Something is not adding up,” she protested. “Why go through all this trouble to return to the place he willingly left in the first place? Why betray his station to simply go back to where he started?”

      Haniel shook his head. “I don’t know. But I do know one thing for certain.” As he spoke, a pair of golden scales appeared before him, tipping decisively to one side. “The scales have determined that the balance of this world has been sundered. And of all the versions of El-Samar Seper that I’ve encountered, Diablos is by far the most dangerous. It’s almost as if he is the one with the greatest concentration of his original essence.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Because he was able to devise a scheme to entice even the eldest of the Archangels,” Haniel replied tersely.

      Dayyana averted her gaze, her cheeks flushed. After several seconds, she composed herself and drew a deep breath. “The Sovereign One has provided a way for me to be restored through the very mortals that you are condemning to destruction.”

      The younger Primal smirked briefly. “You’re concerned for the mortal that bears a part of your essence.”

      “Yes, but it’s not just my concern for her that brings me here. If you are right and Diablos is the most dangerous of El-Samar Seper’s counterparts, how do you know you aren’t stepping into his trap? It could well be the case that whatever his scheme, it requires you to trigger the Eschaton in order for him to succeed.”

      Haniel’s brows were raised, and his mouth was open as if he was about to say something, but he closed it again. Doubt crossed his face for a moment, but it was fleeting. He narrowed his eyes and set his jaw firmly. “If you care for that mortal, take her to one of the worlds where El-Samar Seper has been defeated. This first seal will open soon, and the end of a world is not a pleasant experience.”

      The woman stared at her younger sibling for several seconds. A stern look of concern marred her delicate features, but after a moment, her face softened, and she sighed. “May the Sovereign One help us,” she muttered under her breath as she opened a Transworld portal and left Haniel to his task.
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      The young woman paced back and forth in the nondescript waiting area. She looked at her watch, sighed deeply, and sat again on one of the uncomfortable chairs that creaked with any slight movement. Her fidgeting foot made the chair tremble and squeak louder, which was the reason she had decided to stand in the first place. On her feet again, she walked toward the pamphlet booth and picked up a medical brochure on how to detect breast cancer. The woman had tried watching the barely audible dusty television hanging from the corner, but she was not interested in the early evening news. She hoped the reading would distract her, but anxiety kept sending her gaze leaping off the page to her watch. Frustrated, she jammed the pamphlet back in with the others and strode toward the nurse’s station. She knocked on the glass window to get the nurse’s attention.

      The annoyed nurse, who was on the phone, slid the glass window open and sighed with frustration. “Yes?”

      “Yeah, I’m Angelica Santos. I’m waiting for my grandmother, Maria Santos. I’ve been waiting an hour and haven’t heard a thing. Can you give me an update? Can I go see her? Does she know that I’m here?” Maria Santos would’ve been proud of how quickly Angel issued those questions.

      The nurse put on a smile and looked at her watch. “Hello, Angelica, again. You asked me those questions fifteen minutes ago. Dr. Velazquez is conducting a thorough analysis, and once he’s done, I’ll let you know.” Without waiting for a response, she closed the window and returned to her phone call.

      Angel glared spitefully at her and took a deep breath to keep calm. Her cell phone rang and stopped her from barging into her grandmother’s side. She looked at the caller ID, and a thin smile appeared on her face.

      “Hey, Pretzel.” She took a step back and walked toward the old chair to sit.

      “Everything OK? I heard from Reina that your grandmother is at the hospital.”

      “I wish she was at the hospital. She’s at her primary doctor’s office.”

      “What happened?” Pretzel asked, concerned.

      “I don’t know for sure. Señor Carlos from the second floor at my grandmother’s apartment called me. He drove her to the doctor—he said she was experiencing chest pains and almost fainted.” Angel placed her hand over her chest, feeling her own rapidly beating heart.

      “Why not the emergency room?”

      “Knowing my grandmother, she must’ve insisted on coming to this raggedy old office.” The statement made the nurse give Angel a glowering look.

      “I just finished teaching my last summer session class of the day. Let me head over and join you.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Pretz. I don’t think we’ll be here much longer.” She reclined leisurely on the chair, leaned her head against the wall, and gazed with no interest at the television. “But if you don’t mind, stay with me on the phone. It’ll help keep me sane.”

      “Sure thing, girlfriend. So, has the doctor said anything about her condition?”

      “Nothing. It’s the reason I’m feely so antsy.”

      As she talked, she noticed the latest news bulletin. The continent of Africa was displayed on the television screen with the headline reading “Massive Earthquake in Various African Countries.”

      “Pretzel, can you hold for a second?”

      “Sure.”

      Angel stood and walked toward the TV. She was close enough to hear what the news anchor was saying.

      “This just in. We have confirmed reports that several African countries in the southern portion of the continent have experienced a swarm of 7.5-magnitude earthquakes at 4:57 PM eastern standard time today. No word yet on damages or casualties, though tremors in the 7.0 to 7.9 range often will cause serious damage. This is after Egypt, Libya, Algeria, and Sudan reported a national power outage earlier today and remain without power…”

      “Pretzel, have you seen the news lately?”

      “No, what’s up?”

      “Major catastrophes are happening all over Africa. It’s making me wonder if it’s the work of you know who?”

      Before Pretzel could respond, the nurse called for Angel. “The doctor would like to talk to you. Please come through the side, and you’ll see your grandmother in room one.”

      “Pretz, I’ve got to go. The doctor wants to talk to me.”

      “OK. Call me later and let me know how everything went.”

      Angel clicked the end button on the smartphone and walked through the side door of the small clinic. She found room one and saw her grandmother sitting on a cot.

      “Mi angel, what are you doing here?”

      “Thank God you are OK!” Angel strode toward her grandmother and embraced her.

      “Hey, are you too grown to ask for the bendición?”

      Angel sighed and smiled. “Bendición, Abuela.”

      “Dios te bendiga, mi niña.” Maria kissed her on the cheek as she customarily did.

      “What am I doing here? Abuela, Señor Carlos called saying you were having chest pain and almost fainted. Why didn’t you go to the emergency room?”

      “Ah, ese señor should mind his own business.” Maria waived her hand in agitation. “I was sweeping the third-floor hallway when I got a minor pain. He saw me and wanted to take me there. Es pequeño…nothing serious. No need for the emergency room.”

      “Abuela, he said you were sweating and out of breath. That doesn’t sound like a minor thing.”

      “It could have been the chuleta I ate earlier.” Maria smiled tenderly.

      “Pork Chops!” Angel gave her a cold hard look. “You are not supposed to be eating that stuff anymore.”

      “No era mucho. It was a small one.”

      Angel’s expression was turning the color of red lava when a knock sounded on the door. She turned to the door and answered, “Come in.”

      The door opened to an elderly man with silver hair. He wore a white coat and carried a clipboard in his hand, and he smiled at the sight of Angel. “Angelica, long time no see,” he said in a Spanish accent.

      “Hello, Dr. Velazquez.” Angel gave him a polite grin.

      He closed the door behind him as he walked into the room. “Maria tells me you are a teacher now.”

      “Yeah, that’s right. First grade.”

      “That’s a great grade. I have a son who’s also a teacher as well. He teaches at a high school in California. My granddaughter is studying to become a teacher as well—”

      “I’m sorry, Dr. Velazquez,” Angel interrupted with desperation in her voice. “How’s my grandmother?”

      “So sorry about that. You know us, Hispanics like to talk.” He sat on the nearby stool and removed his reading glasses. “To be honest, I don’t know for sure the cause of the pain. I gave your grandmother a full physical and found nothing obvious. The next step is to have her do some blood work and urine tests. She expressed having pain when she urinates, so the sooner we can get those tests, the better.”

      “What do you mean painful?” Angel turned to her grandmother with concerned eyes. “Has it always been painful, Abuela?”

      “No es nada. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Abuela, this could be something serious. You need to say these things.”

      As Maria shook her head, the doctor added, “Maria, Angelica is right. It may seem minor to you, but it can be serious.” He tapped the clipboard. “In addition to the urine and blood work, I would like to conduct an imaging test to be on the safe side and examine the bladder.”

      “How soon can we get these tests completed, Dr. Velazquez?”

      “I’ll give Maria a referral, and she can schedule those examinations. Also, I need to make sure she continues to take those meds for the heart.” He gave Maria a stern look. “And to limit salt and fatty food intake, and a good walk here and there will help.” The doctor stood from the stool.

      Angel nodded. “Thank you, doctor. I’ll make sure she does what she needs to do.”

      “Sounds good, and great seeing you again.” He walked out of the room and left the two women to themselves.

      Angel puffed a sigh of disappointment. “This is not good, Abuela. You need to take your meds and stop eating those greasy foods.”

      “Yo se, nena. But I’ll be fine.”

      “Abuela, please! Be serious.”

      Maria removed the smile from her face and nodded gravely. “Sorry, mi angel. I’ll do my best. I promise.”

      “Good, because the first thing I’m gonna do once you are home is throw away everything that’s not healthy.” She extended her hand to help Maria off the cot.

      “No me botes el adobo!” her grandmother said sternly and with a serious expression on her face.

      “I won’t throw away your seasoning mix, but I do want you to know adobo is full of salt.”

      “You know I only use a little bit.”

      “OK, let’s go with that,” Angel muttered, shaking her head and assisting her grandmother from the room.
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      Beads of cold sweat formed on the young teenager’s forehead as she flinched and tossed on her bed. Restlessly, she shook her head while her body shivered in fright at a harrowing vision of the night. The more she shuddered, the more intensely the arcs of purple, yellow-red, and green electricity bounced between the strands of her matted hair and coursed through her body. The moonlight that filtered through the open window merged with the lights emanating from the girl’s five-two figure.

      At first, all she could see was gripping and terrifying darkness. Then from the blackness, a majestic female voice said to her, “Olivia, come and see things that have been set in motion.”

      Instantly she was transported to the heavens, where she saw a dark and obscure clock the size of the moon with only seven numbers. As the bright morning star shone its brilliance, the clock became luminous with great splendor reflecting the silhouette of its numbers upon the Earth.

      The only hand of the clock moved from the number seven standing position to the one, and she was transported faster than the speed of light far into another dimension. The colors and splendor there were more superior and splendid than Olivia could have ever imagined. She glanced downward and gazed upon many Transworld portals, each one containing its form of galaxies and worlds.

      As she stood, awe-struck in wonder, she gazed up. Seven individual roll parchments appeared blazing in white-admiral flames and wrapped with a ruby-red seal. Along with the scrolls, a great angel, whose splendor was ten times the sun, materialized. The imposing being looked up at the sound of a thunderous voice.

      “Proceed and open the first seal!”

      He grasped one of the parchments delicately and broke away the seal. He read its contents and called out with the shout of an Archangel, “Kataktitís! Come forth!”

      Immediately, a man in a white horse emerged, galloping at full speed. Olivia watched intently as the rider entered a Transworld portal and rode into its universe. In seconds, the rider traversed galaxies and stars and came to a halt upon a planet. From his sheath, he extracted a mighty sword and raised it as a conquering warrior. He pulled on the horse’s reins and the white beast reared on its hind legs. The creature neighed loud enough to cause the planet to shake and darkness to ensue.

      With a thunderous and threatening shout, the rider yelled, “Woe to the habitants of the Earth, for your end has come!”

      “Olivia! Wake up!”

      The girl sat up on her bed and placed her hand over her chest while shaking her head. Her breathing was rapid. The girl was drenched in sweat. She turned and gazed at the black beauty before her.

      “Nyala, what happened?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me. You were glowing or sparkling with different colors. I was afraid to touch you.”

      She glanced around the room in confusion, trying to get a grip on herself. “What do you mean I was glowing? You didn’t see the rider of the white horse?” Olivia stared into Nyala’s dark brown eyes. “The end is coming!”
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            A TRANCE AND THE DREAM

          

        

      

    

    
      Awilda closed her eyes and breathed in deeply as she sat alone in her office. The late afternoon breeze from the open window of her office was refreshing, and it helped clear her mind, though her soul continued to stir with uneasiness. She still felt like something was off. A distant premonition tugged at her heart.

      She prayed earnestly for her group, the Tektonites, for their safety and well-being. She prayed for the Daughters to be strong and courageous as they continued in their endeavors. She prayed for healing and comfort on the latest catastrophic development in Africa as hundreds had died and many were still missing from the massive earthquake. She even prayed for guidance for the Nephilim who were abandoning the ways of their fathers and seeking to change their lifestyle for a better one. From nations to her personal family, she offered prayers, though none of it eased the nagging of her heart.

      “Oh, Sovereign One, I ask for wisdom and understanding in this matter,” the Tektonite leader finally prayed. She frowned with concern. “Enlighten me in this matter and give me direction.”

      As she contemplated in stillness, she fell into a deep trance. The ceiling of her office unfolded as if a curtain was pulled away. From the opening emerged three shafts of lights of distinct colors: light blue, charcoal black, and turquoise. The lights shimmered and danced throughout the room, forming a wondrous and splendid display. Each one seemed to be its own individual entity, glowing with a brilliance that was unmatched, yet the lights never coalesced.

      A voice told her, “Get up, Awilda, and gather the lights together.”

      “But that’s impossible,” she protested.

      “With my strength, all things are possible.”

      She gazed at the lights, captivated but wondering how she could bring the lights together.

      The voice repeated, “With my strength, all things are possible.”

      She continued to marvel at what she was seeing until she was snapped out of her trance by the ringing of her cell phone. “Dios mío!” She held a hand over her chest, took a deep breath, and looked at the caller ID. Collecting herself, she answered, “Hello, John. How are you?”

      “Greetings, Awilda. Physically, I’m doing quite fine. I hope you are doing well yourself.”

      “Other than the heart attack you almost gave me, I’m OK myself.” Awilda chuckled.

      He sounded concerned when he replied, “I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

      “It’s OK.” Awilda chortled again. “Your phone call came at a good time. I think it helped me from wandering thoughts. How can I help you?”

      “First, thanks for the last supply you sent. They have truly made a difference. These past few weeks, we’ve seen a considerable improvement with many of the men. Some are well enough to help around the farm, and we have a few that know a thing or two about agriculture. I suspect we’ll have a crop sometime in the future.” He paused for a moment to restrain his elated emotions and then continued. “We couldn’t have done it without you. I also appreciate the Tektonite relic. I can’t explain it, but I feel safer having it.”

      The Tektonite leader blushed slightly at the news. “It brings joy to my heart to hear that,” she said modestly. “I’m just glad we could be of help.”

      “You’ll also be happy to learn that I have become something of a teacher.” Though Awilda couldn’t see him, she could sense he was smiling by the tone of his voice. “I’ve been using the Tektonite books you sent me and sharing what I’ve learned with the others.”

      “There’s no better nutrition than to be fed physically and spiritually. You’ve truly made my day.” She had a broad grin on her face.

      “The irony of it all is that I worked at the Agoria Academy school for years, and never thought about a class, much less attend one.” He let out a small chuckle. “I think I’m doing a good job. No one has left or fallen asleep while I’m teaching.”

      She laughed. “Then you are doing a much better job than me. My husband sleeps through all my sermons.”

      “Awilda, I wish I was calling only for pleasantry, but there’s something weighing heavy on me.”

      The Tektonite leader’s eyebrows drew together. “What’s going on?”

      “I had another dream more frightening and concerning than the ones in the past.” John’s voice shook. “I’m concerned about it and need your guidance to understand if it has any significance.”

      “What was your dream about?”

      “The sun became dark, and the moon was covered with blood. The Earth began to shake, leveling mountains and crumbling buildings to the ground. The world was in complete chaos, as thousands upon thousands were dying from natural disasters, war, or illness. It was such a vivid dream that I could smell sulfur in the air and feel the ashes of the dead covering me like snow.”

      He stopped for a moment to catch his breath. “I then saw my farm and saw many flocking to it, predominantly male and female hybrids. Then I heard the same voice I had heard a few years, but this time it said the time to build is now.”

      John swallowed loud enough that Awilda pulled away from the phone momentarily. “I woke up frantic, and what occurred recently across the sea in Africa makes me wonder if this is more than a dream, but a warning.” There was silence over the line. “Awilda, what should I do?”

      She sighed in despair. Her shoulders felt heavy, weighed down by John’s dream. She sensed the same puzzling emotion she’d encountered earlier. “Before your call… It’s hard to explain. I had a trance. I won’t go into the details of it, but I believe it’s related to your dream. My counsel is to follow your heart.”

      “Then I think it’s time for me to begin building.”

      “I will discuss this further with our group, but I’m pretty sure we can lend some hands to your project.”

      “Thank you.” He cleared his throat. “There’s another item I wanted to discuss with you.”

      “Sure. What is it?” she asked eagerly.

      “A few days ago, a young man came to our farm. A Nephilim from Agoria Academy. He was distraught when he arrived. The young fellow was utterly terrified and didn’t say much in the beginning. He was peculiar to me, since most Nephilim that arrive here have left arms missing, but he was only missing his right hand. After a few days, I gained his confidence, and he began speaking to me. Then he gave me the gravest news—all the Nephilim in Agoria Academy were killed.”

      “What?” Awilda covered her mouth in shock.

      “I couldn’t believe it at first either. My next obvious question was who killed them, but he wasn’t sure.”

      “Was it the women?” Awilda’s inquiry was in earnest.

      “No. He only saw three men as tall as Nephilim but stronger and more powerful. He and his companions attempted to stop them but were no match for their might. It was how he lost his hand.”

      “Do you know if he’s telling you the truth?”

      “The way that young man looked, I don’t think he was lying. Nonetheless, I still have some resources at Agoria Academy, and when I called, I couldn’t make contact. And the main line to the school is always busy.”

      “Hmm…” Awilda murmured thoughtfully. “Let me check with D’Angelo and my husband. Maybe they can dig into the matter further.”

      “The school has been in decline since the death of Therion, though knowing my old master, this was part of his plan.”

      “Evil has a tendency to destroy everything in its path. Speaking of old masters, how’s the young man that arrived a few weeks ago…” She snapped her finger, attempting to recollect the name. “Katastrofi, I believe he is called.”

      “The expression the bigger they are, the harder they fall genuinely applies to this guy in every sense of the phrase.”

      “How so?”

      “It took me months to lose my ability to walk once my enhanced ability disappeared. Unfortunately, it has already taken a toll on him. He uses a cane to walk, and you’d think it’s a lesson learned, but all he speaks of is vengeance, and all I see is a heart full of pride.” He chortled. “Trust me. I’ve been there. He’s had lots of opportunities to leave, but he doesn’t. I think there’s still hope for him.”

      “Those are the young men I always keep in my prayers. It’s easy to cast judgment, but who among us is without fault? And how difficult it is to break away from a mindset of destruction that was bred since infancy.”

      “The story of my life,” disclosed John. “I don’t want to keep you on the line any longer. Once again, thanks for all your help.”

      “Anytime, John.”
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            HUMANITY UNITED

          

        

      

    

    
      Lash stood inside one of the recently completed Luminosity buildings, fidgeting nervously. His heart was racing, and his stomach churned. He had never been so nervous before in his life. Just a few feet from him, a news reporter straightened her blazer and gave instructions to her cameraman. Several yards beyond the cameraman, Mateo looked on. Lash knew that this interview could make or break his plans for the Star of Nimrod, or Luminosity, as the public was coming to know of it. If he messed this up or failed to impress, everything he’d been working for would be flushed down the drain. He drew a deep breath and calmed his nerves.

      “You’ve got this,” Lash reassured himself. “You are the light of men. You are the Grand Luminary. They will see you and love you and join the light.”

      The cameraman signaled the reporter and counted down with the fingers of his right hand.

      “Thank you, Barbara and Simon,” the reporter started, her eyes fixed on the camera. “I’m Jessica Walton, and in today’s segment on inspiring individuals in our community, we are showcasing a local faith-based philanthropist who has been making quite a difference. Mr. Boswell, thank you for joining us today.”

      “Please, call me Lash,” the man offered. “It’s an honor to be here today.”

      “Our viewers would love to hear about the work you are doing here in Luminosity.”

      “Of course, Ms. Walton. At Luminosity, we pride ourselves in seeing the potential in every human life. That spark of divinity inside all of us that is so often outshined by the darkness and negativity in the world. As part of our work in helping every individual shine like the stars, we have been running several shelters for the destitute and those in need of a safe haven because of unfortunate domestic circumstances.”

      Lash walked toward a table behind him, turning slightly toward the camera as he spoke. The cameraman followed him and focused on the things he pointed out.

      “Here, you can see some of the things we make available to the community. All manner of blankets and toiletries for any who need them. No questions asked, no sermons to sit through.”

      The cameraman zoomed out and brought the reporter back into the camera’s field of vision in time for her to ask, “Lash, given some of the recent scandals from other faith-based organizations, what can you tell our viewers that would put them at ease that this isn’t just another money-making scheme or some strange cult?” The camera snapped back and focused on the man to capture his response.

      “Well, Ms. Walton, everything looks like a nail for the person with a hammer. There is no statement or record of actions that I can share or point to that will change the mind of someone who is already inclined to skepticism. Luminosity is not a religion that focuses on pie-in-the-sky solutions or antiquated thinking. We are, first and foremost, humanists. We believe in the inherent potential of every person and that the power to change your reality lies solely within you. If you want a safer, more prosperous community, do something about it and work to improve it. What your viewers see here is just us practicing what we preach, so to speak.”

      “What advice do you have for those in our audience who may be interested in helping or maybe implementing something like this in their communities?”

      Lash drew a deep breath and looked pensive for a moment before he directed his deep blue eyes toward the camera lens. “Be your best self and shine. You don’t need to copy anyone else’s success or just be a side character in someone else’s story. Radiate like the sun, don’t merely reflect like the moon. You don’t have to do what we do here. Find the ways in which you can shine in your context.”

      The reporter bit her lip momentarily, then asked, “What would you say to those who haven’t found their light, or feel like they can’t shine where they are?”

      “That is why Luminosity exists. We aren’t here to give anyone a laundry list of dos and don’ts or to burden you with guilt over your past mistakes. Our purpose is to help everyone find their light, as you so aptly put it. Once you’ve found your light, you’ll be better equipped to know how to use it and where it can best serve all humanity.”

      The cameraman signaled to the reporter with his free hand.

      “That’s all of our time for today. Thank you so much for sharing with us, Lash. I’m Jessica Walton. Back to you at the studio, Barbara and Simon.”

      The light of the camera turned off shortly after. Suddenly, a slow clap thundered several yards away from the reporter and Lash. They turned to face the sound, and there stood Mateo with several other well-dressed individuals.

      “That was magnificent, Lash. You truly are a gifted orator,” started Mateo. “The English accent also helps. I’ve always found that everything sounds more intellectual and convincing coming from someone with an accent from across the pond.”

      Lash flashed his teeth and chuckled. “My friend! Thank you again for setting up this interview. I’m sure this will do wonders for our public image and brand.”

      The two men approached each other and embraced.

      “I took the liberty of bringing along some of the friends I’d mentioned before,” Mateo announced as he pointed toward the group behind him. “This is Mako. That’s Rob, and that’s Jacobus.”

      Lash approached the group and shook each of their hands warmly. “It’s an honor to meet all of you. Mateo has told me much about all of you.”

      “Only believe half of it,” joked Mako, a five-foot-flat middle-aged woman with silver streaks in her long silky hair.

      “It’s been all good, I assure you.”

      “Then, only believe a quarter of it.”

      Everyone laughed cheerily.

      “Now, Lash, I did take note of something you mentioned in your interview,” Jacobus chimed in. His six-foot-six frame dwarfed his companions. “You said you are fundamentally humanist, but that’s not exactly true, is it?”

      Lash raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “Humanism seeks to solve human problems through rational means without the need for supernatural intervention. But all of us present know that supernatural interests interfere with human concerns on a regular basis.”

      Jacobus paused and studied Lash. The latter remained composed. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “Let’s agree not to play games with each other, Lash.” Jacobus pulled a smartphone from his pocket and, after several taps, flipped the screen so that Lash could see it. A video showed the events surrounding the death of Therion several years prior, followed by street camera footage of the attack on the convoy carrying Laurie Davidson. “We’ve long been aware of the Star of Nimrod’s activities.”

      Lash’s muscles tensed as his flight or fight response kicked in. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a panic button.

      “Whoa, there, friend,” interjected Mateo. “I assure you there is no danger here. We’re all on the same side.”

      Lash’s eyes jumped between the four people around him, beads of sweat forming on his brow.

      Jacobus continued, “My point is that you are not simply a humanist. You are like us. A transhumanist. Someone who has refused to accept the natural limitations on humanity and seeks to transcend them that we might rid ourselves of the interference of non-human agents.”

      The Grand Luminary narrowed his eyes but relaxed his muscles a bit. “How is it that you know so much about us?”

      “The Star of Nimrod… Excuse me, Luminosity…has not been the only organization vested in humanity’s supremacy throughout history. We represent the competition,” Jacobus chuckled. “However, we also recognize the precarious nature of the times in which we live. It is time to set aside petty differences and work together for our common goals.”

      “How would you know what our goals are?” Lash inquired with a shifty look in his eyes.

      “We’re familiar with the work of your former colleague, Dr. Patrick Ostero. We also know where he is now.”

      Lash’s eyes widened.

      “The way I see it, we can help each other in many ways. We can help to legitimize your organization in the public eye, and you help us by giving us access to Dr. Ostero’s records.”

      “What are you looking for exactly?” Lash demanded.

      “We know that Ostero performed some research into human augmentation. We’re hoping you can provide us with whatever notes he left behind during his hasty exit from your organization.”

      “Wow,” exclaimed Lash. “You sure are well informed. I’ll have my people take a look and see what we can find. Well, if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting to prepare for. It was a pleasure meeting you all, and I’m sure we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other soon.”

      Lash shook each of their hands and walked away. A sly grin formed around the corners of his mouth.

      The group of Mako, Jacobus, Rob, and Mateo exited the building toward a limo that was waiting for them outside. Once the quartet was in the vehicle, Mako pressed a button to seal them off from the driver.

      “Do we really have to deal with this pompous fool?” Rob broke the silence.

      “Now, now. We must be patient,” countered Mako. “Ostero was a madman, but he was a brilliant madman. This is our chance to get access to his work.”

      “I’m not questioning the importance of Ostero’s work. I’m merely suggesting we take what we need by force,” Rob retorted.

      “That would be most unwise. That man knows more than he was letting on. We’ve all seen the footage of the weapon they deployed against that abomination several years ago. I can only imagine what other advancements they’ve made in the meantime. Cooperation is the best course of action.”

      Rob scoffed and leaned back in his seat with his lips pursed.

      “The time is near, my friends. The plans set in motion by our forebearers will soon come to fruition.”

      The four nodded to each other as the limo drove off.
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            THE NEW EDICT

          

        

      

    

    
      “The Madrid group just pulled out,” the young woman disclosed with frustration as she slammed a manila folder on her leader’s desk. “This is the fourth group that has left in two weeks, Athena. What are we supposed to do? This is not looking good for us.”

      Athena looked up from the two piles of folders on her desk, giving the woman a disturbed look. “Ethereal, we’re losing the plot. Do you know if Madrid’s Daughters of the Watchers have joined Joan’s cause?”

      The middle-aged woman threw her hands up in frustration and shook her head. “I don’t know.” She sat next to Cherry and gave her a glowering look. “It was hard to say a word among the accusations of being conspirators, deceivers, and traitors.” Ethereal sighed and pointed her finger at the group’s curator in anger. “Bloody hell! If you’d handled Nyala correctly, this would’ve never happened.”

      Cherry swallowed hard, trying to keep her composure. “Stop acting like a cheeky child. We have ways of dealing with this.”

      Athena turned to the older woman. “With Madrid out, where do we stand globally?” She took the folder Ethereal had placed on her desk and added it to the pile on her left.

      “Obvious to see by the stacks on your desk. Fifty-fifty.” The curator gestured at the piles on her desk.

      “You know the poor old sod won’t be happy with this.” Ethereal’s voice was laced with worry. Her eyes bounced between the two women.

      “He’s not your concern!” Athena insisted with a hint of alarm.

      “Ethereal, my dear, why don’t to get yourself some tea?” Cherry suggested delicately.

      “I don’t want tea.” The middle-aged woman’s expression was frightened and agitated.

      Cherry removed the polite smile from her face. “That wasn’t a request, dear,” she voiced sternly.

      The woman turned from the curator to Athena, who nodded her head. Without saying another word, Ethereal stood and walked out of the office.

      “We have to do something about Joan and her team,” Cherry asserted.

      “Will you be the one to tell him that we are out to kill his daughter?” Athena stood and began pacing the office with her hands in her pockets.

      “It’s either her or all of us.” The curator sighed and lowered her voice. “We did what we did in order to keep our kind alive. Others may see it as cowardliness or turncoats, but this was the only way.”

      The leader of the London team stopped her nervous pacing and stood still with a pensive expression, staring at the ceiling of her office. With her back toward Cherry, she declared, “We need to call him.” When no response came from her second in command, she turned around. “Cherry?”

      The curator remained quiet, looking paler than ever. She gazed directly into Athena’s blue eyes and nodded. She stood and walked toward the door and ensured it was locked while Athena strode in the opposite direction.

      The London leader passed her mahogany desk and stopped in front of the portrait of Queen Elizabeth I that hung between the other paintings of female monarchs. She cautiously lifted the expensive portrait and laid it gently on the floor, exposing a small silvery safe. Athena hesitated for a moment before she dialed the combination and pulled the door open to reveal several pocket-size cards. Meticulously, she pulled one particular card out.

      The card was black, and at the center was a golden image: an Ouroboros Dragon consuming its tail. Within the circular formation of the dragon was an infinity sign, and above it stretched a double cross—the Leviathan Cross.

      Athena took a deep breath to keep her hand from shaking. She and Cherry walked to the center of the office and knelt.

      Placing the card on the floor, Athena chanted, “I called forth the Lord of Europe and Africa. May the Lord of this region grace us with his presence.”

      Within seconds, the lights of the office flickered, and a circular blue portal appeared. A six-foot-six man with jet-black skin stepped out. His features were sharp and angular, his eyes piercing dark pools. His overall appearance was both daunting and intriguing.

      “You summoned me,” he said in a deep, resonant voice that seemed to penetrate the soul. He was wearing a well-tailored suit that showed off his impressive build and commanding presence, though the women did not notice as they were prostrate on the floor.

      Athena’s voice trembled as she addressed the man before her. “Lord Legion, thank you for attending to our call.”

      The portal behind him disappeared as he walked past the women and sat at the desk. “State your business. I’ve pressing matters to attend to.”

      “We wouldn’t summon you if it was not urgent, my lord.” She timidly lifted her gaze toward the Daimon. “Our faction is in trouble. In the past few weeks, we’ve lost half of our women.”

      He folded his hands on the desk. “You’ve lost women before. Why should that concern me?”

      “Let me be more articulate, my lord,” Cherry clarified in a humble tone. “We’ve had the most unforeseeable outcome. Our agreement has been compromised, and this disclosure has caused a bit of fallout within the group.”

      The Daimon shook his head, disappointed. “Was it by the Mozambican woman I commanded you to kill?”

      “No, my lord.” Cherry gulped and paused in fear. “It was your daughter, Joan… I mean Amelia.”

      A flicker of a smirk appeared on his expression. “She’s always been the rebel. Unbeknownst to her, it was her mother’s and my plans for her to become the leader of this group, yet her headstrong ways led her on a different path. Instead, she refused to call herself my daughter and endure the hardship of her kind.” He glanced around the office absentmindedly. “She would’ve had a great following.”

      “That seems to be the case now, my lord,” Athena disclosed. “The women of this faction are flocking to her. We have to do so something about it.”

      Legion gave her an inquisitive look. “What are you proposing?”

      After a lengthy silence, Cherry revealed, “We propose to have Joan and her entire group eliminated.”

      The Daimon took a deep breath, stood, and strode toward the women. As he hovered in front of them, their intimidated faces reflected off his glistening shoes. “A new edict has been issued. My master has ordered the end of all hybrid progenies.”

      Athena and Cherry gazed at each other frantically.

      “But, my lord, our agreement…” Athena started, but she was interrupted.

      “He will honor all outstanding agreements, but he must ensure loyalty. Many of the Nephilim have abandoned their posts after swearing their undying loyalties to their masters. This type of fickleness will no longer be tolerated.”

      A dark-brown book with silver trim materialized in his left hand. At the center was Legion’s sign: a golden Ouroboros with the Leviathan Cross at its center. He dropped the leather-bound book to the floor. “This book contains the location of every sealed and disloyal Nephilim, and instructions on digitizing the information contained within. I know how much you humans love your digital devices. You’re also to construct a list of all your women who are disloyal to the cause and bring an end to them, along with the Nephilim in this book.”

      “My lord, we are not in the business of killing our own,” Cherry declared with a shaky voice.

      “Terms of our agreement will be honored only on those conditions,” he raised his voice. “If you want them killed, you can handle it yourself. I’ve given you the resources to do so. And about my daughter: make sure she doesn’t out smart you this time.” A blue circle appeared behind him. “Get the job done sooner than later, but ensure you don’t harm the one named Angelica Santos. The master has special plans for her.”

      He stepped through the portal and disappeared.
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            LESSON FROM THE PAST

          

        

      

    

    
      Gypsy was so excited she could barely contain herself. She had been waiting for this day for years, and it was finally here. The blonde warrior threw on her workout clothes, a pair of leggings and a sports bra, and deftly tied her hair back in a ponytail with her right hand. She instinctively reached out for her prosthetic but stopped just short of it. Gypsy drew her hand back, smiled, and darted out of the room. She bounded down the stairs, rushing past several people climbing up, then vaulted off the banister and dashed toward the garden as soon as she hit the ground. When she reached the green space, she paused to take a lungful of fresh air and catch her breath. The warrior scanned the room and moved toward her target: her friend Nyala.

      “Well, aren’t we just brimming with enthusiasm?” beamed the dark-skinned beauty. She was sitting in the center of the room, surrounded by piles of books and leaflets.

      “I’m so pumped. I could hardly sleep a wink last night!” Gypsy confessed. “I’ve literally been waiting years for this.”

      “Well, that would be my fault. If only I hadn’t been possessed by an immortal spirit and driven mad for several years by a Nephilim under the control of my former employers.”

      “I know. What’s up with that? It’s like, don’t you have any priorities? Cheez!”

      The pair erupted in laughter. After several seconds, Gypsy composed herself and wiped the tears of mirth from her eyes.

      “So, are you going to make me beg or what? Come on. I’m ready to activate the Residual Spiritual Projection. Let’s go!” Gypsy pumped her right arm and settled in a battle-ready pose.

      “Okay, Okay, we’ll get started.” The Mozambican woman picked up a handful of leaflets next to her and motioned for her eager friend to sit in the newly vacated space.

      In all the excitement, Gypsy had barely taken note of all the books and papers littered about in the garden. Her face fell when she realized what was happening.

      “Ugh,” she groaned as she dawdled toward Nyala. “Please, don’t tell me we’re going to read through all these books.”

      “Okay, I won’t tell you.” Nyala chuckled.

      Gypsy rolled her eyes.

      “But, in all seriousness, there’s a lot you have to understand before we can even start to figure out how to control the phenomenon.”

      The warrior sighed. “Fine. Let’s have the lecture then, professor.”

      Nyala sorted through the papers in her hand, found the one she was looking for, and handed it to Gypsy. “These are my notes. Translations of several tribal records I found when I was in Mozambique last.”

      Gypsy received the paper and glanced at it briefly. “How did you get all this here?”

      Nyala stretched her hands to the sky and craned her neck, causing a slight cracking sound. “My family sent it over to me. After the situation with the Primals, I was finally able to reach out to them and let them know I was all right.”

      “That must have been an awkward conversation.”

      “It wasn’t as bad as you’d think. My family is aware of the harsh realities of this world,” Nyala explained. “However, I did leave out some of the more distasteful details.”

      “Oh, you didn’t tell your folks that you were a conduit for a being as old as the universe?”

      “Older, actually. But no, I didn’t.” Nyala stared off into the distance for a moment with a blank expression. Then, she shook herself off after a few seconds and glanced at Gypsy again. “Sorry, I got lost in thought there for a moment. I’m afraid I’m not back to one hundred percent. I…I suspect I might never be.”

      Gypsy stretched the remnant of her left arm in front of her. “Trust me. I know exactly how you feel. We are forever changed…forever broken. But that’s no reason for despair. We’re all broken in various ways. We just need to support one another through it all and be broken together.”

      Nyala smiled widely, and the two women embraced.

      After half a minute, Gypsy broke off the hug. “All right, now let’s get to work. What do we have here?” she quizzed Nyala as she looked at the paper in her right hand.

      “It’s a translation of some of the earliest reports of phenomena similar to what you experienced during your battle with Therion. The accounts all have common traits, hybrid women in dire straits who tapped into abilities beyond themselves and manifested ethereal versions of lost limbs and weapons.”

      “Wait…weapons?”

      “Yes, apparently, even women who had not lost limbs have experienced the sudden appearance of magical weapons that could pierce even the strongest Nephilim.”

      “Now, that’s interesting, so how do we activate it?”

      “The records don’t directly say.”

      Gypsy slumped her shoulders. Disappointment was evident on her face.

      “However, the records mention a common belief these women shared. They all attributed the sudden increase in strength and speed, as well as the supernatural appendages, to the presence of angels.”

      “Angels? With the wings and harps?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?” Nyala raised her eyebrows.

      “No, I mean there are Daimons and Archangels. It makes sense that there would be regular run-of-the-mill angels as well.”

      “Well, these angels aren’t exactly run-of-the-mill. This next part I learned while Apocalypse was part of me.”

      Gypsy leaned in and looked intently into Nyala’s eyes. The dark-skinned woman had been tight-lipped about her experiences, and this was a rare opportunity.

      Nyala drew a deep breath. “Apocalypse showed me the beginning of creation and countless events across innumerable worlds. I suspect a lot of what she showed me was not literal but wrapped in a mytho-historical framework so that I could understand. However, I distinctly remember seeing the first appearance of the angels from each world. Many were not what you’d think.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Some were covered in eyes and had numerous pairs of wings, but it was difficult to stare at them directly because they glowed with the radiance of countless burning suns. Apocalypse called them the burning ones or Seraphim. They reflect the energies of the Sovereign One, as their eyes are always fixed on his throne. Mortals seldom come into contact with them, but there are a couple of accounts in the annals of history.”

      “Whoa…that’s heavy stuff. But what does this all have to do with what happened to me when I fought Therion?”

      “I’m getting to that,” Nyala reassured her. “A prophet who warned of the impending doom to the ancient kingdoms of Judah and Israel wrote of his experience before the throne of the Sovereign One and witnessing a contingent of these angelic beings.”

      “That was Isaiah, no?”

      “Correct! How did you know?”

      Gypsy smiled. “Mrs. Mozart would make me study history, art, and literature every night growing up.”

      “She really raised you?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?” teased Gypsy. “I know I’m nothing like her. But I can barely remember my birth mother. I can’t even picture her face in my mind anymore. Mrs. Mozart is the only mom I know.”

      “You’re more like her than you realize,” Nyala stated. “Well, anyway, you were right. The prophet Isaiah saw the Seraphim, and one of them approached him when he despaired of his life after seeing the Sovereign One’s throne. The other account is related to Joan of Arc.”

      “Our Joan took her Memento Vivere from her.”

      “I suspected as much. The source of the account is actually the acclaimed Joan of Arc historian, Professor Elizabeth Evans, Joan’s mother. Professor Evans argues that Joan received numerous angelic visitations besides the recorded ones. She claimed to have studied a parchment that recounts how the French soldiers were inspired not only by Joan of Arc’s charisma but by the visible presence of spiritual weapons that she claimed were given to her by Seraphiel, chief of the Seraphim.”

      “So the source of the Residual Spiritual Projection is contact with the Seraphim?” Gypsy asked.

      “Yes, that is the conclusion I’ve come to.”

      The blonde warrior stood and started pacing. “So the Mozambican accounts and Isaiah have a moment of great despair in common. Isaiah and Joan of Arc have in common the explicit mention of Seraphim. Do you think that a Seraphim did something to me when I was fighting Therion?”

      Nyala nodded her head. “What can you remember about that night?”

      “I’ve thought about that night over and over these past few years. I remember the first part of the plan and engaging Therion. After that, everything is a blur.”

      The Mozambican woman motioned for Gypsy to stand in front of her. “Kneel here in front of me.”

      Gypsy did as she was told.

      “I learned a couple of things during my time with Apocalypse. I think I can help you unlock those memories. Would you allow me to try?”

      Gypsy nodded.

      “Okay, close your eyes and take deep, controlled breaths.” Nyala placed one hand on the top of the kneeling woman’s head and the other on the side of her face. Then, she closed her own eyes. “Now think back to that night, and the last moment you remember.”

      “I remember the pain,” Gypsy started. “Therion tried to stab Josiah with the spear, and I used my prosthetic to stop the attack. He forcefully yanked it off, then he stabbed me several times in the chest and stomach.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “After that, there’s nothing. I woke up back here after it was all over.”

      “Okay, go back to the moment when Therion stabbed you. Focus your senses on the memory. Don’t just remember it with your thoughts. Feel the memory.”

      Gypsy breathed deeply and turned her senses inward. She focused on the feelings of despair and fear she had felt that night. The moment when Therion stabbed her replayed in her mind, and how she fell to the floor feeling defeated and useless. Nyala was muttering something under her breath, which triggered an additional aspect of the memory.

      “I…I prayed.”

      “Do you remember what you said?”

      “There weren’t any words. I can barely call it a prayer. It was more like an inner cry of desperation.”

      Nyala’s voice became soothing but firm. “And who answered?”

      “I see something…something blurry. In the alleyway, there was someone else. I see…” Gypsy jumped up from her kneeling position. Her chest was heaving heavily, and sweat was pouring profusely from her brow.

      Nyala stared at her, wide-eyed. A light-blue glow surrounded Gypsy momentarily but quickly dissipated.

      “What did you see?” inquired the dark-skinned woman.

      Gypsy caught her breath and placed her hand on her forehead. “I saw the eyes…”
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            DAUGHTERS NO MORE

          

        

      

    

    
      The lush green plants and vibrantly colored flowers made the Lancaster garden a sight to behold. Though the garden was encapsulated by tall trees, the afternoon sunshine still pierced through with the help of the gentle breeze that rustled the leaves. The air was filled with life from the fragrance of the sweet blossoming flowers.

      In the middle of the garden was a memorial stone dedicated to the women and children who had died several years ago. It was a somber reminder of what occurred, but it was also a testament to the strength of those lives lost. The garden and memorial stone served as their legacy. Written in gold lettering, the inscription of the stone read, “In memory and dedication to the Daughters of Lancaster. Forever loved and forever remembered.”

      The sole woman sitting on the bench gazed intently at the stone as an errant tear tumbled down her high cheekbone. This had been her posture for a long time, contemplative and undistracted, until an unexpected shadow loomed above her.

      “Are you planning to join us anytime soon, Joan?”

      Joan took her eyes off the stone and cast them first to her watch and then to the woman speaking to her. “I’ll be there shortly, Mist. Have a seat. The meeting won’t start for another fifteen minutes.”

      Mist nodded her head. “You are right. You know, I’m not out here as much as I would like. Initially, I was.” She sat next to her friend.

      “You guys did an amazing job out here.” Joan took a wide glance at the garden. “I’m genuinely impressed and truly touched by the memorial.” She lifted her index figure to the stone.

      “It was actually the twins’ idea. Cookie and Dough thought it was time we dedicate a memorial to the Lancaster women. I focused so much on the repair of the main building, underground tunnels, and whatnot that it didn’t occur to me. Back in April, all hands were on deck and worked relentlessly before the rainy month was over.” Mist took a deep breath of satisfaction. “I’ll be honest. I didn’t expect it to be this beautiful.”

      “It’s stunning and truly worth it.” Joan turned from the garden to look into Mist’s brown eyes. “By the way, thanks for letting us crash and hold the meeting here.”

      “About damned time,” the Lancaster leader teased with a chuckle. “I was beginning to think you had a monopoly on where meetings were to be held.”

      Joan laughed. “The councilwomen and I needed a change of pace, and this place really does it.” She glanced around. “It also worked out to have Awilda join us. She needed to visit John’s farm, and since it’s an hour away, it made it easier to drive over.”

      “I haven’t had a chance to meet this John guy. Can he be trusted?” Mist arched an eyebrow.

      “Awilda says we can, and I trust her judgment.”

      The Lancaster leader nodded her head. “Good point.”

      Unexpectedly, a petite, light-skinned female with straight bronze-blonde hair that tumbled to her shoulders came strolling toward the women. She looked to be in her early thirties, had a skip to her step, and had a huge grin on her face.

      Joan frowned and whispered, “Who’s that?”

      Mist pursed her lips and clucked her tongue. “That’s Venus. She came to us last week and from your neck of the woods.”

      “London?”

      “Apparently, she belonged to the London group, and after the whole revelatory fiasco, she left them. Venus sought me out, and here she is, and she’s a true joy.”

      “What’s with the cynical tone?”

      Mist snickered. “You’ll see.”

      “Hello, hello, hello, my dear ladies.” The woman spoke in a high-pitched enthusiastic English accent. “What a lovely day it is, isn’t it?”

      “Hello, Venus.” Mist offered a polite smile. “Yes, it’s a good day.”

      “Who may this beautiful lady be?” The big grin remained on her face.

      “Venus, this is Joan, a very close friend of mine. Joan, this is Venus.”

      The woman placed her hands over her mouth, flabbergasted. “Oh, my god! Is this the renowned Joan I’ve heard so much about?”

      With an amiable smirk, Joan stretched out her hand. “Hi, there. Nice to meet you.”

      “What a marvelous pleasure this is. You are indeed a hero in my book.” She shook Joan’s hand. “I’m so thankful for all you’ve done. Thank you, thank you, thank you so much. Your boldness, audacity, and bravery are unparalleled. How you stood up to those women who, for so long, were deceiving and misguiding cannot be compared. It really takes a confident leader like you to take a stand…”

      “Venus, we get it,” Mist interrupted. “And I’m very certain Joan appreciates it, but we have a meeting to attend to.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Venus stated with a bit of blush. “I don’t want to detain you any longer, and I do hope I get the chance to speak to you again.”

      “Sure thing.” Joan stood from the bench along with Mist.

      As they walked away toward the main building, Mist disclosed, “She gave me the same speech when she first saw me, though yours was longer and more illustrious.”

      “Hmm… could’ve been longer if you hadn’t interrupted her,” Joan teased her.

      “If she liked you so much, why did she come to me?” Mist returned with a wink.

      “And you have to promise me you’ll keep it that way,” Joan joked.

      Entering the building, they came upon a young dark-skinned woman with neck-length black hair. She was thoroughly engaged on her tablet, her fingers diligently tapping away, and the more she did, the more serious her demeanor became.

      Joan had to call for her attention after she did not respond to her wave. “Deja?”

      She broke eye contact with the tablet and smiled at the sight of the New York leader. “Joan, how are you?” She walked over and embraced her affectionately.

      “I’m good. How are things with you?”

      “All is well. I think this move from the city to Lancaster gave me clarity.”

      “I’m glad it worked out. I see that Mist has been keeping you busy.”

      Deja gave Mist a glance and then smirked. “She’s been great. I’m glad I can help around here.”

      Mist nodded. “It’s been a blessing having you here.” She turned to Joan. “She’s upgraded all of our network security, updated our surveillance system, and did a great job in our server room.”

      “OK, now!” Joan said with a big smile. “You’ve got to come back to the city and do the same for us.”

      Deja’s cheeks blushed at the remarks. “Sure thing, Joan.” She turned her attention to Mist. “Can I speak to you privately?”

      “Sure.”

      “Mist, I’ll head over to the hall. I’ll see you there, and Deja, great seeing you again.”

      “You too, Joan.”

      Deja held the tablet up for Mist. It displayed security data. “I want to bring this to your attention, as it raised a red flag.”

      “What is it?” Mist had a deep-set frown as her eyes focused on the tablet.

      “For several days now, I’ve been monitoring this suspicious internal activity in our network. I was alerted by it by a new monitor software I deployed. Several of our files are being accessed during the early morning hours, and it goes by this username.” She pointed to the screen at the name 53RP3N7. “Is that one of yours? I don’t know all the accounts in the network yet.”

      The Lancaster leader shook her head. “No. We don’t use that naming convention for our accounts.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Did it access any important files?”

      “No, but I have a gut feeling it’s phishing for something. I could immediately block it but have a better idea.” She stared into Mist’s eyes. “A honeypot.”

      “A what?”

      “In layman’s terms, compromise the compromiser. A baited trap for the hacker. I could set up a computer system, generate a pool of fake data and trap the account once it takes the bait. I can then determine its source IP, computer name, and eventually the individual.”

      “I like how you’re thinking. Go for it.” She glanced at her watch. “I have to go but let me know it goes.”
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      Mist walked into the large conference room called The Sparrow Hall, named after the former leader of the Lancaster compound. Several of the groups’ New York and Lancaster leaders were gathered in pockets, some sitting and others standing, engrossed in lively chitchat along with hors d'oeuvres and refreshments. The room was alive with the sound of excited voices and laughter. Each woman seemed to be in high spirits, eagerly sharing stories and ideas.

      Mist stopped by the center of the large conference table and called the meeting to order.

      “Hello, everyone, and welcome to the Lancaster compound and this first grand meeting.” This was greeted with a round of applause from the twenty-four gathered women. “I’m so happy to have Awilda, Joan, and the New York council members with us today as we discuss important matters of the future of this group. As with New York, Lancaster has grown significantly these past few years, currently serving more than two hundred women and one hundred children, male and female hybrids. We are very thankful for the assistance that we’ve received from the New York group and our Tektonites friends. So, from all of us here, we thank you.”

      Mist, along with her twelve council members, stood to their feet and applauded their visiting group.

      “With that being said, I will pass the baton over to my good friend, Joan.” Mist sat along with the other standing members.

      Joan put on her reading glasses and opened the folder before her. “Thanks, Mist. We’re delighted to be here today. I can speak on behalf of the New York team to tell you that we are proud of what you and the Lancaster group have accomplished here. Furthermore, we are grateful to you for allowing us to host our first group meeting within this facility.

      “I say our first, since we are no longer meeting as Daughters of Watchers. While that name served a purpose in our past, its correlation will no longer serve our future. We’ve now come to an understanding that we are not just a group composed of female hybrids, but a network comprised of female and male hybrids. After much consideration and collaboration with the leadership team, from now on, we are to be known as the Children of Kyrios.”

      A cheerful round of applause reverberated through the room.

      As the excitement dwindled, Joan continued reading from her notes. “This new name is a representation of a higher calling to ensure not only the protection of our own but of this world. We will continue to stand for faithfulness, peace, kindness, goodness, and love on a much broader scale and be a beacon of light to those near and far.”

      She took her eyes off the notes and glanced at the group. “As some of you know, many of the Daughters that detached themselves from the global Daughterhood have reached out to me seeking direction, and we are not leaving them behind. We are opening our doors to anyone who cares to join us in this new endeavor, and for those that wish not to, we will not be their enemies. On the contrary, our hope is to help set them in the right direction.”

      Joan gave the three women at her left a glance and then looked at the Lancaster leader. “After much discussion with Gypsy, Grace, Mrs. Mozart, and Mist, I will not be the sole leader of this group. A panel of leadership comprised of various individuals will form the leadership and will continue to adjust and grow as it deems necessary.

      “In addition, while we adapt and discard previous traditions and ways, we plan to continue our Memento Vivere celebrations and will hold our first in a month.”

      A thrill of cheers resonated within the group.

      Joan smiled at the excitement of the group and then raised her hand for their attention. “There will be quite a few reformations beyond the time limit of this meeting. Thus, Mrs. Mozart is currently working on outlining those principles and will share them with the entire team soon.

      “Though I would love to continue with the air of enthusiasm in the room, there is a matter that we urgently need to discuss. A few days ago, our sweet Olivia experienced what we call a Sovereign Vision. One that got our attention. It deals with the Eschaton or, as we say in plain English, the end of the world. As if that wasn’t enough,” she pointed a finger to a woman a few seats from her, “Awilda has shared with us a trance she personally encountered and a dream that one of our affiliates, John, experienced.”

      “I won’t go into details of these distinct cases, as all of you were made aware of it in the email I sent. Nonetheless, I will say I believe that these three distinct episodes are related.”

      May raised her hand and asked the pertinent question. “Joan, are you saying that the end of the world is coming?”

      “I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but we are to give these matters consideration, and if these are heavenly messages, we should take precautions.”

      “Hello, Joan. My name is Queeny. I’m one of the newest members of the Lancaster council.” She spoke with an English accent and had short black hair and dark brown eyes. “I’m not well versed in visionary end times. What does the horseman symbolize?”

      Joan looked over her shoulder. “Mrs. Mozart, would you mind elaborating?”

      “I would be delighted to.” Mrs. Mozart removed her specs and gave the group her attention. “It was written long ago of seven seals representing the judgment of the last days. Each seal will open at different times, each unleashing specific catastrophes upon the Earth.

      “The first four seals deal with the four horsemen—the white, red, black, and pale horse riders. There is a controversy about whom the white horseman is supposed to symbolize. Some believe the horseman is a defending hero, while others say he is a conquering villain. I am for the latter. If so, he is set to rule the world in a complete dictatorship. The red horseman represents war. The black is famine, and the pale is death.

      “After the horsemen come the unleashing of the next three seals. The fifth deals with worldwide retaliation, and the sixth is a global cataclysm, earthquake, volcano eruptions, and meteorites. Last is annihilation. The end of all things.”

      “And how are we supposed to stop such an event?” Queeny looked petrified.

      “I don’t think we can,” Joan replied. “But we can take all the precautions to prepare for it. Which is why I believe there’s a correlation between the trance, the dream, and the vision. Mist and I believe that we should dispatch volunteer workers to assist John and the Tektonites in their efforts to build. I have a sense that these endeavors will not only help them, but us as well.” She glanced around the room.

      Queeny shook her head. “If I understand correctly, this John guy is harboring sealed Nephilim on his farm. I’m for assisting male hybrids, but dealing with Nephilim is another matter altogether. Why should we trust them?”

      Awilda quickly interjected. “John has become a good friend, and he makes sure that those residing with him honor what he stands for and doesn’t allow anyone in otherwise. Furthermore, these are broken men who could use love and kindness.”

      “I’m sorry, but some of these men, animals in my book, have killed relatives and friends of mine,” Queeny interrupted. “These Nephilim are wolves in sheep’s clothing. Given the opportunity, they will attack us.”

      A commotion stirred among the group. Some agreed with Queeny’s concern, while others opposed it.

      “Team!” Joan had to raise her voice. “I know this is a touchy subject. I just want to clarify a point. No one will be forced to help, and I reiterate that we are looking for volunteers. If you would like to help, please see me. If nothing else, then the meeting is adjourned.”

      As the group dispersed, Joan looked over to Awilda and mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

      The Tektonite leader nodded solemnly and pursed her lips in concern.
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            WHAT’S THE CATCH?

          

        

      

    

    
      The open-plan office floor was abuzz with activity. The sea of cubicles was filled with the sound of typing and ringing phones while a few employees enjoyed themselves in the game area near the kitchen. Toward the end of the hall were several glass-walled offices, some for conference rooms and one for the two leading executives of the company. Plastered on the glass of the executive office was the name Sunrises Service, Inc. in gold lettering.

      A slim young woman with blonde hair, save for her pink-dyed ponytail, and her dark-haired companion dressed in black walked to the executive office after completing their game of foosball. The thin girl sat by one of the desks in the room while the other sat on the brown leather sofa.

      “I wanna rematch, Kitty,” said the young woman, looking a bit exhausted from their game.

      “That was the rematch, Reina, and you lost again.” The goth girl grabbed the remote control from the side table and turned on the television.

      Sparkles, whose desk was next to Reina’s, gazed at her friend on the sofa. “How bad was it this time?”

      “Best out of five, and she lost the first three,” answered Kitty. She lowered the volume and surfed through various channels.

      “But the last match was close,” Reina added.

      “Reina, you only scored one goal.” Kitty stopped channel surfing and looked at her friend.

      “Exactly! That’s the best I’ve done since we started playing.”

      The young goth woman rolled her eyes and continued changing channels. “You’re surely persistent.”

      Sparkles grabbed the stack of files on her desk and walked toward the large filing cabinet. “Kitty, thank you for organizing these accounts for us.” She opened the drawer and filed them away.

      “Anytime.”

      “I’m thrilled you are helping us out,” conveyed Reina. “We are currently shorthanded. Who thought this company would grow so quickly? I’m glad you are here to help us.”

      “Fifteen new accounts in one month, including that multimillion-dollar company ChXis. That’s impressive.” Kitty gave up and put the remote down.

      Reina clapped her hands. “Isn’t that awesome sauce.”

      “And it isn’t only job placement for the disabled, but you also provide personalized training, one-on-one coaching, and use state-of-the-art technology training for those in need. Guys, you should be proud of yourselves.”

      Sparkles grinned from ear to ear. “Thank you, Kitty.”

      “Hey, speaking of company, how’s your business going?” Reina asked.

      “I stopped. I had a hunch that I needed to start saving and begin investing in cryptocurrency.”

      Reina had a curious frown as she gazed into her friend’s eyes. “Is this one of your intuition thingies?”

      Kitty shrugged her shoulders and pursed her lips. “I’m not sure.”

      “Just to be safe, I’m gonna invest too.”

      Kitty turned back to the television and pointed her finger at it. “Hey, Sparkles and Reina, ChXis is on the news.”

      “Turn it up,” requested Reina.

      All three women gazed intently at the headline that read, “ChXis Invests Millions in Recovery Efforts for African Countries.” Their eyes turned to the tall, dark-skinned man in a navy-blue suit who stood before a podium, looking out at the sea of reporters. Beneath the headline, a name and title appeared. “Thomas K. Washington—Chief Communications Officer.”

      A young reporter in the front row quickly asked the following question. “Mr. Washington, can you elaborate on how ChXis is helping the continent of Africa?”

      “Excellent question, Jeff, and the name of the company is pronounced KAI-Zis.” He gave the reporter a polite smile. “In addition to the humanitarian efforts, ChXis specializes in numerous technological advancements, including new forms of energy production. Our scientists have been able to produce carbon-free power without producing dangerous nuclear waste.”

      “Are you speaking of nuclear fusion?” the reporter pressed. “Leading industries are years away from making the technology fully mature.”

      “Not at ChXis. Portal fusion reactors, the size of a car battery, are currently producing thorough and clean energy in large cities such as Cairo, Tripoli, and Khartoum, to name a few. With the help of local governments, we hope to deploy our fusion reactors to all affected countries by the end of the month.”

      “Amy Jackson from XYZ News,” interjected a news reporter in the second row. “What’s the catch? You’re providing an advanced form of energy to these countries for free?”

      Mr. Washington removed his reading glasses. “That’s right, Miss Jackson. The founder of the company believes in the statement ‘By grace we receive, by grace we give.’” He grinned. “He’s not a religious man, but Mr. Egress is godly and virtuous at heart and believes we are to share our wealth of innovation with the world, especially with those in need.”

      “You are referring to William Harry Egress III?” Miss Jackson followed up.

      “That’s correct.”

      “He’s only twenty-seven years old, and some consider him brighter than Albert Einstein. Do you know when Mr. Egress will be making an appearance? And isn’t he single?”

      Mr. Washington chuckled at the question. “He’s a very handsome young man for sure, but let’s keep to the topic at hand. I’m pretty sure that’s what Mr. Egress would want. To circle back to Jeff’s earlier question, in addition to fusion reactors, we are supplying leading medical forms of treatment to those affected by the aftermath of the earthquake. From fast skin healing sealant to bone-regenerating treatment, our specialized doctors are currently on the ground reporting what some would call miracles…”

      Kitty lowered the volume on the television and turned her attention to the two women. “Holy moly! This ChXis company is really advanced, and it’s one of your clients.”

      “I wasn’t aware they were so advanced,” Reina confessed. She stared at Sparkles. “How many of our folks have we staffed for them?”

      “Twenty in the past two weeks.” Sparkles shuffled and searched through the paperwork on her desk. “Here’s the form. We just received a request for twenty more.”

      Reina’s eyes returned to the screen. “Who the heck are these people?”
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      Three English women walked to the small, cluttered, messy office. A metal desk was at its center, piled high with paper, a whiskey bottle, and several shot glasses. On the rickety, squeaking chair sat a five-five woman with ash-brown hair and a light complexion with a scar across her chin. Her size six-and-half boots were propped on the desk as she leaned back and took a shot. It was eleven in the morning.

      “If isn’t it the turncoats giving me a visit.” Her voice was a bit slurred. She took her feet off the desk and picked up the phone’s headset. “Wait.” She lifted her finger in a hold position. “I always wanted to say this line. The British are coming!” She laughed and replaced the headset.

      “Hello, Erinys. Nice to finally meet you in person,” the lady in the middle remarked.

      “I expected you to be taller, Athena.” Erinys pointed her finger to the woman on the right. “You must be the infamous Cherry.” She then moved the finger to her left. “And you, I don’t know.”

      “My name is Ethereal,” the woman supplied sternly. She held a black backpack in her hands.

      The leader of the Furies pursed her lips and nodded. “It has a nice ring to it. If you don’t mind, in my next life, I’ll like to use it.”

      “May we take a seat?” asked Athena.

      “Yeah, sure. Just remove those old newspapers from the chairs. Unfortunately, I only have two. So one of you will need to stand.” She smiled and pointed her finger at Ethereal. “I choose you. You are younger.” Erinys grabbed the whiskey and poured herself another shot. “I don’t like to share, in case you wanted some.” She gulped the glass and slammed it on the desk. “So, what can I do for you, turncoats? Or should it be redcoats?”

      “Call us what you please, but there are reasons for the actions we’ve taken,” Athena related as she and Cherry cleared and took the two seats. “Some may consider our ways extreme, but then again, so are yours.”

      The smile on Erinys’ face vanished. “What do you want?”

      “The same as you, Erinys. The end of all Nephilim. But in order to do so, we need your assistance.”

      “And why should I help you lying witches? You cost me one of my top advisers, and soon we’ll be evicted from this building. We can’t make money when we are no longer hunting.”

      Athena gazed up at the woman on her right and nodded. “Ethereal?”

      Ethereal unzipped the backpack she was holding to reveal a stack of cash and extract a tablet.

      The London leader grabbed the tablet. “I believe our offer will relieve you of your troubles.”

      “Some whiskey will be nice, too,” suggested Erinys. Her eyes were glued to the backpack.

      “This tablet contains a list of all Nephilim around the world. Their precise location, enhanced abilities, and their weaknesses.” She turned on the tablet, logged in, and began scrolling. Athena turned toward Erinys when she found her location. “Look, there’s one right here. His name is Lava, and he lives sixteen kilometers—or, better said, ten miles—from here. By the moving red dot, he’s going to the grocery store.”

      “How the hell were you able to do that?” An incredulous expression washed over Erinys.

      “We’ve been working on this technology for years and finally got it to perfection.” A smile of satisfaction shone on Athena’s face.

      “You didn’t barge in like Santa’s little helpers. What’s the catch?”

      “We’ve arrived with a few elite warriors around the globe, and our plan is to eliminate all those who stand in our way.”

      “Be more specific, Athena.” The Furies’ leader gave her a glowering look.

      “Yes, Joan and her group have become opposition. We let her slide with helping small hybrid males, but it comes to our attention she’s harboring Nephilim.”

      “So, you want me to kill Joan and her band of women?”

      “No.” Athena clarified, “You handle the Nephilim or any male hybrids she’s harboring, and we will take care of Joan and her followers.”

      Erinys smacked her lips and took a drink directly from the bottle. “What about her friend in Pennsylvania?”

      “You mean Mist? We are preparing something special for her.” Athena stared into the half-drunk woman’s eyes. “Does this mean we can count on your assistance?”

      Erinys extended her hand. “Give me the damned tablet.”
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            BIRTH OF A MONSTER

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun began to set, and its orange and red light created a beautiful canvas in the sky. The woods surrounding the lake seemed to come alive with color, as though they were part of the painting too. The leaves rustled in the wind, sending a shower of golds and oranges over the water. Finally, the sun slowly disappeared behind the trees on the other side of the lake, leaving behind the tranquil swaying of the trees. On the lake’s eastern bank, a lone male figure stood by the edge of the water, overlooking the transition from dusk to night. The man reached into his suit pocket and produced a cigar, then fumbled in his pant pockets until he found a cutter.

      “Beautiful sunset, is it not?” came a voice behind him.

      “That it is,” was his terse response. The man swiftly cut the cigar and continued. “There’s something special about a cigar cutter. It’s not just the way it looks or the feel of it in your hand. It’s the way it makes you feel when you use it. When you slide the blade across the cigar and hear that satisfying snap, you know you’re in for a good time.”

      The newcomer approached from the right with the index finger of his left hand extended. An orange flame burned at the end of it. “Allow me, Dr. Ostero.”

      The rotund, aged doctor placed the cigar in his mouth and lit it, using the flame provided by his companion. “Thank you, Diablos. This is a great flame. Even better than a torch lighter.” He took a few long puffs and enjoyed the first drags of tobacco-filled smoke. “Lighting a cigar is an art form. It’s all about the slow, steady burn. It can’t be rushed. You need to take your time and enjoy the process. First, you need to get a good steady flame. Too much heat, and you’ll end up with a burnt cigar. Not enough heat, and you’ll be struggling for hours.”

      Ostero took another long puff. “The second step is to get the tobacco lit. This takes a little bit of finesse. First, you must ensure that the tobacco is evenly distributed across the cigar’s surface. Then, once it’s lit, let it smolder slowly until the whole thing burns evenly. If you do it right, you’ll have a perfect cigar that burns for hours without going out. It’s an experience that can’t be rushed or hurried. It needs to be savored and enjoyed slowly, one puff at a time.”

      The Daimon glanced at his companion briefly before turning his attention back to the sunset. “I’ll confess something to you I’ve never told anyone else. Moments like these are the few where I actually envy your kind. Your ability to enjoy certain simple pleasures that are impossible for one such as me. I’m a creature driven by purpose and resolve. Succeed or fail, I’ll never know the ecstasy of enjoying an experience such as this.” Diablos’ gaze was distant, his mind consumed by thoughts that would collapse even the hardiest of mortal minds.

      The pair stood in silence until the cigar was more than half gone. Ostero took his last drag and tossed the remains into the lake as he breathed out a cloud of smoke. “I have another two bodies ready for you.”

      “Excellent.” Diablos opened a portal beside them.

      “I’ll meet you down at the facility,” Ostero offered as he stared at the portal with disdain. “I’m afraid that traveling via your wormholes does not agree with my constitution.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      The Daimon disappeared into the red swirl, and the human was once again alone. He meandered toward the wooded area opposite the lake. After several hundred feet, he came across a rock formation resembling a canopy. In one of the stones protruding from the ground was a large steel door with an iris scanner beside it. Ostero placed his eyes in front of the scanner, entered through the door, and began the long descent to the facilities underneath. Sometime later, the man entered his laboratory, where Diablos was waiting among the rows of tables. Atop each table lay a cradle that housed a humanoid figure. The doctor ambled toward a pair of juxtaposed tables and pressed a sequence of buttons on the cradle to his right. After a loud hiss of escaping gases, the cradle door opened and the bone-white figure lay exposed.

      “You can start doing your thing.” Ostero moved his hands in a wave motion. “I’ll get the other one open.”

      Diablos approached the unsealed body and placed his hand several inches from the diamond-shaped opening in the mid-chest region of the figure. A dark mass appeared near the center of his hand, and swirling lights appeared and circled it as insects drawn to a lamp. Diablos swatted several of the apparitions away with his free hand until he felt satisfied with the remnant. Three of the luminous entities were absorbed into the black mass, and the Daimon shoved the oozing darkness into the body’s chest cavity. There were a few moments of stillness before a series of alarms started blaring in the cradle.

      “What’s happening?” Ostero rushed to the table and attempted to make sense of the readings on the monitors. He turned to the Daimon. “What did you do?”

      Diablos had a wicked smile plaster on his face. “I’m testing the limits of your creations. They should adapt to this if they’re as good as you say.”

      Worry draped over Ostero’s countenance like a veil. After half a minute, the alarms settled down, and the body started to change, albeit slower than the previous subjects. The doctor breathed a sigh of relief.

      “When you told me you wanted me to design these masses of stem cells cloned from your dead son’s remains, I knew you’d have some wizardry up your sleeve for animating them,” Ostero alternated his gaze between the body and the screens. “But I’ll never comprehend how you can activate all of the cells to generate complete functioning bodies with only your dark powers.”

      “That’s because you’re bound by your assumptions.”

      Ostero raised an eyebrow and turned his attention to his companion.

      “You think humans are nothing more than meat bags that react to the programming in their cells, their DNA. However, you could not be more wrong. I’m not making the bodies do anything. I’m merely inserting a soul and allowing the immaterial substance to inform the cells how to arrange themselves.”

      “Don’t give me that load of Cartesian dualism,” Ostero snarled, sucking his teeth.

      “Cartesian dualism is just as wrong as your physicalist view. Souls aren’t separate entities that drive a meat bag. What you call genetic information is stored inside souls. The process you see here is similar to the individuation of cells inside a mother’s womb. The body’s plan for generating human bodies isn’t inside DNA. It’s inside souls.”

      The plaster scaffolding surrounding the body cracked, and moments later, a massive creature exploded out of it. This was unlike any Nephilim Ostero had ever laid eyes on. Its face was asymmetrical, as if the opposing halves of two men’s faces had been smashed together to create a new whole. Its musculature was exaggerated. Veins pulsed furiously from the muscles in its arms and legs. The beast rapidly stood and bellowed with such force that Ostero fell prostrate as he covered his ears to muffle the cacophony.

      “Need…more…” the creature stuttered as it doubled over, its gaze turning to the cradle in front of it. Then, in a swift motion, the monster steadied itself and dashed forward, ripping apart the metal and acrylic casing like wet paper. Its massive hands shot straight up over the plaster-covered body on the table, then came crashing down like the walls of Jericho, crushing the scaffolding and revealing the mushy mass of amorphous flesh inside. The creature began to shovel handfuls of the goop into its mouth and gorged on it. Ostero stared like a deer in headlights at the sickening display, his face growing pale and turning greenish. In stark contrast, Diablos watched with a fiendish, joyful glint in his eyes.

      “What’s he doing?” stammered Ostero, fixing his glasses and scampering away from the spectacle as quickly as his stubby legs could take him.

      “I suspect there’s not enough material to sustain all three souls,” answered the Daimon.

      Moments later, the monster had sated itself. It stood tall, and its body started to morph. First, its frame stretched upward, gaining almost a foot-and-a-half in stature. From the right side of its body, a small mass protruded and grew until it formed into a third arm. Finally, the outline of a face developed in the middle of its chest and extended three-dimensionally. Seemingly satisfied, the creature turned to Diablos and bared its teeth, revealing several rows of razor-sharp fangs. The Daimon produced a triangular device from his pocket and pressed his thumb against the exposed diodes.

      “No!” the creature roared, thrashing about and banging on its head with its fists. “We will not obey.”

      Diablos shook his head. “It seems three souls are too many to control at once.” The fallen angel curled his right hand, producing the same dark mass of energy as before, and swiftly plunged it into the creature’s abdomen. A light was expelled violently from the back of the body. The monster fell to its knees and violently regurgitated the fleshy mass it had consumed. As it did, the third arm and additional face disintegrated, and it diminished in stature to its original, though no less imposing, size.

      Diablos hovered over the beast. “Will you obey?”

      “Yes, master,” it responded. “We obey.”

      “Good.” Diablos turned his gaze toward the cowering human several yards away. “I think we’re ready, doctor. It’s time for the next phase.”

      Ostero swallowed hard and nodded silently.
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            ANTEDILUVIAN JUDGMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Thousands of years earlier

      Dusk had fallen by the time the two men stepped foot into the city named Zoar. The men, clad in taupe tunics with leather belts, stopped at the city’s gateway to gaze at the countless stone flat-roofed houses and edifices covered by the dusty sands of the encircling desert.

      Sitting by the massive open wooden gate was an elder—slim, with dark tan skin and a white beard that reached his chest. Grabbing his staff, he stood from the stool and bowed.

      “My lords, my name is Javan, son of Elam. What brings you to the city Zoar at such a late hour?”

      “My name is Sariel, and my companion’s name is Uriel. We are on a quest in search of three siblings. We were informed they reside in these lands.”

      The elder offered a nervous grin and gulped before answering. “Yes, my lords. Please provide me the honor of washing your feet and providing you with an evening meal.” He limped his way forward and whispered, “It is not safe to be here after dark.”

      “Our purpose is to find the siblings and bring them to justice,” the man named Uriel answered authoritatively.

      The elder dropped to his knees and pleaded. “My lords, please let me find favor in your eyes and attend to you. I wish not to discuss this matter in public.”

      The two men glanced at each other, nodded, and gave their attention to Javan. “We will do as you say.”

      Pushing himself up with the staff, the elder stood and smiled. “Thank you. Please follow me.”

      All three walked through a narrow road leading to the city square. Upon entering the large open space, the two men glowered at the sight before them. In plain view, a group of young men clobbered an old man for the last of his coins and the last of his belongings, a half-filled wineskin. Promiscuous women stood in the center square dressed in their shrine lilac apparel, titillating men and women alike. Two shekels were all they asked for the night. The city watchers, those posted to watch over the city gates and streets, were too engaged in their drinks or in their wagers to exercise their authority.

      The elder quickened his step and avoided any form of eye contact with his fellow locals. He entered an alley that resembled a dumpsite and strode several paces until he reached his home, a small stone house with no windows and a door made of olive wood.

      “Come in and sit, my lords. I’ll bring fresh water for your feet and have my wife prepare you a meal.”

      The men walked in and gazed at the elder intently.

      Uriel spoke. “Withhold your water and save your meal for your journey ahead.”

      “Journey, my lord?” The old man knitted his eyebrows.

      Unsuspectedly, the men’s cloth shone as bright as a shimmering crystal, blinding the elder’s eyes momentary. Their height went from six to eight feet, and six wings appeared: two small wings behind their necks, two large ones the length of their bodies, and two protruding from their calves reaching their feet. They glowed with a bright radiance, which made Javen cover his eyes.

      In complete ecstasy, the old man gasped, “Seraphim of the Sovereign One!”

      “Yes, we are,” answered Sariel. He and his companion resumed their human forms. “We are here for judgment. The corruption of the three brothers has become more rampant than we thought. Their evil, and that of their kind, has tipped the scales of this world in an unrighteous manner. Thus, this city has been marked for destruction.”

      The old man slumped by a nearby stool and buried his face in his hands. “This used to be a wonderful and peaceful city. How could we have let this happen? Why did we succumb to those men?” He gave his attention to the two angels. “Is there anything that can be done to save the city?”

      “The judgment of water has been issued for this world. If this city doesn’t fall, it will come sooner.”

      “Then what must I do?”

      Uriel answered, “What relatives do you have in this city?”

      “It’s only my wife, my three sons, and their wives.”

      “You’ve shown us hospitability, so we’ll grant you that as well. Gather your family and belongings and flee from this place. By dawn tomorrow, Zoar will no longer exist.”

      A tear ran down the crevices of the elder’s face, and he gave the visitors a grim stare. “My lords, if the residents see us fleeing, they’ll question us and most likely attack us.”

      Uriel stepped forward, extended his hand, and grasped Javen’s shoulder. “You will be unseen by your enemies and hidden from their sight. As long as your family remains close to you, no harm will come to them.”

      He nodded and stood from the stool. “As you say, my lord.”

      “Where can we find the brothers?” Sariel asked.

      “They live in the governor’s palace, east of the city. It used to serve as a place of justice, but they’ve converted into a den for debauchery and all sorts of immorality.”

      As the elder spoke, two arctic-blue portals appeared behind the angels. They turned and walked through them, disappearing from the sight of the elderly man.

      The two angels appeared before a pavilion of white stone buildings of various sizes. In the middle was the largest building with steps that led to six monolithic columns twenty feet tall, used as marketing posts for courtesans to find their highest bidding clients. Below, a throng of drunkards coiled around the shrine prostitutes as they danced promiscuously to the religious beats of drums.

      The dancing men and women dressed in ceremonial apparel chanted in unison, “May the sibling gods Akibeel, Danel, and Zavebe reign forever and continue to light the path for Zoar.”

      The three men to whom they sang sat on thrones at the top of the stairs between the middle columns. Kneeling before the three brothers were priests and priestesses with golden bowls offering incense and prayers. Their gleeful eyes turned dark and gravitated toward the two angels. Akibeel raised his right hand, and silence ensued.

      “You finally caught up to us. We wondered when that would be.”

      Sariel’s eyes moved from the throng of drunken people to the three brothers. “Sons of Azazel, we come in the name of the Sovereign One, and today you’ll face judgment!”

      “Judgment?” Akibeel laughed. “This our land. Sealed with the mark of our father. Neither you nor the Sovereign One has jurisdiction here.”

      Uriel thrust his hand forward. “Be silent and be still, you worker of evil! You’ve not only brought forth destruction on yourselves but unto these people. You followed your father’s path by teaching them future knowledge meant for other generations to discover. Today you’ll face the same fate as those of your kind.”

      Inexplicably, Akibeel became unable to move, restrained to his throne by some unforeseen force and only able to hum frantically.

      “Guards, seize these men!” ordered Danel.

      A group of armed men raced and stood between the throng and the angels. Sariel took a deep breath and blew, causing a gust of wind to encircle the area. Moments later, the guards and those gathered began to yell in despair and move aimlessly.

      “I cannot see!” roared one of the shrine prostitutes.

      “I’m blind!” another screamed.

      “Where did everyone go?” One of the guards shouted.

      Sariel lowered his head and gazed at his right hand. Instantly, a blueish transparent spear appeared. He lifted it, cocked his hand back, and cast the spear toward the brothers. Like lightning, the spear flew. In mid-air, it split into three darts of arrows and disappeared into the brothers’ chest. Though their flesh was unscathed, the three dropped dead to the floor. Inexplicably, a great phenomenon occurred. Three transparent humanoid figures remained sitting on the thrones, pierced by blue flaming arrows—their souls.

      In a loud voice, Uriel delivered the sentence. “From this day forth, cursed and impure spirits you will be. You’ll wander the Earth as vagabonds and search for rest. In such a state you’ll remain until the end of the age.”

      The souls’ initial glow was transparent white, but at the command of the Seraphim, they became black masses of darkness. With a loud shriek, the three fled into the unknown.

      Sariel turned to his companion. “Our mission is complete.”

      “We have one more.” Uriel glanced at the crowds. “The inhabitants of this city all have forfeited their souls, killed their children in offerings, and will neglect any form of mercy. They’ve nothing except judgment.”

      Sariel closed his eyes momentarily and then nodded. “I sense that Javan and his family made it safely out of the city.”

      Uriel raised his head and hands, and the heavens opened. From it appeared a vast orb of fire descending and accelerating at great speed toward the city. Moments later, the city exploded and was engulfed in fire. Thick plumes of smoke billowed from the city, and along with it emerged two bright lights that hastened into the opened heavens, and disappeared.
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            AN OLD ROOMMATE

          

        

      

    

    
      Laurie’s watch read a quarter after seven. She inconspicuously kept her eyes on the concession stand owner as he shoved his broom against the dirty wooden planks and pushed the day’s garbage farther from his side of the boardwalk. The salty breeze of the Atlantic worked against him, tossing crumpled napkins, popcorn kernels, and bottle tops at his establishment. The ex-Daughter was somewhat amused to see the man grow irritated, knowing he accomplished very little.

      For an hour, the woman had been waiting for the right opportunity to engage him. She couldn’t risk it with the lingering crowd on the boardwalk, so she decided to wait a bit more. In the meantime, she extracted her smartphone and put on the headset to watch the late evening news.

      “Twenty out of the forty-four countries in Europe are engaged in some political conflict,” announced the TV reporter standing in front of the United Nations building. “Some are viewing these unprecedented events as the beginning of World War III. The list of political conflicts ranges from economic sanctions and territorial disputes to the ideologies of Nationalism that have taken many of these countries by storm. The United Kingdom, Germany, Spain, France, and Poland, to name a few, have already begun to mobilize their military troops to their borders…”

      Too depressing to watch now, she thought. She put away her headset and phone and continued to wait in silence. The light post she was under automatically lit as the evening sun dimmed away, and she glanced up. She extracted a piece of paper from her back pocket to confirm the place and name of the individual she was in search of: Stacks of Snacks at Coney Island—Brooklyn… David Taylor. Seeing the crowds had dissipated, the amusing rides grounded, and the music had silenced, Laurie approached the man with one hand gripping her quartz blade behind her.

      “David Taylor?” she called out to him.

      The man was six-eight and had broad shoulders and back. He had voluminous curly hair and bronze skin. He continued sweeping the newly gathered garbage with his back toward the woman. “What is it you want? You’ve been standing by the rails all evening and got me wondering.”

      “How did you know I was watching?” she asked curiously.

      “I can sniff your kind miles away. Are you here to stir trouble?” He stopped his sweeping.

      Laurie loosened her grip on the quartz blade but kept her hand behind her back. “I’m looking for someone. You and a group of your kind were once part of an experimental group of Dr. Patrick Ostero. He was conducting highly covert hybrid experiments.”

      He turned to face Laurie and glared at her with his obsidian-black eyes. “How do you know about that?” His voice was aggressive, and the knuckles of his right hand turned white as he gripped the broom.

      “I had some dealing with him in the past.”

      The wooden broom cracked and snapped in his hand. “Then I should shred you to pieces if you worked for that living hell.”

      The woman re-gripped her blade and took one step back. She lifted her hand in a stop gesture. “I never said I worked for the man. He experimented on me the same way I guess he did on you. If you have any grievance against him, then you’ll be happy to know that I’m looking to kill him.”

      The demeanor of the man softened, but he became a bit upset when he noticed the broken broom. He tossed it to the floor along with the newly accumulated trash. “What do you wanna know?”

      Laurie eased her stance. “Do you know where he is?”

      “No.” He walked toward the concession stand and grabbed another broom. “If I had known, I would’ve done your job a long time ago.”

      “Can you at least tell me the lab you were in?” She took note of a small incision marked across the side of his neck.

      “It would be no good for you. The facility closed down two years ago after a group of us escaped.”

      “Is there anybody you know that would have any information of the doctor’s whereabouts?” Laurie pressed.

      “Look, toots, you’re wasting your time. Ostero is a dangerous man. He has friends in high places.”

      “I know he works for Diablos, if that’s what you are hinting at.”

      He stared into her eyes. “Solid reason to stay away from him.”

      “I’m not worth anything anymore. I’m just looking for one more kill, and then I’m done.” A sigh escaped her lips. “There’s a reason he worked on us. I believe he’s working on something very dangerous.”

      The man shook his head. “I can’t help you. I’m done with that life.”

      “Well, enjoy the little life you have left. If I’m right, Ostero will put an end to it all.”

      As Laurie turned and walked away, he called out, “Wait!” He grabbed a pen and paper and began to scribble, then approached Laurie and gave her the note. “His name is Howard. Lives in Crown Heights along with others like me. That’s his address. Tell him Okeanos sent you. He was also one of the ones Ostero worked on.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Be careful. Howard and his goons are rough around the edges.”
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        * * *

      

      The sign on the corner store read “Liquor & Wine.” Next door was the address on Laurie’s paper—a three-story building with chipped bricks, cracked or boarded windows, and litter across the sidewalk. Slumped next to the steel door was an old man with a bottle of bourbon clutched tight in his hand. He was snoring loudly.

      She entered the building and placed her hand over her nose to avoid the stench of old alcohol and urine. After the three flights, she began to search for apartment 3A, and found it toward the back of the building. It was close to midnight, but she was desperate for answers. She pounded on the door.

      After a few moments, she heard some shuffling, and then a deep, rough voice called, “Who the hell is it?”

      “I’m looking for a Howard.” She clenched her blade as she heard sniffling behind the door.

      The door cracked open as far as the small security chain on it allowed. A large set of sable-brown eyes peeked through. “Get the hell out of here, or I’ll sink my fist into your tiny freaking skull!”

      The man went to shut the door, but it was held opened by Laurie’s foot. “Okeanos sent me.”

      “What does that fool want?”

      “Nothing. I’m looking for answers, and he mentioned you can help.”

      “He must’ve conned you. We don’t help people like your kind. We kill them.” A dark smile appeared on his face.

      “Before you do, let me first kill Dr. Patrick Ostero.”

      His expression became stern. “Give me a second.” She let her foot off the door, and he closed it. The chain rattled, and the door fully opened. He peered behind her and ordered her to come in.

      She walked into the one-bedroom apartment that reeked of sweat and body odor. When she entered the living room, she saw the source: five Nephilim, each seven feet tall or taller. They were sitting on a mattress, but at the sight of the woman, they all stood with menacing expressions.

      “At ease, boys. The little woman here is looking for an enemy of ours.”

      “Who is this, Howard?” asked one of the Nephilim.

      “I don’t know, but if she doesn’t give us answers soon, we’ll never know.”

      Even through the poor light, the ex-Daughter took notice of incision marks across their necks, the same size as David Taylor's. “My name is Laurie, and I’m hunting for Dr. Ostero. That jackass deserves to die.”

      The six Nephilim in the room glanced at each other.

      “If there’s something we hate more than you witches, it’s that man,” disclosed Howard. “That jackass deserves to die and more.”

      “Do you know where I can find him?” She replaced the quartz-knife behind her back, next to her steel blade.

      Howard turned his attention to a Nephilim near the opened window overlooking a fire escape and rooftop of other buildings. “Jackson?”

      “Yeah, I saw that mofo a few months ago in a facility in Upstate New York. That’s the one I escaped from,” he informed them. “But that’s just one of his facilities. He has several in the states and also Europe.”

      “Do you have any ideas what he was up to?”

      He shook his head. “Nah… it was all secretive stuff. Just know he killed a few of us. He stopped experimenting after he found what he was looking for, I guess. That’s when I escaped.”

      “Damn!” Laurie cursed under her breath.

      “Why the worry?” asked Howard.

      She turned to the huge Nephilim. “I’m concerned he might’ve completed his work…” The woman stopped as she felt strange. A presence she had not sensed in a very long time. She looked at the door, “Do you guys feel that?”

      “Feel what?”

      The blood drained from her face, and her legs tensed as a dark and glooming feeling engulfed her. “It can’t be!” she whispered and pulled out her quartz blade.

      Seconds later, the metal door of the apartment blew open with a loud bang. The Nephilim squad all took fighting stances as they gazed intently at the figure standing at the entrance of the apartment.

      The brawny man had thickset biceps, muscular legs, and broad shoulders, and wore a foreboding and fierce expression. A maniacal laugh overcame him at the sight of Laurie.

      “How precious this is?” The man sneered a soft, indulgent sneer.

      Laurie’s eyes bulged with fright. “Akibeel!” She quickly wielded her blade and hurled it at full might at the man’s head.

      Akibeel caught the blade with his bare hand before it made contact. With one squeeze, he crushed the blade into pieces. “These weapons are useless now, Villainous.”

      “Who’s that?” Howard’s voice quavered.

      “An old and unwanted roommate.” She was incredulous at how effortlessly he crumpled the blade.

      “He doesn’t look like he wants to make friends,” muttered Howard before he rushed toward the man.

      Akibeel thrust his fist right through the Nephilim’s chest, covering the floor with a pool of blood. He kept his menacing eyes on Laurie as he dropped the dead body.

      At first, the others watched in despair but then engaged in combat, all using their enhanced abilities against the lone fighter. Poisonous fumes, electrical shocks, flames of fire, and even telekinesis all proved futile against him.

      Laurie watched how effortlessly Akibeel executed his opponents, unfazed by their combined attack. She had no choice but to run. She rushed through the open window and bounced down the metal stairs of the fire escape. Her heart pounded as she listened to the screams from the Nephilim being slaughtered dwindle behind her.

      She leaped from the fire escape onto a nearby roof and dashed a full tilt. She stopped at the edge of the roof and contemplated her next move as she glanced down. Twenty feet to the ground, she guessed. Her choice was made easy when she saw a body crash through the window and fly out of the apartment. Laurie jumped from the ledge of the roof and landed a few feet away from the liquor store.

      She groaned in pain, feeling pain in her right ankle when she attempted to walk. Either a bad sprain or fractured ankle, she thought grimly. There was no time to stop. She was full of adrenaline to keep her moving forward. The ex-Daughter glanced around for a quick escape and found it when her eyes landed on a man on a motorcycle in front of the liquor store, texting on his cell phone. She limped her way over and pulled out her steel blade on the motorcyclist.

      “The bike or your head?” She held the edge of the steel blade held against his neck.

      “Yo! What the hell? I just got the bike,” he protested through his helmet. He raised his hands in despair.

      “You got insurance. They’ll pay for it. Now off the bike, I said,” Beads of sweat raced down her face. She sensed the menacing presence approaching.

      “Damn, man!” he cursed as he got off the bike. “Can’t I get it back, though? I got a hot date later.”

      She kicked the man in the abdomen, and when he doubled over, she removed his helmet and placed it on her own head. Wasting no time, she got on the motorcycle and peeled out. The tires screeched and produced smoke on the asphalt as she tore off at full speed. She felt the terrorizing presence looming.

      Laurie turned to look up to the roof and saw Akibeel standing on top. His hand was covered in red, and he watched her rush away with menacing eyes.
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            THE WINDING CLOCK

          

        

      

    

    
      Angel sat alone in the Tektonite garden, looking at a withering Knock Out rose bush. She had been at it for quite some time, feeling somewhat sympathetic for the plant and even wondering if she could do anything to bring it back to life. Her eyes were drawn to a watering can and a nearby spigot, and she stood from the wooden bench and filled the container to the brim. She watered the dying bush, and after completing her irrigation, she gazed intently at it, hoping the little she had done would bring the roses back to life. In a bit of wishful thinking, she hoped it would happen instantaneously.

      “Angel? What are you doing here?” a familiar voice called.

      Angel felt almost as if she had been woken from a deep dream. She turned to the female speaker. “Hey, Pretzel.” She looked past her friend’s shoulder and noticed she wasn’t alone. “Reina, Kitty, you guys hanging out?” Angel embraced each of her friends.

      “We were helping the Tektonites with some kitchen duty. They were short-handed this week,” explained Pretzel. “Part of the group is in Jersey helping out this guy at a farm, I believe.”

      “Actually, we were just about to give you a call,” added Reina. “We know you’ve been busy taking care of aboola these days, so we wanted to swing by and give you a visit.”

      Angel smiled at the incorrect pronouncement of grandmother in Spanish. “It’s abuela.”

      “I hate Spanish, and my family is from Spain.” Reina rolled her blue eyes.

      “But, yeah, what are you doing here?” Kitty inquired.

      Angel scratched her head and walked back to the bench to sit. “I needed to take a bit of a break. No matter how much I try to help her… She doesn’t wanna listen.” Her voice rose to a level of irritation. “She continues cooking foods she isn’t supposed to eat, forgets to take her medication, and just last week, I practically had to force her out of the apartment for her doctor’s appointment.”

      All three friends gave her a compassionate expression.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” stated Pretzel. “Does she understand the gravity of her condition?”

      “Ella sabe,” Angel responded. “She knows but is not taking it serious.” The girl’s face was fuming.

      “And how are you doing?” Reina asked.

      Feeling engulfed in discontent, Angle sighed deeply. “You guys know how I get when I’m anxious.” She paused for a moment and shook her head slightly. “I don’t want her to die, you know. She’s the only family bloodline I have.”

      “We feel you, girl,” uttered Kitty. She sat next to Angel. “When I would get sick, my mother ensured I took all my meds, but when it was the other way around…nothing. I used to get so upset.”

      “Exactly!” Angel cried.

      “But may I give you a piece of advice—enjoy every moment with her, even the frustrating parts. Being afraid of losing her can distract you from these precious moments.”

      “Look at you being a Hallmark card,” Angel teased with a smile and embraced her friend.

      “Made me wanna cry,” Pretzel joked.

      Reina had a playful pout. “That was beautiful.”

      “Shut up, you guys!” Kitty blushed. “That’s the last time I’m giving any of you any advice.”

      “Gosh, I missed this. I missed you guys so much. I needed that laugh.”

      All three women turned to the entrance of the garden upon hearing approaching footsteps.

      “Hello, Nyala,” Pretzel greeted the newcomer. “How are you, girl?”

      “Hello there, ladies. Fancy seeing all four of you here. Everything OK?” The black beauty had a rolled-up yoga mat underneath her arm.

      “Yeah… Just venting a little about some personal matters,” answered Angel. “What’s up with you?”

      “I usually come here at this hour to meditate, think, and pray.” She glanced around the garden. “This place is beautiful, and the solitary time I’ve spent here has truly helped me.”

      Pretzel gave her friends a knowing glance and turned to Nyala. “Then we should leave you to it.”

      “Please don’t leave. You are no bother at all.” The Mozambican unrolled her mat in front of the bench and sat on it. “Actually, if you don’t mind, I’ll like to discuss something with you.”

      “Sure!” Pretzel sat on the bench next to Angel.

      Reina followed, making the group feel like a can of sardines.

      “I know you all are very close to Olivia, and that’s the reason I feel comfortable sharing this information with you. I believe by now you may have heard of her dream.”

      All four nodded with curious expressions.

      “Well, I was the one who urged Olivia to inform the council of the vision, but there was a piece of the information neither she nor I revealed.” Nyala swallowed nervously. “The night she had the vision, Oliva was glowing.”

      “What do you mean ‘glowing’?” Angel had a deep frown on her face. “Like you can see her aura?”

      Nyala nodded her head. “Not exactly. It started on her head but then moved through her body.” She rubbed her chin. “It was like sparks of energy manifesting in purple, yellow, and green colors all around her. Instantly, I felt the presence of a Primal.”

      All four glanced at each other wonderingly.

      “What does that mean?” Reina pressed her.

      “Pure speculation, but I believe when Olivia threw herself to protect me from Mara’s energy blast, she may have absorbed the Primals’ energy.”

      “Which one?” This time it was Kitty asking.

      Nyala gave the girls a strange look. “All three. Mara’s, Apocalypse’s, and Haniel’s.”

      “You mean to tell me that Oliva has the power of the Primals?” Pretzel inquired with a quizzical face.

      The young Mozambican shook her head. “I don’t know what it means, but suffice it to say I felt the presence of the Primals when I saw her that night.”

      “How she’s holding up?” Angel wanted to know.

      “She’s fine. She’s the sweet Olivia everyone knows, but she did express that ever since that night of the blast, she’s felt something different inside her.”

      “Dios mío! This is insane and concerning. When you possessed Apocalypse’s power, it drained you. What can it do to her with all three?”

      “But I think what Olivia has is different,” clarified Nyala. “The two other women and I were conduits of the Primals. Olivia is not. What she has is some lingering effect of the Primals’ energies.”

      Angel turned from Nyala to her friends. “Is there anything we can do about this?”

      Pretzel and Kitty had blank faces, but Reina pursed her lips and nodded.

      “Yeah… We do nothing.”

      Angel arched an eyebrow. “What you mean we do nothing, Rei?”

      “Well, you know, growing up, I never wanted to be seen as different from the rest, and I’m pretty sure that’s what Olivia would want, too.”

      “Hmm…” Angel interjected. “I wasn’t seeing it that way. Good point.”

      “She’s our Olivia, right?” Reina glanced at the other women. “Let’s keep it that way. And she has a birthday coming soon. Let’s not make this a big deal, but let’s celebrate.”

      “That’s right. Her fifteenth birthday!”

      “I think that’s a fantastic idea,” added Pretzel. She stared at the perky blue-eyed Reina. “One of the wise things I heard you say.”

      Reina pursed her lips. “Sounds like a compliment and an insult at the same time.”

      “It’s purely a compliment!” Pretzel jabbed her softly with her elbow.

      “If you say so.” Reina smiled.

      “Nyala,” started Angel. “Where’s Olivia now?”

      “She’s in the room. She was tinkering with some clock.”

      “Hey, guys, if you don’t mind, I would like to have a chat with her.” Angel stood from the bench. “And don’t leave without me.”
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        * * *

      

      Angel reached Olivia’s room and was filled with gladness at the sight of the girl. She always held a special place in her heart. The Daimon Killer did not immediately walk into the room but stood watching the girl work on the clock on her bed. She isn’t a little girl anymore, Angel thought. Her blonde curly hair had become darker, and her face had stretched a bit, though those chubby cheeks were still there. She was as tall as Angel, and by Angel’s estimate, she had a few more inches to go. Olivia’s forearms and legs had thickened, reflecting a bit of muscle definition.

      The young girl hummed as she diligently took apart a large wall clock without the slightest inkling that someone was watching her. Olivia carefully removed the hands and numbers of the clock but only replaced seven of the numbers, beginning with the one on the twelfth spot and ending with the seven on the eleventh. She replaced the hour hand only, and then the glass cover. Finally, she wound the clock a few times, leaving the hand between one and two.

      Olivia lifted the clock and gazed at it with satisfaction. The reflection on the glass showed her the presence of another. She smiled and turned to the door. “Angel!”

      “Hey, sweetie!” Angel responded as she entered the room and embraced the girl affectionately.

      “What are you doing here?” Olivia held her at arm’s length. “I thought you were taking care of your grandmother?”

      “Just taking a break. I missed you guys.”

      “I’ve missed you too. Come take a seat.” Olivia pointed to her bed.

      They sat across from each other on the bed with the clock between them. Angel grabbed it with an inquisitive frown on her face. “What are you working on?”

      Olivia sighed. “Promise you won’t laugh.”

      Angel gave her a strange stare. “Promise.” Her voice was sincere.

      “It’s a doomsday clock,” the girl confided.

      “Ah, what?”

      “I know it sounds crazy, but I had a vision about it a few nights ago.” She gazed into Angel’s eyes. “The moment the hand of the clock hit one, I saw a man riding a white horse who was told to go and conquer.”

      Angel delicately placed the clock back on the bed. “Yeah, I heard about this vision of yours, and I won’t lie to you. It’s freaking some of us out.”

      “I wish I could take it back, but the vision felt so real.” She looked at the clock. “Well, this is the reason I made this clock. I had this inner prompting to make it, and as I made it, I felt something was guiding me.”

      “Like flashing lights?” Angel suggested softly.

      The girl’s eyebrows shot up. “You know about the lights?”

      “Nyala was concerned and informed Pretzel, Reina, Kitty, and me.” Angel quirked her lips to the side. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      Olivia dropped her head and stared at her fingers. “I didn’t want people to get weirded out, so I didn’t say anything.”

      Angel extended her arm and clutched her hand tenderly. “Never with us. You know we got your back.”

      A small smile appeared on Olivia’s face. “Thanks.”

      Angel’s eyes returned to the clock. “So, tell me how this thing is supposed to work?”
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            HELP NEEDED

          

        

      

    

    
      The once illustrious late-nineteenth-century mansion of Agoria Academy was decimated. The Gothic Revival-style ornate roof had been shredded as if hit by a hurricane. The stunning stone façade was charcoal black, and the many chimneys which had adorned the building no longer existed.

      The beautiful gardens, well-manicured lawns, and pristine site were a thing of the past. The surrounding buildings and campus grounds lay in ruins. The two men who had walked the site for the last hour had not found a soul or a corpse. It was a complete ghost town.

      The setting sun was D’Angelo’s backdrop as he stood in front of the main building, aghast at what this place had become. He knew from personal experience that this was a breeding ground for evil, yet he couldn’t stop feeling nostalgia and sorrow for the place he’d once called home. This was the prestigious school he had attended as a child along with his siblings, and though he’d left the academy years ago, he still felt a strong connection to it.

      “Hey, D, are you all right?” the man behind him asked.

      “I still can’t believe the school is destroyed, Mr. Ortega.” D’Angelo continued taking in the destruction of the campus. After a few minutes, his eyes gravitated to an old seventy-foot oak tree a few yards away and pointed at it. “My brothers and I would climb that tree.”

      Ortega followed his finger. “That’s a tall tree.”

      A smile of remembrance emerged on the hybrid’s face. “We would climb it to eat those sponge cakes—Binkies.” He faced his companion. “We weren’t allowed.”

      “I get it. I find myself hiding to eat one nowadays.”

      D’Angelo smirked and returned to looking at the tree. “Always in my heart, breddas,” he said in a melancholy whisper. He turned back to Ortega. “John was right. This place was destroyed. But the big question is by who?”

      “A good question indeed. I did a bit of research and discovered that after the death of Therion, this place lost top major funders. After that, student and faculty numbers significantly dropped. I had a chat with John, and he mentioned that the hybrid program also had a decline. This place was already dead before all this happened.”

      “You think this was an inside job?” D’Angelo’s frown deepened.

      Ortega continued looking over the place. He put his hands on his waist. “We are dealing with the devil here, so I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “But if Diablos is behind this, then why? The whole purpose of this academy was to usher Diablos’ new world order.”

      “What if he found his new world order through other means? If so, this place is no longer required.”

      D’Angelo nodded in agreement. “Get rid of the old in order to bring in the new.”

      “Exactly!”

      “According to John, whatever attacked this place is stronger and more powerful than a Nephilim. Then who are the new recruits?”

      Ortega wiggled his index finger upward. “There, my friend, is the question of the hour….”

      D’Angelo caught a whiff and screamed, “Get down!” He rushed toward Ortega and tackled him to the floor as a massive fireball was hurled in their direction. It scraped the hybrid’s back.

      “What the hell was that?” Ortega was a bit out of breath.

      “We are not alone,” D’Angelo stated. He stood quickly and did a three-sixty, attempting to determine the source. He turned back to Ortega and assisted his companion off the ground.

      Ortega drew his pistol from his back holster and loaded it with a magazine of quartz bullets.

      A young man came out of one of the dilapidated buildings. His hands were ablaze with a golden glow, and he had a menacing look. He wore dark jeans and a black hoodie.

      More began to appear. Some came through hidden shelters from the ground, others through concealed openings of the buildings, and a few from nearby dumpsters.

      “I’m counting about twenty. I have seventeen rounds in this pistol. Can you take on three?” Ortega aimed his pistol at the young man with glowing hands.

      “What if you miss?” D’Angelo glanced around as he watched the group surround them in a circle.

      “All right. You take seventeen, and I take three?”

      “Look,” D’Angelo called out as the group got closer. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      “You got trouble the moment you walked onto these grounds,” the man with the hoodie informed him.

      “We just want to help,” Ortega insisted.

      The young man looked at the others and yelled, “Kill them!”

      The first to follow orders was one with long claws and alligator-like skin. He rushed toward Ortega, who pulled the trigger on his pistol at the upcoming threat. It didn’t fire. “Gun is jammed.”

      D’Angelo spread his feet and thrust his fist into the man’s face, knocking him cold with one touch. He sniffed and instinctively moved as a set of claws came whooshing toward his back. He grabbed the new attacker’s hand and tossed him a few feet away.

      He felt a shock hit his body and doubled over in pain, but he quickly regained vigor and rushed his opponent to wrestle him to the floor.

      Ortega struggled to unjam his pistol but ducked when he saw another flame of fire headed his way.

      A group of five rushed toward D’Angelo and descended on him like vultures. The hybrid’s fists flew in all directions as he tried to fend off his attackers. He knew he was outnumbered and outmatched and needed to change his tactic. He watched Ortega continue to avoid the fireballs, knowing he would soon be hit. He saw the man in the hoody through the pile of slamming punches. Finding his last wind, he broke free from his attackers and rushed toward the young man.

      The man in black was too busy trying to flame Ortega to see D’Angelo grab him from behind and restrain him with a headlock. “Tell them to stop, or I’ll snap your neck!” the hybrid ordered.

      The young Nephilim attempted to break free but was losing his breath rapidly. He drawled out the word stop as he clawed at D’Angelo’s forearms.

      The hybrid let him loose, and the man dropped to his knees. D’Angelo then glanced around. “Like I said before. We didn’t come here to make trouble. On the contrary, we would like to help.”

      “We don’t need any help,” the man on the ground rasped as he soothed his neck.

      “Volida, we are running low on food and water. What do you mean we don’t need any help?” one of the young men demanded. He had a large bruise on his face from D’Angelo’s fist.

      “Erpeto, we can’t trust no one. No one cares about us. If we are to survive, we have to do it on our own.”

      “That’s not true,” interrupted the hybrid. He took a few steps forward and stood in the middle. “My name is D’Angelo Brown, and I attended this academy. I also thought no one cared about me once, but then I discovered that some were willing to help. If you give us a chance, we would like to help you.”

      Volida stood and took a deep, menacing breath. “Enough talk. Get rid of him, boys.”

      No one moved.

      “What the hell? I’m the leader of this group, and I command you all to attack.”

      “Nah, Volida,” another young Nephilim chimed in. “We need help, dude. I’m tired of hiding.”

      “That’s how you wanna play, Anemos?” Volida’s hands started to glow a flaming red. “You’ll see. Go on and trust these goons, and you’ll end up dead like the rest of the others.” He raced away.

      One of the young took a step toward D’Angelo and extended his hand. “They call me Crypto.” D’Angelo shook his hand. “Don’t worry about Volida. He’ll come around.”

      “Who are you guys?” D’Angelo asked.

      “We are the last Nephilim in this area. When the school was attacked, those that survived went into hiding.”

      “Do you know who attacked you?” Ortega chimed in. He stepped forward and extended his hand toward Crypto. “Daniel Ortega is the name.”

      “Hi, there.” Crypto shook the ex-agent’s hand. “We don’t know for sure, just that there were only three of them.”

      “What?” D’Angelo’s forehead creased with worry. “That’s not possible.”

      “I would’ve said the same thing if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”

      “Only Daimons would have such power to eliminate so many Nephilim in one shot.”

      “For sure, they weren’t Daimons. They were human, though more powerful than anything I had ever witnessed before.”

      Ortega and D’Angelo glanced at each other with matching expressions of concern.

      Another Nephilim approached them. “Hey, can we cut the chit-chat? You said something about helping us. Can you?”

      “We can,” responded D’Angelo. “What is it you need?”
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      The woman was sitting at her desk working diligently on paperwork when she was interrupted by the ringing cell phone. Her eyebrows pulled together in curiosity at the Hong Kong reading on the caller ID. “Hello?”

      “Ni Hao, Joan. This is Jiang from Kowloon Daughters of the Watchers group.” The female voice spoke with a Chinese accent. “You remember me?”

      “Yes, I do, Jiang. How are you?” Joan dropped her pen and removed her reading glasses.

      “OK, but we can be better, Joan. I’m sorry for calling you late. Is this a good time to speak?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Good, good. Well, huh, we left the global Daughterhood group, too, after we heard your speech. We feel alone now. We don’t know whom to talk to for guidance.”

      “I’m glad you reached out, Jiang. A group of us met not too long ago to discuss this very topic. We’ve been reaching out to groups like yours and advising them of our new direction. We even have a name—the Children of Kyrios.”

      “That’s very good,” the caller said warmly. “Can we, too, be Children of Kyrios?”

      “We are more than glad to welcome you. We are still working on the organization’s details but should have them done soon. We’ve learned a lot and are passing what we’ve learned to others.”

      “If no bother. Can I send you…huh… women so you can teach them, and they can teach us? Their English is much better than mine.”

      “We don’t have much room here, but how many women were you thinking?” Joan grabbed the pen from the desk.

      “Three honorable women. Very respectful and best of the group.”

      “We can make room for three. When are you thinking of sending them?”

      Joan heard Jiang clapping her hands. “That’s very good because they left today. They’ll be there tomorrow morning.”

      “OK?” Joan drawled and then dropped her pen. “That was sooner than I expected.”

      “One more question. Have you heard of Nephilim killings?” Jiang asked in her broken English.

      “We recently heard a report of a New York Nephilim academy being destroyed.”

      “Same here, but in huge concert camps.”

      “Do you mean concentration camps?”

      Jiang chuckled. “So, sorry. Yes, I mean concentration camps.”

      “Not in concentration camps,” stated Joan. Her expression slid into a frown.

      “Yes, here in Hong Kong, large numbers of Nephilim are sent to camps and are killed. We are also afraid they’ll send us there too.” Her voice was shaky.

      “This is the first time I’ve heard of concentration camps.”

      “This also in Russia, Delhi, and Tokyo, but there, hybrid women are also being sent.”

      Joan covered her mouth, flabbergasted. “Do you have any ideas who’s doing this?”

      “No, the reason I was asking you about it.”

      “This is very concerning, Jiang. Give me a few days to research this information further, and I’ll get back to you.”

      “Xie Xie, Joan.”
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            A CHANGE OF HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      Tears coursed down Laurie’s cheeks as she gazed at the Lancaster Memorial. Each word on the inscription in the stone served as a dagger to her heart as she read the illuminating rock. She sat alone on the bench with the hood of her sweater covering her shaved head. Next to her was the helmet she had stolen. She felt the full weight of what she had orchestrated for the first time since the Lancaster attack. The shame and guilt were almost unbearable. The ex-Daughter wiped the tears from her face when she heard fast-approaching footsteps.

      “Are you crazy coming here?” Mist whispered, stopping a few inches from her old companion. Not far from Mist stood Cookie and Dough on guard.

      “I’m sorry, Mist, for everything,” Laurie murmured softly, gazing at the memorial stone.

      “Please don’t tell me you got me up at three in the morning to apologize? What’s the urgency? We could’ve done this another day, at another time, and especially at another place.” Mist’s tone was sharp, and her expression was visibly upset.

      “Look, I had no other place to go.” Laurie turned her eyes to Mist. “I’ve been driving for the last three hours to tell you what I saw tonight. I needed to inform you in person.”

      The Lancaster leader could sense a great deal of fear from the woman. “What happened, Laurie?” Her tone of voice changed to concern.

      “He finished it. Whatever he had been working on for years, he accomplished it.” She buried her face in her hands as tears streamed down her face. “It’s all my fault.” She banged her head with her fist repeatedly while continuously uttering slurs of regret and failure.

      Mist dropped to her knees and embraced Laurie, and in return, Laurie wrapped her arms around her old friend.

      “I’m sorry, Mist. I could’ve prevented this. It’s all my fault.” Her expression was deeply pained.

      Cookie and Dough rushed to their leader’s aid, but Mist waved them back. “I’m OK, ladies. Our friend here has finally returned to the light.”

      After a lengthy embrace, Mist moved the stolen helmet to the ground and sat on the bench. “What happened to you tonight?”

      Full of dread, Laurie met her gaze. “Akibeel is back. The evil spirit that possessed me has returned in human form.”

      “Do you mean he’s possessed someone else?” Mist inquired with alarm.

      “No. It was his own body.” Laurie’s voice was still shaky.

      “How’s that possible? Wandering spirits can’t have bodies?”

      Cookie and Dough gazed at each other in bafflement. If it weren’t for their Spiritual-Psychological Awareness, they would’ve deemed Laurie a liar, but their senses indicated she was telling the truth.

      “I can’t explain either, but I guess that Dr. Ostero was successful in whatever hell is was working on.” Laurie rubbed her chin, deep in thought. “It all makes sense,” she said, almost to herself. “The experiments on me, the Nephilim…everything. It was to bring those bastards back!”

      “What are you talking about? I’m confused. What experiments?” The Lancaster leader stared at Laurie, bewildered.

      “I was one of his subjects while possessed by Akibeel, and so were many of the Nephilim. He must’ve been working on creating some formula to bring back to life those wandering spirits.” She turned her head to Mist. “And trust me, there are many.”

      “How would you know that?” Cookie asked cynically.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed at the twin. “Unfortunately, being connected to that spirit made me privy to many things.”

      “Let’s backtrack a minute here,” interjected Mist. “How do you know it was Akibeel in the first place?”

      At first, Laurie shook her head. She kept her sight on the ground as she thought for a moment. “I can’t explain it. It’s almost as if I could sense him, but not like a Nephilim. It was something deeper, and he called my name…” She stopped before saying it. Her shame wouldn’t let her.

      “Villainous?” Mist completed her sentence.

      Laurie gulped and nodded.

      The Lancaster leader stood from the bench and took a deep breath. Her mind raced over what to do next. “There’s a lot to unpack here. Unfortunately, I don’t have time to determine the next steps. A few of us at the compound are heading to the city to hold a Memento Vivere celebration…”

      “Are you out of your mind?” Laurie demanded. “No offense, but this is no time to be having any form of celebration.”

      “Let me finish, Laurie!” Mist sighed to keep calm. “I think it would be best if you came along and informed the council personally.”

      “I…I can’t do that,” Laurie stuttered in a shaky voice. “My evil acts are before me. I’ve wounded those women deeply, and they would never accept me.”

      “Look, we can address the past some other time, but if this is as serious as you said it is, then you can make it up to them by telling them what you saw.” Mist reached into her pocket and pulled out a set of keys. She removed one from the ring and handed it to the woman on the bench. “Wash up and get some rest in your grandmother’s place.” She glanced at her watch. “We’ll leave at ten in the morning. I’ll give you a call with directions.”

      “You know I can’t stay with them. At least for my sake.”

      Mist nodded. “Gypsy has a condo in the city that she hardly uses. She said I could use it anytime. I’ll give her a heads-up and provide you with the building code when I call you later today. Deal?”

      Very hesitantly, Laurie nodded her head.
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        * * *

      

      Erinys gazed up at the dilapidated apartment and turned her eyes to the tablet. The red lights of the six Nephilim living in this location had stopped flashing two hours ago, but they concluded it was a glitch. Behind her were ten Furies, all brandishing some quartz weapon and ready for action. She turned to her team and gave them the nod of consent, and then lifted the two-radio to her lips.

      “Beta Team, are you ready to engage?”

      “Beta Team, on the south of the building, is standing by. We are currently on the first-floor level of the fire escape.”

      “Let’s get these scums.” Erinys clipped her radio on her side and stashed the tablet to her back.

      She opened the steel door, and with the group, she bounded up three flights of stairs and directly to the apartment near the end of the hall.

      Erinys frowned when she saw the door had been ripped off its hinges.

      Seconds later, her radio sounded off. “Huh, Erinys, you better get in here. It looks like someone got to them first.”

      No one could believe their eyes as they took in the carnage in the apartment. Blood was everywhere, and the bodies of the Nephilim were brutally mutilated beyond recognition. The off-white walls were now crimson, and there were pockets of red puddles throughout the floor.

      The Furies stood in shock, trying to make sense of what had happened. As they surveyed the bloody scene, they glanced at each other, baffled.

      One of the Furies knelt and saw the shattered quartz blade on the floor. “Daughters?”

      Erinys knelt and examined the third body. “Maybe, but I don’t see any blade wounds in these bodies. It’s like they were ripped apart.”

      “What the hell is going on here, Erinys?” one of the other women asked. “Is this some sorta trap by those London ladies? We need to get out of here before the cops show up.”

      “Hold your horses!” the leader exclaimed. There was anger and disappointment on her face. “Cops don’t come to places like this… Well, not until it begins to smell.” She stood straight. “But you are right, Iris. I believe we were played.”

      Erinys sighed deeply. “Everyone back to the warehouse. I’ll meet you there, but first, I need to make a phone call.”

      As the group existed, the Furies’ leader grabbed her smartphone and made the call. As soon it was answered, she blurted, “What the freak are you playing at, Athena? I planned for days for this attack to find everyone already dead.”

      “Erinys, I’m at a loss.” Athena sounded half-asleep. “What are you referring to?”

      “The Nephilim we were hunting tonight are already dead. Your tablet directed us here, but they were gone when we got to them. Either you’re playing us, or this tablet of yours doesn’t work!” Her voice was still raised.

      “Let me get out of bed and check my data source.” After a minute, Athena came back. “Huh? You are right. They are dead.”

      “Yeah, I know that, Sherlock. Any explanations?”

      “Erinys, I’m as lost as you are, but look at it from the bright side. The job is done.”

      “There’s no bright side. These attacks cost money, time, and resources. I don’t have time for a wild goose chase.”

      “All right. I understand your dilemma. By any chance, did you see any change on the tablet when you attacked? My source indicates their extinction. What does yours tell you?”

      The woman pulled the tablet from her pack and scrutinized its contents. “I only see six grayed-out dots.”

      “There you go. Now you know if it’s blinking red, they are alive. If it’s a steady gray, then they are dead.”

      “Don’t patronize me, Athena. I don’t have time for this bullcrap!”

      “My apologies, Erinys, but it is three a.m. in the morning. Can we deal with this later today?”

      “Listen to me!” Erinys threatened. “If I learn that you are playing me in any way, shape, or form, it’ll be the last of you.” She ended the call abruptly.

      The Furies’ leader looked at the carnage and then headed out the door. Before the woman exited, she noticed a bottle of whiskey on the kitchen counter. She grabbed it and walked out the door.
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            ENEMIES WITHIN, FRIENDS AFAR

          

        

      

    

    
      The lab was a hive of activity. Scientists in white coats scurried back and forth, monitors beeped and flashed, and test subjects were prepped and readied. This sanctum of high-tech experimentation was a maze of corridors and rooms, and to Lash, the researchers looked like so many mice chasing after their proverbial cheese. In one room, test subjects were running obstacle courses. Their performance and health were monitored via a series of diodes connected to their bodies. In another room, scientists studied the effects of different enhancements on the subjects’ bodies.

      Most of the lab’s occupants paid Lash no mind and went about their business. Occasionally, one would look up from their screen or stack of papers, curtsy awkwardly, and hurry along. The head of Luminosity strolled through the main hallway, taking it all in.

      “Grand Luminary, I wasn’t informed you’d be visiting us today,” a woman called from a room Lash had just passed. He spun to catch a glimpse of the speaker and noticed an unassuming five-foot-one bespectacled researcher with chestnut-brown hair tied back in a neat bun.

      “I had time between other appointments and decided to stop by and view the progress.”

      The woman approached Lash with her hand outstretched, “I’m Angie Watson, Principal Engineer in charge of Counter Hybrid Technology.”

      The man clasped her hand. His brow scrunched. “I know that name from somewhere. Have we met before?”

      “Not officially, your eminence,” Angie replied. “However, perhaps you saw my name on reports some years ago. I led the development of the railgun that slew the seemingly unkillable hybrid several years ago.”

      Lash snapped his fingers, recollection washing over his face like a cold splash of water on a hot day. “Yes, that’s it. Quite an achievement, that weapon. Unfortunately, it led to the untimely deaths of several operatives.”

      Angie broke Lash’s gaze for a moment, and the slight creases on her face became more apparent. She quickly regained her composure and resumed eye contact. “The operational parameters of the mission were unclear. Additionally, the design had not yet gone through enough iterations to ensure the success of rapid reactivation. Furthermore…” she continued to ramble in a barely intelligible flurry of words.

      Lash raised an eyebrow, and after several seconds, he lifted his hand, palm facing the woman. “That’s enough. I don’t need an explanation. What’s past is past. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He turned to leave without waiting for a response. The woman stood with her mouth agape as the Grand Luminary walked away. She fidgeted her fingers nervously for a time, then frowned, pursed her lips, and turned rapidly to storm toward the room she’d come from.

      Lash hurried down the hallway toward the office of the Chief Research Officer. He reached a door marked with a simple nameplate that read Eddie Lopez. The man inside the room jumped to his feet when he saw the approaching visitor.

      “Grand Luminary Tammuz, always a pleasure to have you with us,” Eddie announced. “I hope you weren’t disturbed by any starstruck researchers. When you have a scheduled visit, I like to corral the more eccentric types.”

      “Nothing too distressful,” Lash jested as he shook Eddie’s hand. “I read your latest report and just had to come in person to see the results myself.”

      “Of course, your radiance. You came at the perfect time. We have a series of tests scheduled to start in just a few minutes,” Eddie gushed as he gestured further down the main corridor. “Please, right this way.”

      The pair wandered through the facility making small talk until they reached a large white room. Inside stood several researchers alongside a couple of test subjects covered in a series of diodes. Lash instinctively recoiled as he recollected the violent actions of the first test subject.

      “There’s no need for concern, Grand Luminary,” Eddie assured him. “We solved the uncontrollable rage issue weeks ago.”

      Lash entered the room apprehensively, his face betraying his lack of confidence in Eddie’s claim.

      “We quickly realized that the subjects’ minds were being overwhelmed by the sudden increase in sensory data. Their brains just couldn’t keep up with the influx of their heightened senses. So, we’ve been installing neural inhibitors in each subject, and there has not been an incident since the one you witnessed.”

      Lash nodded and relaxed his tensed muscles so as not to appear weak in front of the others in the room. He finally got a good look at the volunteers. One male, one female. Their build was incredibly fit. Veins protruded from their necks and arms, and their legs bulged with rippling muscles.

      The Luminary took in his surroundings. The testing room was a large, imposing chamber, and in the center of the room was a cluster of metal rods, each as thick as a man’s arm. Around the rods were several mechanical treadmills, their belts stretched tight and ready for use.

      “Subjects A-113-6 and B-115-9, pick up the tungsten rods on the floor, please,” Eddie commanded.

      The pair did as they were told.

      “Now bend them to a ninety-degree angle.”

      They complied and bent the rods as if they’d been bendable straws. The researchers in the room took notes and noted the measurements on their tablet devices.

      “Very good. Now get on the treadmills and run at approximately fifty miles per hour.”

      Lash watched in awe as the subjects followed their instructions and sped up to breakneck speeds. Finally, Eddie turned to face the agape man.

      “That’s nearly twenty percent faster than theoretically possible for a human to sprint a short distance. They can go much faster and maintain that pace for marathon lengths,” Eddie explained. “But this is the least interesting part.”

      Lash’s eyebrows shot up. “How could this be the least interesting?”

      Eddie smiled. “We call these stage 1 enhancements. However, we’ve recently unlocked the means to activate stage 2.” The Chief Research Officer nodded to one of the other scientists. She grabbed a small gas-filled portable tank. “You may stop now, A-113-6 and B-115-9,” Eddie instructed.

      The pair slowed and came to a halt. The scientist approached the male test subject, placed the mask of the portable tank over his face, and released the contents. The man breathed in the blue gas spewing from the canister until the scientist turned the valve again to stop the flow. Another scientist handed Eddie a tablet, and he deftly swiped his fingers on the screen and tapped a few buttons. The male subject spontaneously combusted in a bright yellow flame at that instant.

      “What in the name of the light!” screeched Lash, nearly tumbling backward.

      “We’ve recently discovered how to activate advanced abilities in the subjects, similar to those displayed by high-end hybrids,” Eddie announced as he tapped several more buttons on the screen, causing the flame surrounding the subject to wane and eventually extinguish. The man stood unharmed.

      “This is remarkable. I can’t even begin to—” started Lash.

      Angie, the engineer, stormed into the room. “Grand Luminary, you really need to hear this!”

      Eddie and Lash turned to face the interloper.

      “I’m so sorry for this intrusion, your radiance,” Eddie apologized. He turned his gaze toward Angie and growled, “Ms. Watson, your presence is not required here. Please exit the room.”

      “No, I will not be silenced by the likes of you,” she shrieked and looked intently at Lash. “See for yourself.” Angie produced a small device from her lab coat. The apparatus was sleek and silver, with a circular screen that glowed blue. Protruding from the front of the machine was a directed antenna facing away from the main body. The frantic woman pointed the gadget toward Lash and pressed a small button just under the screen. Nothing happened.

      “That is enough. Remove yourself from here and take whatever that thing is with you before I have you forcibly removed,” Eddie snapped.

      Angie glanced at Eddie with a sly grin plastered on her face. “It’s a hybrid detector,” she announced. She swung the antenna over to point at Eddie. Immediately, the screen turned red, and a loud beeping sound began blaring from the small gadget.

      “Is this some kind of sick joke?” Eddie stammered, lip quivering.

      “No joke, just one of my projects whose funding has been declined for years,” Angie retorted coldly. “Every single budget request denied by the same executive.” The woman pointed toward Eddie. “So, I spent the last couple of years scraping every last cent I earned to put together a prototype and, eventually, this refined model. I tested it on hybrids on the field and in labs, and it works perfectly.”

      “I’ve had enough of your baseless accusations, Ms. Watson. You are done here, for good.”

      Lash’s surprise had worn off, and his visage turned stern and calculating. “Do you have any evidence other than your device, Ms. Watson?”

      Eddie grew pale.

      “Not really. But we’ll let the accused defend himself.” She pulled another small gadget from her pocket and inserted it into an empty expansion slot on the side of the hybrid detector. “I took the liberty of modifying the neural inhibitors currently deployed on the test subjects to receive signals from this device.”

      At that instant, A-113-6 and B-115-9 turned to face Eddie and, without warning, lunged toward him. He rushed toward the male subject, grabbed him, and snapped his neck like a twig. Desperation dripped from the chief researcher’s eyes as he turned to face the female. He attempted to do the same to her, but she swiped at his forearm and left several red trails and torn clothes. Eddie’s mouth wrinkled, and his eyes screamed in confusion.

      “That’s another upgrade I made to the test subjects without your knowledge. Nanite implants under the nails that can extend to create monomolecular-edged quartz-tipped claws,” Angie stated smugly.

      Eddie glanced down at the female warrior’s hands and saw a glint of blue beneath the crimson-stained claws.

      “Subdue him!” Angie commanded.

      The test subject dashed forward, grabbed Eddie’s head, and pulled it down, driving her knee into his nose. Blood started pouring from his nostrils. His hybrid invulnerability was compromised by the traces of quartz left behind on his wounds. Before Eddie could recover from the stupor, she somersaulted over him. As she landed, her left arm swung around his neck and tightened, securing him in place, and she jammed the claws from her right hand into his lower back. She dug in her claws until she reached Eddie’s spine, and she severed it with a fierce yank. The man screamed in agony momentarily and then passed out from the shock.

      Lash looked over the fallen hybrid, disgust marring his face. “Secure him, and make sure he doesn’t die yet. So many questions need answering…” He paused and turned to Angie to look into her eyes. “…Chief Research Officer.”

      Angie’s face flushed, “Yes, right away, your eminence.”

      A notification chime interrupted the conversation. Lash drew his smartphone from his pocket, glanced at the screen, and put it away once more. “I have a meeting I need to attend.”

      “Before you go,” Angie reached into her lab coat and pulled out a small device. “Here is a portable hybrid detector, your radiance. Please take it with you.” She demonstrated how to operate it.

      Lash took the device. “Thank you, Ms. Watson. After you secure this one, perform a sweep of the rest of the lab and eliminate every abomination you find.”
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        * * *

      

      The elevator ride from the lab up to the Luminosity campus seemed everlasting. A myriad of thoughts ran through Lash’s mind. How many hybrids had infiltrated the organization? How long had this been going on? His breathing became ragged and arrhythmic until he felt a full-blown panic attack. He’d often experienced this after the death of his wife and sons. Since becoming a Luminary, though, he hadn’t suffered one. Lash stilled his mind, practiced the coping exercises he’d learned long ago, and reminded himself that he was the light of the Star of Nimrod. The elevator finally arrived at the ground level, and he swiftly moved to his office. His guest was already inside. Rani, the consultant, stood and turned to greet him when she heard him enter the room.

      “Lash, great to see you…” she started. Her eyebrows shot up upon seeing her client. “Is everything all right? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Lash waved his hand dismissively and sat in his chair opposite the still-standing young woman. “Just some organizational issues.”

      Rani placed both hands on the desk in front of her and leaned in. “Lash, dealing with organizational problems is what I do.”

      The man studied her for a few moments, then covertly drew the small device Angie had given him in the lab. He followed the engineer’s instructions and waited. Rani was clear, a pure human. Lash’s face softened, and he relaxed his shoulders. Then, he opened a drawer on his right and extracted a small USB dongle.

      “This drive has information on people who’ve caused great harm to our organization.”

      Rani eyed the storage device and smirked. “My IT guy is downstairs in the lobby. Let me call him up.” She pulled out her smartphone, typed up a message, and sat. A few minutes later, a six-foot tall man with tawny curly hair and a shirt that read, “I’m an IT Guy. I answer to Wizard, Sorcerer, or your Geekiness” walked in. An oversized backpack hung loosely from his left shoulder.

      Lash eyed the hybrid detector and noticed no change.

      “Adrian, Mr. Boswell needs us to find information on the individuals showcased in that drive.”

      “Cool beans. Is this just intel gathering or a smear and discredit?” Adrian approached the desk, swiped the USB drive, and reached into his bag to draw out a sleek laptop.

      “The latter,” Lash clarified.

      “No prob.” The nerdy man plugged the device into his laptop.

      “Now, give us a few minutes, Adrian. Mr. Boswell and I have some more matters to discuss.”

      “A’ight, bet. I’ll plug away at this downstairs.”

      The young man waltzed out of the office, precariously balancing the computer in one hand as he sifted through the storage device’s contents. His eyebrows scrunched down when he noticed several names he recognized on the list of targets. The drive contained a folder labeled “videos,” with several sub-folders organized by name. He found one labeled “Angelica Santos” and opened the first video file. The archive contained footage of a fight in a subway between several women and a man. Of course, Adrian had seen this before, but this footage was high-definition. There, clear as day, was the girl he’d run into at that club all those years ago and then befriended at that coffee shop.

      “Aphrodite…?” he muttered as a wave of realization crashed over him like a mighty wave. “I knew it!”
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      Thousands of years earlier

      The shepherd boy pushed his herd closer and closer toward the cleft of the rock. It was a tall, narrow opening of Mount Ebal, also known to natives as the Cursed Mountain. His father had prohibited him from wandering into the mountain, much less driving the livestock near it. Yet, curiosity lured him to this much-talked-about forbidden site.

      The closer the flock was to the mountain, the more sheep bleated. Several times the boy had to hook a few of the livestock with his shepherd crook to prevent them from running away. After a certain distance, they all stopped and refused to go farther. The boy screamed, hurled insults, and even hit a few of them, but the herd would not budge. Frustrated by the herd’s lack of cooperation, he slammed the hook stick to the floor, glanced around to ensure there were no predators, and proceeded without them.

      “It’s just a quick look,” he reasoned.

      He reached the cleft, walked in, and instantly felt the temperature drop. The afternoon’s luminous and sweltering sun seemed to have no effect in this area. Darkness, shadows, and raw, rigid weather reigned in the mountain’s crevice. The bleak and swooshing sound of the wind made it all gloomier and terrorizing.

      The young shepherd boy pressed on and, after some time, could depend only on the walls of the cliff for guidance. He turned back and could no longer see the cliff’s opening. Immediately, fear crept in. A sixth sense made him feel as if he was being watched.

      A pair of menacing yellow eyes appeared from among the darkness, followed by a low groaning and thrilling resonance that echoed through the stone walls. Petrified for a moment, the boy raced blindly back out, sensing a multitude of hands attempting to grasp him. The sound of groaning was superseded by a horrifying crescendo of howls and wailing like nothing he had ever heard before. He screamed in terror, hoping someone would listen to him. The beating of his heart kept his legs moving until something hard hit his head. He fell to the ground and placed his hand over his forehead. Liquid oozed onto his fingers. Blood.

      He shook his head to clear his stupor and saw the opening of the narrow path. He looked up and took notice of the jagged stone that had struck his head. He jumped to his feet and continued his dreadful run, and moments later he was far from the cliff, gasping for every bit of air as he dropped onto the dusty sand. He no longer heard the ghastly sounds or saw the devilish evil eyes.

      He remained on the ground, looking up into the sky, soaking in every bit of sun to bring his body back to temperature. As his heart settled and his breathing subsided, he closed his eyes and sighed softly.

      A loud black whirlwind burst out from the cliff, forming a large, dark cloud that obscured the very sun.

      The shepherd boy screamed as he watched a sea of grisly and terrorizing faces and hideous eyes form the canopy. The darkness encircled the boy with a noxious, gloomy shriek. As one, all eyes glowered at him.

      Like a twisting tornado, it descended from the heavens at great speed upon the boy. He hollered all the more as he saw countless formless figures crash against him. He perceived they were all distinct and wanted to invade his body but, inexplicably, could not penetrate. They continued to bounce away the moment they made contact, shrieking horribly.

      The black tempest regathered into a dark cloud and loomed in the heavens momentarily. Then, like a shooting arrow, they descended upon the herd scattered throughout the valley. The ghostly figures bombarded the unsuspecting sheep grazing peacefully, but unlike the boy, they were able to fuse with the livestock. Instantly, the sheep were driven mad as if stricken by a turbulent and shaking disease.

      The herd jumped wildly as they cried a mix of bleats and shrieks. As quickly as it started, it ended. The sheep all dropped dead, and oozing black smoke discharged from the slain animals to gather with the hovering cloud. It lingered for a moment but swiftly returned to the darkness of the cliff.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the shadows of Mount Ebal, the black cloud dispelled deep within the mountain to a large open area where the light had never penetrated.

      One of the formless creatures with reddish, beady eyes screamed in agony. “It’s useless! Cursed, we are bound to be wandering spirits upon this wretched earth for all eternity. For centuries we’ve tried but to no avail.”

      “Quiet, Nephele! You worthless scum of wind!” a deep unsettling voice yelled. “We are the heroes of old and men of renown. Our place is to rule this Earth.”

      “We are nothing, Akibeel!” retorted the spirit. “Doomed for everlasting to the confines of darkness. Again and again, we’ve attempted to inhabit the bodies of men but cannot, and the animals’ bodies are short-lived. You lied to us!”

      The formless spirit of Akibeel encircled Nephele with threatening eyes. “My father was Lord of the Watchers and possessor of the forbidden knowledge. He was the one who taught men magic, charms, and spells. Part of this forbidden knowledge was how to possess a living body.”

      “But we’ve tried, my brother,” another wandering spirit with red eyes moaned. “The moment we contact a mortal body, the human soul repels us. Father never made us privy to this knowledge.”

      The Son of Azazel stopped encircling Nephele and remained silent for a moment as thousands upon thousands of spirits gazed inaudibly at him. “There’s another who knows, Danel.”

      “Who?”

      “Diablos!”

      A spirit glided toward Akibeel. “Brother, he cannot be trusted. Father himself called him the great deceiver.”

      “Zavebe, my brother, father also informed me he was the keeper of the celestial annals. He was once entrusted with all knowledge—things that were, things that are, and things that will be. If we are to return to the land of the living, Diablos is our best option.”

      “But he even deceived father. Don’t you think he’ll do the same with us?”

      Nephele lifted himself among the brothers and yelled, “I choose Diablos!”

      Soon the entire horde of wandering spirits was chanting in unison, “Diablos! Diablos! Diablos!”

      Akibeel gazed into his brother’s eyes. “To Diablos, we go.”
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        * * *

      

      The horde of wandering spirits descended thousands of miles toward the planet’s center, deep into the Earth’s core. They slowed their lightning pace once they reached an ominous swirling black portal. Like a swarm of bees, the spirits ventured through the portal and disappeared from the planet’s center.

      They emerged somewhere in the outer rims of the universe on an enormous orb of darkness. The light from distant stars bent around the darkness, creating a spectacular display of colors. The light never entered the sphere of blackness. At the center of the globe stood an obsidian throne with a humanoid mass of pure darkness hovering above it. A cloud of dark smoke covered much of the throne. A distance from the throne, another formless humanoid hovered.

      “Who enters my domain?” the voice from the enthroned humanoid boomed.

      A formless spirit went ahead of the rest and spoke, “Great and mighty, Diablos. I am Akibeel, Son of Azazel, Lord of the Watchers, and I have come with my legions to make a request.”

      “Azazel? Wasn’t he banished?”

      “Yes, mighty Diablos. A common enemy banished him along with the fathers of my legion.” He paused for a moment. “Along with the banishment of our fathers, a great curse came upon us all, dooming us to be wandering spirits upon the Earth with nowhere to rest. Thus, we humbly come before you to make a request.”

      “And why should I take heed to the son of a Watcher who refused to give his allegiance to me?”

      “This curse torments us. We long to have bodies, to wander the Earth again with flesh and blood, and you have the power to free us.”

      “And what will you give me in return?”

      At first, Akibeel said nothing, hovering above the darkness of the dark floor. In a shaky voice, he disclosed, “We offer you our undying allegiance. Forever at your debt. To do your command and be at your disposal.”

      The humanoid coalesced into a man of medium height with wavy nut-brown hair, a short boxy beard, and baby-blue eyes. He stood from the throne and walked toward the spirits. Then he turned his attention to the hovering humanoid and uttered, “Apollyon, be a witness to this.”

      The King of the Abyss returned his formidable gaze to the spirits. He reached into the depth of his being and extracted a small, dark orb. “This is my essence. By it, you will be bound until the end of days. With my essence, I will release you to the world, and with my essence, I will draw you again. Only through my essence can this be done.”

      In unison, the wandering spirits declared, “We will do as you say, Diablos, Lord of the Fallen.”

      Diablos lifted his hands, held the orb above his head, and muttered a strange, guttural chant. The elevating spirits were drawn to the black mass and violently sucked into the orb. As the last spirit disappeared into the essence, a thunderous sound resonated throughout the sphere.

      A strange, malicious smile glimmered on Diablos’ features as he lowered the orb and gazed at it. His chest began to glow, pulling the dark mass back to himself.
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            THE END OF HYBRIDS

          

        

      

    

    
      The ex-Daughter had moved from the high-rise patio back to the kitchen dinette table and had been sitting there ever since. She checked her phone for the hundredth time. No word yet from Mist. She was growing impatient, nervous, and even hesitant to meet with the group of women she had once betrayed. How could she face them? What could she say to make up for the atrocity she had committed? But then again, would they even trust a word she’ll say? Was this even worth it?

      Laurie couldn’t do it. There was too much shame and guilt to face these women. The ex-Daughter glanced at her watch. It’s noon, should be little traffic in the city… A quick getaway, she thought. She grabbed the stolen motorcycle key and helmet from the table and limped toward the condo door. As she did, muffled sounds came through the front door, and she paused like a deer in headlights. The door opened, and she locked eyes with the ginger-haired woman.

      “What the heck she’s doing here in my apartment?” the warrior exclaimed. She drew out her shiny blade.

      “Hold on, Gypsy!” Mist held back the seasoned fighter. “Laurie is the urgent matter I needed to discuss with you all.”

      “Her?” Gypsy pointed her finger at the woman. “You can’t be serious, Mist?”

      Laurie shook her head. “I told you this wasn’t a good idea. Let me get the hell out.”

      “Sit!” the Lancaster leader ordered, pointing to the sofa. Mist walked into the condo, followed by Gypsy, Joan, Mrs. Mozart, and Grace. “I’m sorry I kept everyone in the dark, but I felt this was the only way to get us to all meet without jumping to conclusions.”

      Laurie sat on the sofa, and Mist sat next to her. The other women sat nearby, but Gypsy remained standing.

      “Mist, I have to say this one caught me off guard. What’s the meaning of all this?” inquired Joan with a deep-set frown.

      “Joan, you’ve known me for years, and I would’ve not done this unless I saw it as urgently important. I thought it unwise if we first met with the council.” Mist gestured at Laurie. “But she has vital information she must share with us… critical. A possible explanation of who killed the Nephilim in Agoria Academy and who’s behind it all.” Mist shifted her head to the left. “Laurie?”

      The ex-Daughter cleared her throat. “I know I’m the last person you’ll want to see, and trust me, I get it. Hopefully, what I have to say will—” She stopped and buried her head in her hands. “I can’t do this, Mist. Why should they trust me? What the heck was I thinking?”

      Laurie stood from the sofa and headed for the exit, but Grace jumped into her path. Grace stretched out her thick golden-brown arms and wrapped them around the broken woman.

      Hot tears began to stream down Laurie’s scarred face. The anguish, shame, guilt, and despair that weighed heavily in the woman’s heart began to be uplifted by a sense of forgiveness, acceptance, and, above all, love. Like the lost prodigal son, the woman felt at home for the first time.

      Laurie pulled away and held Grace at arm’s length, affectionately staring into the elder’s dark brown eyes.

      “Thank you.”

      “You needed it, darlin’,” Grace said tenderly. She wiped the tears from Laurie’s eyes. “There’s no stone being cast here, so free yourselves of all concerns. Forgiveness is available. you need only to accept it, baby.” A magnificent smile lit the elder’s features.

      Laurie nodded.

      “Now that load is off, take a seat, and fill us in on what you need to tell us.”

      The woman sniffled and sat once again near Mist.

      “I’ll cut to the chase. The evil spirit that possessed me has returned with his own physical body,” Laurie stated.

      “Goodness, how is that possible?” Mrs. Mozart asked.

      “I don’t know for sure, but I strongly suspect the man I’ve been chasing for years, a Dr. Patrick Ostero, was involved with the spirit’s return. I was one of his subjects, along with many Nephilim, on whom he conducted various experiments. I always suspected he was up to something, just another way he could bring the damned back to life.”

      The five women of the Children of Kyrios glance at each other, recollecting Nyala’s prophecy a few months prior: the Rise of Damned.

      “It’s not the first we’ve heard of the damned coming back to life, but Patrick Ostero was part of the Star Nimrod, one of their Luminaries,” Gypsy pointed out.

      “Ex-Luminary,” clarified Laurie as she rubbed her face. “I learned that the hard way a few months ago.”

      “Still, he’s a humanist, so why would he be on board with this?”

      “He’s prideful before he’s a humanist. Tinkering in matters years ahead of current science is something he indulges in, and he esteems the progress of human evolution by any means necessary.”

      “Provide me some clarity here,” Mrs. Mozart requested. “You indicated he was implicated in this scheme. Who else is complicit?”

      Laurie narrowed her eyes at the wise woman. “Diablos, himself.”

      They all felt a tingle in their spines at the mention of the name.

      “While Dr. Ostero may have been involved with the physical anatomy, only Diablos was capable of putting an evil spirit into a body.”

      “How would you know this?” Joan demanded.

      Laurie swallowed, almost too embarrassed to say it. “I was connected to that spirit for quite some time. His thoughts and mine were the same. Thousands of years ago, these evil spirits made a pact with Diablos, granting him power and dominion over them.”

      “Honey, do you mean to tell me that Diablos put that evil spirit on you?” Grace wore a concerned frown.

      “Actually, no. It was Therion. Anyone with the essence of Diablos also has this ability. Initially, it was Therion’s idea to kidnap the hybrid female children and implant in them the evil spirits, but that plan failed. As they say, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. However, I suspect Diablos had his plans to give these evil spirits their bodies.”

      “How many are we talking about?” Joan asked.

      “How many have bodies, I don’t know. How many spirits, like the sands by the sea.”

      Gypsy started pacing with her hands behind her head. “I don’t know about this. This is a lot to take in.”

      “Interestingly enough, dear,” Mrs. Mozart added with her finger on her chin, “a few years ago, Miss Pretzel and I conducted thorough research on this subject, the wandering spirits of the Watchers. There were many mentions of these spirits during the days of the Carpenter’s Son, but I have always wondered about their disappearance. Nonetheless, it all makes sense to me now. If the essence Diablos was key to releasing the spirits, then his release from Tartarus meant the return of these spirits.”

      “How do we stop them?” asked the seasoned warrior.

      “I don’t think we can,” Laurie admitted. “I know of Akibeel’s return because he attacked six Nephilim and me last night. No quartz or Nephilim-enhanced ability could stop him. Somehow, I could sense him,” she said, almost to herself. “He wasn’t there for me. He was there to kill those Nephilim.”

      Mist spoke up. “Which means Diablos is killing all the Nephilim, mainly those of Agoria Academy.”

      “But why?” Gypsy stopped pacing and narrowed her eyes on the Lancaster leader.

      “Think about it. What else would Diablos need if he has this invisible army of the dead?”

      Joan took a deep breath. “We have to warn John and have him take every measure of protection. In addition, we need to warn all groups. I don’t think this matter ends with the males. I received a call from Jiang, leader of the Hong Kong group, and she informed me of concentration camps where male and female hybrids were being sent to be killed.”

      Joan gave the entire group a sober look. “I surmise that we’re looking at the end of all hybrids.”
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            MEMENTO MORI

          

        

      

    

    
      A single-file line led to the entrance of the Hall of Josiah’s Gathering. Children as young as twelve to adults as old as sixty were in the mix, all wearing royal blue gowns. On the center of the gowns, an insignia of a golden crown sustained by a lamb on the right and a lion on the left was embroidered with watermark letters of CK in the background. The emblem of the Children of Kyrios.

      Four young women strolled from the front of the line, all with a skip in their steps, as they searched the crowded hallway diligently.

      “Where is she?” Reina muttered urgently. She hoped to get a better view.

      “I have no idea,” Angel replied as she scanned the row of people. “But she has to be here somewhere.”

      “This is insane,” added Pretzel. “Never seen so many people partake in the Memento Vivere celebration.”

      “Wait!” Kitty exclaimed. She quickly hid a small box she was holding and pointed toward the middle of the line. “There she is!”

      “Olivia!” called Angel. She raised her hand and waved.

      Olivia waved back.

      The women rushed to the girl and hugged her affectionally.

      “I can’t believe my little girl is having her Memento Commemoration today,” Angel whispered. Her eyes were almost tearing up.

      “We raised her good, didn’t we?” Pretzel hugged and kissed Olivia on her forehead.

      “Yes, you did,” the girl responded with a giant smile.

      Reina clapped her hands, “Happy birthday! The big one-five!”

      “This is from all of us.” Kitty handed the birthday girl a wrapped box with a tiny bow.

      “Aww… Thank you, guys. You shouldn’t have.”

      “Open it.” Stated the perky girl enthusiastically.

      Wasting no time, Olivia ripped the wrapper and unveiled a jewelry box. The box contained a beautiful golden heart locket on a sparkling chain. The girl’s eyes became glassy at the sight of the gift.

      Angel took hold of the locket and chain and fixed it around the girl’s neck. “So you will always remember us.”

      Olivia opened the locket, and there was a picture of Angel, Pretzel, Reina, Kitty, Tassel, and a younger Olivia on the right side of the locket, and a photo of her parents on the left. Without saying a word, she latched herself onto Angel.

      She then exhaled and wiped her tears. “You guys are the best. How did you find a photo of my adoptive parents?”

      “We did some digging around,” revealed Kitty.

      “One more thing,” Reina disclosed. “The surface of the locket is plain and simple, but that was done on purpose. The plan is to engrave your Memento Vivere on it. Well, once you reveal it, of course.”

      “Awesome!” The curly blonde beamed.

      “What’s the commotion?” asked an English accent voice behind Reina.

      The group turned and noticed a dark-skinned woman wearing the Memento Vivere gown.

      “Nyala, you’re one of tonight’s initiates?” Pretzel asked in complete surprise.

      “I know. Isn’t it exciting?” The Mozambican took a spin, levitating the bottom of the hem. “Never was initiated in London, but finally get the chance to do it here.”

      “Congrats! I’m so happy for you.”

      “Hey, Nyala, check out my birthday gift from the girls.” Olivia displayed the shiny object proudly.

      “Such a beautiful locket for a beautiful girl.”

      “Thanks.”

      As the girls continued to chat, a shadow loomed over Reina. She frowned and turned, and came face to face with the embroidered insignia of the Children Kyrios. She raised her gaze toward the tall figure. Bewildered, she said, “D’Angelo?”

      He flashed his teeth in a big smile.

      “What are you doing wearing that?” She took in his royal gown from top to bottom.

      “What do you think it is… I’m an initiate.” He had a smirk on his face.

      “But you didn’t say anything to me.” The blue-eyed girl poked his chest.

      ”I kind of, um, wanted to surprise you.”

      Reina slapped her hand over her mouth. “OMG! That’s so amazing!” she exclaimed. She handed Kitty her smartphone. “Picture, please!”

      Kitty raised an eyebrow. “Is that allowed? I mean, aren’t you a Tektonite?”

      “Tektonite isn’t a group or band you join. It’s a way of life,” D’Angelo clarified.

      “Well, then, congrats!” Kitty snapped the picture. “This doesn’t mean we’re supposed to like each other, right?”

      The hybrid had a hint of a quirked lip. “Of course not. Sworn enemies until the end of the world.”

      “Good.” Kitty handed the phone back to Reina, who was still clapping her hands in excitement.

      “What is going on here?” Nyala whispered in Pretzel’s ear.

      “It’s a love-hate relationship with these two. It’s all in good fun,” Pretzel explained. She walked to the hybrid and gave him a fist bump. “Congratulations, D.”

      “Thanks. I’m not the only one. There’re several other male hybrids joining the Children of Kyrios.”

      The lights flickered, and the group glanced upward as one. “That’s the sign,” added D’Angelo. “And congrats, also, Nyala and Olivia. I’ll see you on stage.”

      Angel gave Olivia one last hug. “Good luck out there, and afterward, it’s party time.”
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        * * *

      

      Joan took center stage and glanced at the sitting throng of people in Josiah’s Hall. Behind her sat the initiates, all wearing their royal blue garments. To her right, the general council of the Children of Kyrios sat dressed in their cerulean-blue regalia with the insignia in the middle.

      The leader took one last look at her notes and peeked at the group behind her. Her expression was poignant—happy to see such a significant turnout of initiates, but at the same time, wondering about the future of all hybrids.

      She flipped over her notes and cleared her throat. “Good evening, everyone. I came fully prepared with my speech tonight, but I’ve decided to go off script. Before I go any further, I’m proud to say we have initiates from around the world—from Asia, Africa, and South and North America. Can we give them another round of applause?”

      The crowded hall resonated with excitement as everyone stood from their seats and applauded enthusiastically.

      Joan continued as the cheers settled, “It may come as a surprise to some of you, but there was a time in my younger life when I was ashamed of being a hybrid. More precisely, I considered it a curse, a personal blasphemy. I struggled to accept who I was until I discovered others like me. People who were proud to be who they were guided me to understand that I wasn’t a mistake or some bad omen. I was a person with a purpose.

      “Many years later, I’m privileged to have helped and encouraged many on this path and worked with the best people this planet offers, many hybrids like me. Yes, mistakes were made, but I won’t restrain myself from saying how blessed I am to be a hybrid and to have guided others in this journey.”

      The leader turned to the initiates and gave them a look of encouragement. “Be bold and strong, and not ashamed of who you are, and use your identity for the good of others. Trust me. The darkness will test you, yet be not afraid, for you are the children of the light. Yes, you are the Children of Kyrios!”

      Loud cheers reverberated, and a crescendo of applause echoed through Josiah’s Hall.

      Joan turned again to the audience. “These are dark times, I know. Africa continues to suffer many major devastations, Europe is at the precipice of war, and we are hearing stories of how many of our kind, hybrids, are being slaughtered. Nonetheless, I say, the darker the times, the brighter the light. So, I encourage all that have gathered not to be faint of heart but fill your heart with hope, faith but all above love.”

      A gentle round of applause resonated through the spacious room.

      “We’ve got forty-eight initiates for this evening’s Memento Vivere Commemoration, and while everyone will get a chance to announce their new name, we have selected a few to tell us the story behind their Memento Vivere.” She turned over her notes and called the first name on the list. “The first to speak is Deja Harris.” Joan sat next to Mist on the stage.

      Pretzel, sitting in the center of the hall with her friends, clutched Angel’s hand tightly. “OMG! I wasn’t aware Deja was one of the initiates.”

      “Ouch!” Angel let out softly at Pretzel’s squeeze. “Who’s Deja?”

      Both women watched as a young, dark-skinned woman with long black hair stepped to the podium.

      “Hello,” the young woman started. “I know that Deja is not a name many of you may know me by, but I was known as Candle or Crimson. For some time, I, too, was struggling with my identity. I wasn’t sure where I fit in, but I’m thankful to women like Joan and Mist. They were truly a guide these past few months, and though I felt like an outsider, they always made me feel at home. I wasn’t sure about the future for quite some time, but these women gave me a sense of hope.” She smiled and turned to the leaders sitting next to each other. “It’s for that reason that my new Memento Vivere name will be Hope.”

      The crowd applauded at the name as Hope walked over to Joan and Mist and embraced them affectionately.
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        * * *

      

      The man sat comfortably on one of the crimson Oxford leather seats facing the executive mahogany desk, dressed in his black Diamond edition suit. It was a spacious office, with floor-to-ceiling windows, at ChXis headquarters overlooking midtown Manhattan.

      “You’ve done very well these couple of months.” The man stroked his boxy brown beard. His blue eyes locked with the young executive sitting at the desk. “I couldn’t be prouder.”

      “All thanks to you, of course.” A nameplate reading “William Harry Egress III” sat on the edge of the desk. “Your words of wisdom have surely guided this company and me to where we are today.”

      The man on the Oxford chair stared intently at the executive’s silky blond hair, dark green eyes, and light golden skin. “And you look more handsome than you did before.”

      “Once again, all thanks to you. I am who I am because of you.” He had a polite smile on his face. “Yet, I’m sure you didn’t come to talk about my beautiful looks. What do I owe this honor of having you here?” He leaned back on his leather office chair.

      The stranger took a deep breath, and a malicious smile hovered at the corners of his mouth. “The European War will begin in a few minutes. The war of the centuries that’ll leave many countries destitute.”

      “How are you certain about this?” asked Mr. Egress with a deep-set frown.

      The man stood and walked toward the floor-to-ceiling window to gaze at the heavens. “The red-horse rider is about to strike. The fury of his sword is in his hand and, with a strike, will cause more devastation than the catastrophe in Africa.”

      “Is there anything we can do to prevent this?”

      He methodically turned to Mr. Egress with a sneer. “War is what we need. As the world continues to crumple, they’ll need a savior.” He pointed at the younger man. “You are at that savior. You are the hope of humanity.”
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        * * *

      

      Joan took to the podium again and announced the next speaker. “I’m excited to announce this next individual. Not only because of the person’s genuineness, kindness, and helpfulness, but they are making history tonight.” She turned to the initiates and called, “D’Angelo Lewis Brown!”

      D’Angelo stood in front of the crowd with a broad smile. “Wah gwaan, everyone? It’s a phrase my bredrin would quite often say.” He cleared his throat, displaying a bit of nervousness. “Not much for words, but I would like to thank everyone who made this happen.” He pointed to the front row. “Awilda and Mr. Ortega, thank you, and my fiancée, Reina.”

      “Love you, Puttus!” Reina hollered from her seat, causing a stir of laughter.

      “Love you, too, Rei.” He turned his head to the council. “Of course, much appreciation to Joan and the council for giving me this opportunity. There are three people specifically that are no longer on this Earth who made it possible for me to be here. The first is a man you all knew—Josiah. A great man of peace who made a significant impact on my life. The other two were my brothas, Eithan and Tarone. I lost them to a futile war that should’ve never been started. In honor of these men, my Memento Vivere is Shiloh, meaning peace.”
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        * * *

      

      The stranger inhaled deeply as he stared at the dark skies, then exhaled with great satisfaction.

      “War has begun.” A sinister smile glimmered on his lips.

      “What should we do now?” the young executive asked.

      “Call Mr. Washington and have him arrange a press conference ASAP with all the major networks, media outlets, and news publications.” He turned his gaze to the city lights with his hands behind his back.

      “The purpose?”

      He cocked his head toward the young man. “It’s time to make you known to the world, so you can become the man that gives the world peace.”
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        * * *

      

      “This next individual has truly been a blessing to this group,” Joan stated from the podium. “From the moment I met her in London, I felt a strong connection with her. She’s truly a woman of courage, perseverance, and of a gentle spirit.” With a smile on her, she called, “Nyala Langa!”

      Nyala gave Joan an embrace before stepping forward to take the mic. “Oh, my goodness, I’m simultaneously nervous and excited.” Nyala sighed deeply. “My heart is so full of appreciation for this opportunity. Thankful for the many people the Sovereign One has placed in my path, especially my family back home.”

      “And also, to my family here.” The young Mozambican gave her attention to the council. “Woman like Mrs. Mozart, whose words of wisdom have been a light in my darkest times. Joan, your leadership and guidance have steered me in the right direction. Friends like Gypsy illustrate that a friend can surely stick closer than a sister. To those beautiful women… Pretzel, Angel, Kitty, Reina, Sparkles, and my roommate Olivia, love you. Thank you for being there when I most needed it.”

      She took one deep breath and announced, “I always want to live with this constant reminder of being thankful. Thus, my Memento Vivere name is Asante, which in Swahili means thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      The young executive was shrugging into a navy sports jacket when his administrative assistant walked into the dressing area.

      “I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. Egress, but Mr. Washington wanted to inform you that the press conference will start in half an hour.”

      “He has called all the major news sources, correct?” He gazed at himself in the mirror, adjusting the fringes of his blond hair away from his green eyes.

      “That’s correct, sir.” She looked at her tablet and continued, “XYZ News, CMN, NBD, Newsmonth, The Wall Street Chronicles, and even those in European and Asian sectors. They will attend, as you requested.”

      “And you gave him my notes?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s great news, Nancy.” He turned, sporting his suit jacket, black shirt, and casual denim pants. “How do I look?”

      “Handsome, sir.”

      He smiled politely. “Thank you.”

      “Is there anything else you need before I leave, sir?”

      “That would be all.”

      She opened the door to find the man from earlier blocking the doorway. She yelped in fright. “Oh, my. You startled me.” She placed her hand over her chest.

      “I seemed to have that effect on people.” He smiled cordially. “I’m here to see young Mr. Egress.”

      “I’m sorry, but Mr. Egress is not seeing anyone…”

      “It’s OK, Nancy. Let him through, and make sure you close the door behind you.”

      The stranger walked in casually as the assistant closed the door behind him.

      “You are making yourself known to the world, and that’s what you are wearing?”

      “If I’m to bring peace to the world, I thought I would go casual. It is a sign that everything will be right.” He smirked.

      “You will not.” the man insisted sternly. “You must wear the Stuart Hughes Diamond Suit I left you in the dresser closet.”

      “Yes…but… I…wanted…” The young executive’s eyes twitched several times. “That’s right. I’ll wear the Stuart Hugh Diamond Suit.” He quickly began to undress.

      “Good, you see. Now, I’m grateful, and when the world sees you, they’ll also thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Last but not least, let us have one of this team’s most cherished and loved individuals, who has been with us from an early time. Olivia Walters,” Joan announced.

      The young Olivia took to the stage with a notebook and glanced at the audience confidently. Looking at her notes, she read, “I was only seven when I first joined this group. I had recently lost my parents and was dealing with many insecurities during the first few months, and then there were the dreams. Chaotic at first, and disturbing. I couldn’t understand the purpose of those dreams and why it was happening to me until a good friend, a big sister, helped me cope and gave me lots of reassurance.

      “She doesn’t know this, but I still have that unicorn costume we made years ago. It doesn’t fit, of course, but I keep it as a reminder of our close bond. Through her love and caring, I began seeing my dreams in a new light. In a way, she made me appreciate my gift and even make sense of it. A gift I once considered a curse had become a blessing.”

      She gazed across the audience, locked eyes with Pretzel, and then returned to her notes. “I had the help of another friend, who also helped me with this speech.” Olivia chuckled. “She informed me that an oneirocritic is someone with the ability to interpret dreams. I liked that word, which made me think of my close friend even more. For that reason, I decided that my Memento Vivere is Oneiri, in honor of my big sister, Angel.”

      Angel was the first to stand from her chair, with tears coursing down her features, and began to applaud, and soon the entire audience joined in to celebrate Oneiri’s new name.
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        * * *

      

      The Tektonite roof of the compound had become the celebratory location for the initiates of the Children of Kyrios. A large sign hung behind the DJ booth that read “Congrats to the New Children of Kyrios,” and underneath that, “Happy Birthday, Olivia!”

      The roof was alive with the sound of laughter and chatter as everyone celebrated and enjoyed a time of festivity. Balloons and confetti adorned the venue, with music filling the air. Television sets were scattered throughout, casting an array of colors and figures to the rhythm of the music. Toward the corner of the scene sat Shiloh, along with the other women.

      “I was so touched, Oneiri,” Angel stated for the hundredth time, taking another squeeze. “I can’t stop crying.”

      “You mean a lot to me,” the young girl added.

      “Para!” Angel ordered. “If not, I’m gonna bawl again.”

      “Well, done, Oneiri.” Pretzel raised her cup. “And also, to all the new initiates. A toast to Shiloh, Asante, Oneiri, and Hope.” She winked at her old friend. “It’s great having you with us again.”

      “Cheers!” Everyone toasted unanimously.

      No sooner had the group concluded their celebratory toast than Joan took the mic of the DJ.

      “Everyone, my deepest apologies for interrupting this festive occasion, but there’s imperative news I need to share.” She took a deep breath. “All of Europe is at war.”

      A commotion stirred among the group. Gasps, whispers, and mumbles rippled through the entire roof like wildfire.

      “News outlets are calling it World War III.”

      Joan gestured to the DJ, who switched the TVs to the local news. The news headline read “The Beginning of War World III.” The news shot was of various European cities in turmoil. Warplanes flew overhead, bombarding Paris with missiles. The shot changed to show the city of Madrid in shambles. Moments later, Berlin was bombed with missiles raining into the streets. With each image displayed, the group gasped in horror.

      Minutes later, the network switched to ChXis headquarters, where Thomas K. Washington was already addressing the crowd of reporters.

      “Mr. Washington…” one of the reporters sternly asked, “Isn’t it presumptuous and pompous of Mr. Egress to suggest he can end the war in Europe?”

      “You all can attest to what Mr. Egress and ChXis Enterprises have accomplished in many foreign lands. The evidence speaks for itself.”

      Another reporter jumped in. “But Mr. Washington, ChXis has engaged these countries from a technological and medical perspective. We are dealing with a conflict of political ideologies in Europe. How in the world is Mr. Egress supposed to resolve that?”

      Calmly, Mr. Washington removed his reading glasses and smiled at the reporter. “I’m glad you asked that question, and it’s one of the main reasons we held this last-minute press conference. Why don’t we let Mr. Egress answer that question? He’s the man with the vision of the future.”

      A tall and fit young man replaced the Chief Communication Officer at the podium. His blondish hair was slicked back, and he had mesmerizing dark green eyes. He wore the navy Stuart Hughes Diamond Suit elegantly and had an enticing smile on his face.

      “Greetings, everyone…”

      Angel abruptly stood, shaking the table, and spilling cups. The racket caused every head to turn to her attention. Her face grew pale white, and her breath stalled for a minute.

      “Angel, what’s wrong? It looks like you have seen a ghost!” Oneiri exclaimed.

      The Daimon Killer pointed her trembling finger to the TV, unable to utter a word. With a frantic expression, she spoke.

      “Therion is back!”
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      Several weeks prior

      Dr. Ostero had always been a little apprehensive of the climate-controlled room in the laboratory. It was always freezing cold, and his skin would break out from the dry air. But he had to conduct his research in this room. It was the only place where he could find the specific temperature and humidity required for his experiments. Today, however, was different. The cold, dry air in the room seemed to seep into his bones, and his teeth chattered uncontrollably. He tried to keep calm and carry on with his work, but it was increasingly difficult as the pain became more and more unbearable. He gritted his teeth and went about his work, carefully monitoring screens in front of the unique cradle he’d constructed.

      “Damn it, it’s cold!” he complained as he cupped his hands together and breathed on them for warmth. The cold was not his only concern, though. Worry blemished his face like day-old makeup. Ostero was accustomed to pulling off the impossible in his long, industrious career. He’d created multi-parent embryos, advanced human augmentation technology, and developed weapons capable of harming even the hardiest hybrids, but this was different. Bringing back long-dead warriors using pluripotent cells harvested from the corpse of the offspring of the King of the Daimons was uncharted territory, even for him. But he’d managed to accomplish even this seemingly impossible task, albeit with some help from Diablos’ voodoo. It didn’t sit well with the scientist that a part of the process was a black box, an intractable mystery.

      “That blasted man,” Ostero huffed, sucking his teeth.

      Ostero’s thoughts wandered, thinking of his significant accomplishments and lavish lifestyle as a Luminary in the Star of Nimrod. He imagined the nights he’d spent on the Riviera in the company of professional companions and indulging in the finest meals and beverages. Where did I go wrong? he thought. Half a smirk graced his lip. Nothing’s gone wrong. I’m right where I need to be.

      A chill went up Ostero’s spine, but this one was not due to the frigid temperature. This feeling was not caused by the absence of total kinetic energy but by the lack of something more primitive. He’d begun to identify the change in the air when one of the ominous red portals opened in his vicinity. Diablos had arrived.

      “How’s my favorite mad scientist?” came the familiar voice behind him.

      Ostero rolled his eyes but put on a cordial expression before he faced his benefactor. “Freezing my stones off,” he joked.

      “That’s certainly one part of the human experience I don’t envy,” Diablos responded. He glanced over at the cradle in the middle of them. “Is it ready?”

      “Nearly. It’s a very delicate process, and it can’t be rushed. The cells I used for the others were pluripotent, so they could adapt to their host. This, on the other hand, is a one-to-one reconstruction.”

      Diablos walked over to the receptacle and stared through the frosty plexiglass. He laid his hand over the top of the device as a wicked grin parted his lips. Ostero sniffled and adjusted some dials next to the contraption.

      “Just a few more minutes.” Ostero continued his work, then shot a glance at the Daimon. He opened his mouth again but changed his mind and focused his attention on his work.

      “If you have a question, ask,” Diablos offered.

      The man wrinkled his nose, then drew a deep breath. “I’ve run tests on the subjects you’ve animated, and I can’t figure out what you did to bring them to life.”

      Diablos narrowed his eyes. “You mean you haven’t been able to replicate what I did.”

      Ostero didn’t answer.

      “No matter, it’s not something you have the ability to do with your scientific knowledge. Long ago, the disembodied spirits of the first Nephilim came to me and pledged their allegiance. Throughout the millennia, I imparted them to willing and unwilling hosts, creating what superstitious humans called demonic possession. Ha! What a joke, as if a Daimon would stoop so low as to share a body with a human.” The Daimon grimaced at the thought. “However, this was very inefficient, as the host would constantly fight for control of their body, and the spirit, once imparted, seldom did as I’d commanded.”

      Ostero’s eyes glazed over as he listened to Diablos’ explanation.

      “You look confused.” the Daimon observed.

      The scientist shook off his stupor. “I’m sorry. I mean no offense, but I just can’t accept this whole talk of spirits, souls, and possession. I’m a man of science. There must be empirical explanations to these phenomena.”

      “Let me ask you a question. Do you have the perfect physics, a grand theory that explains everything in existence?”

      “No, not at all. Quantum mechanics and General Relativity don’t play well together. One or both are either wrong or incomplete. QM is definitely incomplete, as the competing theories explaining it are all empirically equivalent but have wildly contradictory views,” Ostero answered.

      “Is there a consensus on the nature of consciousness and how it arises?”

      “There isn’t even a consensus on what consciousness is, much less how it comes about.”

      “So, by your own admission, you can’t explain the very small, and even if you could, you don’t know how to reconcile it with the very big. In addition to that, you can’t even define, much less explain, the faculty through which you can engage in the scientific process—your intellect. So, you accept that your knowledge of reality is tenuous at best. Isn’t your rejection of things outside your current understanding, like spirits, most likely due to your own biases than some faithful adherence to empirical science?”

      Ostero’s eyes grew wide. He opened his mouth to speak, but promptly shut it again.

      A loud beeping noise started coming from the cradle, drawing their attention. The scientist looked over the monitors. “It’s ready.”

      “Open it,” ordered the King of the Daimons.

      The shivering man did as he was commanded and commenced the sequence. A hissing sound filled the room as gas escaped through the gaps exposed by the unlocked clamps. Ostero tried to open the clamps fully, but his fingers were nearly frozen stiff. He struggled for several seconds before Diablos stepped beside him and unfastened the mechanism for him. The Daimon swung the hatch open and exposed the contents of the cradle: an exact replica of his late son, Therion.

      “It’s perfect. Are you certain he’ll obey my commands like the others?”

      The man simply nodded.

      “Good.” A sickening glee radiated from Diablos’ eyes. He reached into his pants pocket and drew out a small sigil, the one given to him by Dayyana when she was still calling herself Mara. The hollow tree. His eyes turned pitch black, and all the light in the room seemed to be absorbed into them. The hand in which he held the sigil became engulfed in a sinister black flame, and he plunged his fist into the chest of the body in front of him. The Daimon extracted his hand, but it was now empty.

      A dark aura started oozing from the replica, and the hole in its chest closed as if it had never been disturbed.

      After several seconds of silence and stillness, Ostero spoke up nervously. “Nothing is happening.” He tapped frantically on the screens in front of him.

      “Don’t fret, doctor. Everything is working as planned. Unlike the antediluvian Nephilim, he was not cursed with endless wandering and would have passed on to judgment long ago had it not been for certain arrangements I was able to make. It’ll just take some time for Therion’s soul to find its way here. That sigil inside his chest is acting like a beacon. Additionally, I’ve infused my essence into the body. It’ll sustain it until the spirit arrives.”

      “Fascinating,” Ostero muttered as he studied the monitors by the side of the cradle. His eyes widened, and he started pacing back and forth as he tapped his forehead with his index finger.

      “Is something wrong?”

      The man shook his head. “No, just remembering something.”

      “What is it?”

      “When your hand entered the body, the cells immediately started to change, almost as if they were receiving instructions. The changes are exceptional, creating changes throughout the genome. However, this mutation here is particularly intriguing.” Ostero pointed at some data on the screen.

      “What’s so special about it?”

      “Well, it’s actually quite unremarkable from a biological standpoint. It’s a mutation in a part of the genome that has long been considered inert, a vestigial remnant from our evolutionary past. However, what is quite unique is how this mutation creates a repeating pattern in several sections of this junk DNA.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know. As I said, this part of the genome is considered useless, so it is not well studied. What grabs my attention is that an intricate pattern of this complexity would be unlikely to appear in unrelated individuals. Still, I’ve seen it before and dismissed it as unremarkable.”

      Diablos’ eyes narrowed, and he frowned. He stared directly into Ostero’s eyes. “Who had this same mutation?”

      “It was Angelica Santos. The Daimon Killer.”

      “Now that is interesting…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            20

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            GUESS WHO?

          

        

      

    

    
      The charismatic man in the elegantly tailored suit commanded the attention of the reporters at the press conference and the millions watching live across the world.

      “Thank you for the introduction, Thomas. And thank you all for gathering here today, given everything that is happening worldwide. But these precarious times are precisely why I’ve come forward today. The food and energy crises in Europe and around the world have plunged our world into the precipice of another World War. However, this is not the time to despair. It is the time for action. Our company has already been in talks with the UN and other peacekeeping organizations, and we’ll be gathering to unveil our comprehensive plan for world stability.” The man paused to let his words sink in. Seconds later, a flurry of hands came up from the crowd, and he pointed at the brunette reporter closest to him.

      “Yes, Mr. Egress. Myers from KTWZ. In this age of nearly infinite social media access and digital footprints, how is it that no one outside of your company knew anything about you or even what you looked like?”

      “Thank you for your question, Ms. Myers, but I think my eccentricities are not the most pressing matters at hand.”

      The report was undeterred. “You claim to have solutions to the world’s problems. But how can anyone trust you if no one knows who you are.”

      Egress’s face turned grim. “Very well. If you must know, for most of my life, I’ve suffered from agoraphobia and ochlophobia. I found even the thought of going outside or being surrounded by a crowd petrifying. I founded this company with the help of close friends who handled most of the interactions with investors and business partners, and I have relied on their support and help all these years. However, I can no longer hide behind my irrational fears when our world is on the brink of disaster, knowing that I have the tools and the knowledge to do something about it.”

      Other hands quickly shot up.

      “Mr. Egress, Rob Dotel from KXGY. What is it that a private company such as yours thinks they can do to stop this war?”

      “That is an excellent question, Mr. Dotel. Unfortunately, scarcity of resources has always been the leading trigger for armed conflicts throughout the history of our species. For years, our company has invested millions in research and development to address the root of the problem. Instead of offering Band-Aids, we’re prepared to offer the world solutions that treat the disease and not just manage the symptoms. I can’t reveal all the details yet, but suffice it to say, we’re confident that we can not only end this war but perhaps prevent any other like it.” Egress pointed at another person in the crowd.

      “Cathy Nihlo, Cotidian Connection. The reports coming out of Europe are catastrophic. Aren’t you afraid that it’s much too late for diplomacy or negotiation?”

      Egress nodded. “Yes, I am afraid. I know what it is to live in constant dread. However, I’ve learned to rank and prioritize my fears. So, while I’m afraid that we might fail, I’m more afraid of the possibility of having the ability to succeed and doing nothing. Just one more question.”

      Veronica Myers raised her voice and spoke over the other reporters. “There is a lot of animosity in many parts of the world right now. Do you really think that some handouts and promises of a better tomorrow are going to help?”

      The CEO’s expression grew dire. “Humanity has spent too long fighting one another in frivolous conflicts. As a result, we’ve wasted lives, resources, and time better spent on the advancement of all and focusing on the future. All the while, our true enemies have grown in strength and stand poised to strike a deadly blow if we can’t come together before it’s too late.”

      “Who are these enemies?” Veronica followed up.

      The crowd grew deathly silent. All eyes were glued on Egress. Just then, Thomas stepped up next to the CEO, put his arm over his shoulder, and addressed the crowd.

      “I’m sorry, that’s all the questions for today. Mr. Egress has a meeting with the Secretary-General of the United Nations to get to. Thank you for coming, and we promise you more answers are forthcoming.”

      The pair walked away from the gaggle of reporters. “You had them eating out of the palm of your hand,” Thomas commented.

      Egress simply grinned devilishly.
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      The door to Gypsy’s room slammed shut as Angel collapsed to the floor, her mind reeling. It can’t be true. Therion can’t be back from the dead. She’d watched him die all those years ago. The deafening blast of the weapon that ended his life occasionally still rang in her ears. He’d been her worst enemy, and now he was back with more influence than ever before.

      Angel heard her friends calling out to her, but she couldn’t respond. The words seemed trapped in her throat. All she could do was sit and stare at the door, fearing that Therion would come bursting through it any second to finish what he’d failed to do before. Several minutes later, the door did open, but instead of Therion, it was Pretzel and Reina.

      “Girl, there you are! We’ve been looking all over for you. Come here.”

      Pretzel joined Angel on the floor and held her friend in her arms. Reina plopped down on the other side of the disturbed woman and stroked her hair. About five minutes went by before anyone said a word.

      “Ay, Dios mío!” Angel yelped, jolted from her daze. “I can’t believe how thoughtless I was. Pretzel, are you ok? That hijo de…” Angel drew a deep breath to calm herself. “That jerk kidnapped you and made you suffer so much.”

      “I’m all right. At first, I’ll admit it was a shock seeing Therion waltz into that press conference like he didn’t die years ago.”

      “Do you think he’s been alive all this time?” Angel asked.

      “I doubt it. You saw the hole in his chest. There was no way he survived that. But maybe this is why Diablos wanted Dayyana to work with him. She was calling herself the Primal of Death. Maybe she was able to do something that allowed Diablos to bring him back now.”

      “Oye, que cosa! This is some crap!” Angel fumed. “I must have the worst ex story known to man. Ni matándolo!”

      Pretzel chuckled. “Even death can’t spare us from him.”

      Angel turned to Reina, who’d been quietly stroking her hair the entire time. “You’re quiet, Reina. What’s going through your head?”

      The ordinarily chipper woman sighed. “His company is one of our biggest clients. I…” her voice cracked. “What are we supposed to do? We’re contracted to provide a bunch more placements. But how do we keep working with them knowing he’s the CEO?”

      Angel looked at her friend with compassion. “I’m so sorry, ladies. We’ve all suffered at the hands of Therion, or William Egress, or whatever he’s calling himself now. I shouldn’t have retreated into myself like his. Ya, that’s enough moping! Let’s face this challenge like all the others we’ve faced. Together.”

      The trio embraced and then stood from the floor. At that moment, Oneiri entered the room.

      “How long were you standing next to the door?” Angel asked the teenager.

      “Not long. Gypsy thought you were probably in her room, and she told me to fetch you when you were ready to join the meeting.”

      “Meeting?”

      The curly-haired girl motioned with her hand for them to follow. “Yeah, the leadership is waiting downstairs in the gathering room. They want the three of you there.”

      The women glanced at each other, nodded, and followed her to the meeting. As they approached the room, the ladies could hear a lively discussion through the wooden doors. Angel grabbed the handles, pulled the doors open, and entered the room first. Everyone grew silent as their attention was drawn to the three newcomers.

      Joan broke the silence, “Angel, how are you taking this?”

      “I’m sorry to worry everyone. The initial shock hit me hard. But I’m better now.”

      “I think we’re blowing this out of proportion without sufficient information,” May interjected. “We don’t know for sure if that is Therion. It could just be a coincidence that the man in that press conference reminds us all of a long-dead foe. The last time anyone here saw him was years ago. The mind can play tricks on you when faced with events that trigger past trauma.”

      “We understand that, May. However, you never met this guy face to face. Angel dated him for months. Pretzel was kidnapped by him. He was the one who did this to me.” Gypsy pointed at her prosthetic. “We would never mistake that guy for anyone else. Of course, someone could be impersonating him, but I, for one, am certain. That was the face of the man who nearly killed me. Twice.”

      Awilda spoke up. “I understand emotions are running high right now. However, it’s not time to argue amongst ourselves. Do we have any indication other than his physical appearance that the company’s CEO is Therion, back from the dead?”

      “The company…” Pretzel muttered.

      Mrs. Mozart noticed the expression on Pretzel’s face. “What is it, child?”

      “If there is something Daimons and Nephilim love, it’s symbolism. It’s like they enjoy flaunting their identity through cryptic clues.” Pretzel walked over to the whiteboard in the room and grabbed a dry-erase marker. She wrote down the name of the company. ChXis. “The clue is in the pronunciation. The strong K sound for the Ch suggests a Greek origin for the name. I can’t believe I didn’t notice this before.”

      “What did you notice?” Joan queried.

      “In ancient Greek, numbers were written using letters of the alphabet. Therefore, larger numbers would require multiple letters.” Under the name, she wrote three Greek letters next to each other. “This is the Greek equivalent of ChXis and represents a very specific number.”

      “Cut the suspense. This isn’t one of your philosophy classes. What’s the number?” complained Gypsy.

      Pretzel wrote a number under each of the letters. The same one, the number 6.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Gypsy stated, rolling her eyes. “These freaking Daimons are so arrogant.”

      Joan was pensive, “It’s circumstantial, but given our encounters with the enemy, it seems likely that Diablos is involved with this company.”

      May shook her head, “Even if that is the case, it doesn’t prove that this Egress is Therion.”

      “You’re right,” Reina admitted. “But it means that Diablos is interfering in my business affairs again. First, my grandfather’s company and now my venture with Sparkles.”

      Everyone in the group exchanged glances.

      “I understand your concern, May. Don’t worry. We’re no longer the group that went and tried to hunt this guy down.” Gypsy looked at the doctor. “I’m no longer that person. Even if it is Therion, we’re not going to do something crazy. But we can’t stick our heads in the sand. Something big is coming.”

      Awilda steepled her fingers and drew a deep breath, “I fear you may be right about that, Gypsy. Everything that’s happened over the last several months points to a renewed offensive from our enemies. So, we need to steel ourselves and make preparations.”

      “Preparations for what?” Gypsy asked.

      “For a world in which the existence of peaceful hybrids and those who ally with them is anathema.”
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      Pretzel dashed past the heavily occupied hospital corridor, excusing herself to people she brushed past. She made it right before the elevator doors closed and squeezed into the congested car. When she reached her floor, she hurried toward the end of the hall to the intensive care waiting room.

      There she found Kitty, Reina, and Oneiri comforting a very distraught Angel. She sat with her hands covering her tearful face. When she saw her friend arrive, she stood and rushed to her side to embrace her tightly in a heart-to-heart hug.

      “She’s unconscious, Pretzel.” Angel’s voice quivered in despair.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be here earlier. I left the classroom as soon as I received the news.” Pretzel held her at arm’s length. “What happened?”

      Angel shook her head. “I don’t know. She was in the kitchen, and I was in the bathroom when I suddenly heard a loud thump. I rushed out and saw her collapsed on the floor.”

      Pretzel covered her mouth, disturbed. “What are the doctors saying?”

      “Nothing, specifically.” Angel sniffled and paced the room with her hands over her head. “One of the nurses mentioned they are conducting some tests, but that was a while ago.” Hot tears pricked her eyes.

      “Why don’t you take a seat?” Pretzel grabbed Angel by the arm and led her to a chair, where she pulled a few tissues from a nearby container and handed them to her weeping friend.

      Angel leaned forward on the chair, forming a steeple with her hands and pressing them to her lips. “I had this intuition.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “The reason I called out of work today… I just had this feeling that she needed me today.”

      “When did it happen?”

      “It was around noon, I think. I called 911 as soon as it happened. Have been here since then.” As if in a stupor, she shook her head. “I don’t even know what time is.”

      Glancing at her watch, Pretzel answered, “It’s a quarter to five.”

      The time made Angel jump to her feet. “Dios mío… I’ve been here five hours!” Her nostrils flared with irritation. “What’s taking them so long?” She began her anxious walk again but stopped upon gazing at the new arrival. “May?”

      “Hello, Angel. I heard about your grandmother.” The caretaker embraced Angel tenderly. “How are you doing?”

      “Not good, May. I’m waiting for the doctors to give me an update, but they are taking so long. It’s worrying me.” She took a deep breath.

      “Look, I know some of the practitioners here. Let me have a word with them, if you don’t mind.” She gave Angel a polite smile.

      She nodded. “That’ll be great. Thanks.”

      May stepped out as Reina walked to Angel’s side. “Hey, um, while we wait, let me get you something to eat.”

      “I’m not hungry.” Angel sat back down.

      “Coffee, maybe?”

      “Yeah, coffee works.”

      “Coffee it is. Light and sweet, just the way you like it.” She turned to her other companions. “Kitty, Oneiri, let’s get some coffee.”

      “Thanks, Reina.” Pretzel remained sitting with Angel.

      The two women were silent for a while. Pretzel leaned her head against the wall, clutching her friend’s hand. Occasionally, she looked at her friend to ensure she was OK. Angel sat on the edge of the seat, staring aimlessly at the floor while her right leg fidgeted. Minutes later, the silence was interrupted by May’s entrance.

      “What are they saying?” Angel leaped to her feet.

      “First, the intensive care doctor will be here shortly to update you. From what I know, they’ve conducted several tests.”

      “Such as?”

      “Quite a few,” May respond. “CT Scan, chest x-ray, blood work, and urine test.”

      “Why so many tests?”

      “It seems she’s having issues with her bladder.”

      She placed her fingers over her lips nervously. “Is that bad? It can be cured?”

      Before the caretaker could answer, the doctor arrived with a clipboard.

      “Hello, Miss Santos. I’m Dr. Collins, the physician overseeing your grandmother.”

      “Hi. How’s my grandmother?”

      The doctor pursed her lips and gestured to a nearby chair. As they both took their seats, the physician elaborated, “I’m sorry for the long wait, but I wanted to be thorough. We even reached out to a Dr. Velazquez…” She glanced down at her clipboard.

      “Yeah, that’s her primary doctor,” affirmed Angel. Worry laced her voice.

      “That’s right, and, well, um, his results were conclusive as mine. Your grandmother has an advanced stage of bladder cancer.”

      Angel clasped her hand over her mouth, shaking her head. Tears coursed down her face. “How’s that possible?”

      “The list is endless: age-related, family history, or even exposure to certain chemicals. There have been reported cases that certain manufacturing jobs in the plastic and textile industry cause this type of cancer.”

      Angel buried her face in her hands. “My grandmother was a seamstress for years. She worked with textiles and dyes all the time.”

      “Those are likely plausible causes,” the doctor agreed. “But we must move forward and consider intravesical drug therapy such as chemotherapy. However, considerations need to be made about her age and how advanced the cancer is in her body. Sometimes the best treatment we can provide our loved ones in these conditions is to let them live a little longer without these intravesical drugs.”

      Angel gazed at Dr. Collins with glassy eyes. “Is she awake now?”

      “She’s not conscious, and we are still unclear about it. We’ll need to wait.”

      The woman nodded her head.

      “You can see her if you like.” The doctor stood from the chair. “And if there are any further questions, feel free to reach out.” She walked out of the room.

      Angel remained seated as tears streamed down her face. Pretzel and May took seats next to her. The caretaker’s hand brushed her hair while her friend clutched her hand.

      She cleared her throat and sighed deeply. “She worked so hard for me, you know, and now I feel responsible for her sickness.”

      “This isn’t your fault, girlfriend,” Pretzel comforted her. “It’s one of those mysteries of life.”

      Angel turned to May. “Is there anything you can do?”

      “You know it doesn’t work that way, and even if I could, I could harm her more.” She continued tenderly brushing Angel’s wavy hair.

      Angel stood and swallowed hard. “Pretzel, please let the girls know. In the meantime, I’m gonna see my grandmother alone.” Quietly, she strode out of the room.
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      Angel walked into her grandmother’s intensive care room, and immediately she had déjà vu. Her mind raced back to all those years ago when Maria was hospitalized after being attacked by a Nephilim. As before, her sweet abuela was surrounded by monitors and medical devices beeping every second. Next to the bed was the IV stand, needle protruding from the arm, and the ventilator machine and nasal canula in her nostrils.

      Sorrow filled the granddaughter’s heart, having to see her again in this condition. She grabbed a nearby chair and placed it near the bedside, close enough to hold the wizened hand. It was cold, which made her cover it right away.

      Her emotions ran wild. She was upset, confused, sad, and afraid. Angel couldn’t understand why this was happening. She did everything possible to help her grandmother, yet her efforts came to nothing. Thoughts raged through her. And why her? Why did she have to suffer in this manner? She was a good woman who dedicated her life to raising her granddaughter. Maria Santos deserved better than this.

      Angel wanted to scream, but all she could do was cry. She clasped her hands together, dropped to her knees, and prayed. “Sovereign One, please, I ask of you, don’t let her die this way. I need her. She’s the last of the family I’ve left. To lose her would be to lose my world. So I ask you to give her life, from the bottom of my heart.”

      Angel remained in stillness with her eyes closed, hoping that her prayer would be quickly answered and that her grandmother would soon wake. She waited, but nothing happened. Angel remained on the floor, listening to the sound of the ventilator and beeping medical devices. With each second that passed, her hope dashed away.
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      The moon shone brightly overhead as a group of Nephilim loitered next to the dilapidated ruins of a once luxurious manor. The men shifted restlessly, their eyes scanning the darkness for any sign of movement. They had been waiting here for hours now, and it was starting to wear on them. The manor ruin loomed above them, its broken turrets and shattered windows a stark contrast to the star-strewn sky.

      Finally, one of the men spoke up. “Can you believe he’s really back?”

      None of his companions responded. The same male addressed the group.

      “Now that he’s back, I bet we’ll be able to stop the hemorrhage of Nephilim from our ranks.”

      “Oh, stop your fanboying, Leon,” another spoke.

      “What’s your problem, Aner?”

      “My problem? My problem is that the Nephilim hordes are in their current disarray because of him in the first place. My problem is that he disappeared for years and now magically returns and is trying to take credit for our work. We’re the ones that developed the technology that he’s peddling to the humans. He’s promising to end their war. Did you forget that we were trying to start one when he went and got himself killed?”

      Leon glared at Aner but didn’t respond. Several minutes of silence passed when Aner broke the silence again.

      “Something about this isn’t right. This feels like a setup.”

      “Oh, pipe down, Aner,” another of his companions snarled. “We worked nonstop to get our projects completed. So now, we are being rewarded with a chance at revenge against those witches.” He stroked the dark brown plumage on his chest with his large sharp talons.

      “Aetos, Leon, you’ve got to see it. With our projects completed, we’ve become expendable. Our fathers are not of the High Lords.” Aner shot a glance at a well-dressed man several yards away. “Plus, you’ve got to admit that it sounds preposterous that the female faction is responsible for the fall of Al Agoria.”

      The stylish Nephilim turned. “Was that a dig at me, Aner?”

      “I’m merely stating the obvious, Pytho. Your father is the only of the High Lords left, and who knows what happened to Katastrofi. If things here aren’t on the level, I’m sure your highness would be the only one to survive,” Aner quipped.

      Pytho stormed over to Aner’s position and stood in front of the muscle-bound Nephilim. “I’m just as much one of the Sons of the Lords as any of you. I’ve proven my loyalty and commitment.”

      The two men stared each other down for several seconds, until they heard a rustling in the bushes nearby. They all tensed up.

      “Calm down, both of you,” Leon insisted as he sniffed the air around him. “We’ve got company.”

      A figure emerged from the darkness and walked toward them. It was a tall blond man with piercing green eyes.

      “My friends, it’s been too long.”

      “Therion!” Leon squealed.

      Pytho and Aetos smiled at the sight of their former leader. Aner remained expressionless. The two beast-like Nephilim, Leon and Aetos, rushed up to the newcomer, but he held up his hand to prevent them from coming too close.

      “It’s William, now. I’m afraid the Therion moniker is retired,” he corrected. His eyes darted over to Aner. “Aren’t you happy to see me?”

      The muscular Nephilim crossed his arms. “I’m just confused, is all. We were there in that alleyway. We saw you die. I get you’re special, being Diablos’ son and all, but I doubt even you could have survived a hole through your chest.”

      William laughed. “Ahh, Aner. I’d missed your astuteness. You’re right. I didn’t survive.”

      Leon sniffed in William’s direction several times. “You smell…different. Is it really you?”

      “I am different.”

      “But how did you return?”

      “Long boring story, but it turns out I’m not just Diablos’ son, but I was also partially connected to Mara. That Diablos. I have to tell you, plans within plans. Whatever happened to my dear sister, by the way?”

      “She disappeared along with her mother,” Leon hissed.

      “Hmm, that’s a shame. I would have very much liked to have seen her again. Well, no matter. So I was told you gentlemen are interested in taking down the ones responsible for the destruction of our alma mater.”

      Leon and Aetos nodded their heads.

      “Very much so. Now that you’re back, the Nephilim will grow strong again,” Aetos declared, unfurling his wing-like arms.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, there’s some confusion. I’m no longer a Nephilim. I’m not quite sure what I am anymore. But I certainly don’t feel any kind of kinship toward any of you. And as far as the ones who killed those weaklings at Al Agoria, I’m afraid they are currently indisposed.” William had a wicked glint in his eyes. “However, I brought along someone just like them for you to play with. Janus, end them!”

      A hulking figure appeared above the tree line behind the man and landed a couple of feet in front of Pytho and Aner.

      “What the hell is that?” Pytho screamed, startled by the creature’s two faces. He instinctively raised his hand and activated his control ability. “Stop at once. I command you.”

      Janus stood still. Pytho breathed a sigh of relief, then glanced over at William, arm still outstretched. “What’s the meaning of this? My father will have your hide for daring to threaten me.”

      William laughed devilishly. “You, your father, this entire wretched world is coming to an end.”

      “Have you gone mad? If the world ends, you’ll die too.”

      “I’ve already been dead. I welcome it,” William spouted. “Janus, stop playing with your food.”

      Janus’s lips parted into the most wicked of smiles. The creature rushed forward, grabbed Pytho’s outstretched arm with one hand, and placed his other hand on the young Nephilim’s shoulder. Then, he yanked with such force that he cleanly ripped Pytho’s arm off at the socket. The other Nephilim rushed toward their companion, but Janus tossed him aside and dropped the severed arm on the ground.

      “Get him,” screamed Leon. He pounced on the creature but was effortlessly brushed aside by a backhand strike.

      Aetos jumped several yards into the air and divebombed Janus, hoping to catch him unawares. Instead, the monster spread his arms wide and brought his hands crashing together over the feathered Nephilim’s head, crushing it with a sickening crunch. The momentum carried Aeto’s body to the ground, where it lay lifeless.

      “I’ll kill you!” Leon screamed as he lunged at Janus. The towering beast caught him in mid-air and slammed him hard on the ground. With a knee on Leon’s abdomen, Janus gripped the Nephilim’s mouth with his hands to pry it open. Leon thrashed desperately and clawed at the creature’s arms to no avail. Janus opened his mouth and released a torrent of black flames that penetrated Leon’s innards and calcified him from the inside out.

      Several yards away, Aner had rushed to Pytho’s side and helped him to his feet. Janus lifted his gaze toward the pair and darted in their direction, on them in an instant.

      A blue swirl appeared behind the young men, and a pair of hands reached through the vortex and pulled them in. The portal dissipated as soon as they’d vanished.

      “No!” Janus bellowed. “Where is my prey?” He thrashed about violently, destroying what little was left of the old manor.

      William watched the display for a few seconds. “Come. I’m sure you’ll have another chance at killing them. Our master has other tasks for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            23

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            ENEMIES UNVEILED

          

        

      

    

    
      An elegant brunette reporter set up inside the sculpture garden in the United Nations headquarters in Manhattan. Behind her stood a bronze statue depicting a man on a horse stabbing a dragon-like creature on the floor with a lance. The cameraman in front of her counted down with his fingers signaling for her to commence.

      “This is Veronica Myers, KTWZ news. We are standing next to the east river at the United Nations headquarters awaiting the start of a historic address to the General Assembly. The Security Council has convened the twelfth Emergency Session of the General Assembly in hopes that a resolution to the horrific fighting in Europe can be found.”

      The reporter looked behind her and pointed at the statue in the backdrop. At the same time, the cameraman zoomed in on the sculpture for the viewers.

      “This statue depicts the legend of St. George and the dragon, an ancient tale portraying the victory of a brave man over a seemingly insurmountable evil. The sculptor created it in honor of the treaty between the Soviet Union and the United States to never engage in nuclear war. As you can see, the body of the slain dragon incorporates parts from dismantled nuclear missiles from both of the treaty’s signees. Today, William Egress, the reclusive CEO of the international conglomerate, ChXis, will address the General Assembly. This rare invitation came from the Secretary-General himself after the two met just days prior.”

      The cameraman focused the image on the reporter again.

      “Will Mr. Egress make good on his promise to provide solutions to end the conflict and become the St. George we need today? Stay tuned here on KTWZ, and we’ll keep you up to date. This is Veronica Myers. Godspeed.”

      The reporter and her crew quickly packed up and rushed inside for the start of the gathering. Dignitaries from all member nations were present, along with certain heads of state and other notable individuals under special allowances, given the gravity of world affairs. The Secretary-General addressed the gathered delegations and went through some secondary issues before reaching the critical matter. At this point, the head of the UN invited William Egress to take the speaker’s podium.

      The CEO approached the lectern, shook the Secretary-General’s hand, and took his place. He glanced around the room and took note of the different expressions. He saw anticipation, trepidation, disdain, and boredom. Everything hung on his performance today.

      “Hello, everyone. You all know who I am, and I believe that the pressing matters at hand are far too important to waste time on pomp and circumstances. So, I’ll be forgoing the customary salutary introductions given in these types of speeches.” William noticed several faces go from disinterest to disdain. “The world hangs on the precipice of disaster, and several choices lie before us as a species. Number one, we dive headfirst into the abyss and throw away the foundation our ancestors fought so hard to build for us. Or perhaps choice number two, we sit idly by and do nothing, hoping that someone else will step in and solve the problem, offering thoughts, prayers, and some emergency aid. But we’d be doing nothing more than ushering in our doom through our inaction. Or choice number three, the hard choice, the option that very few want to take when faced with pivotal moments such as these. We come together as one people, work out our differences in a constructive way, and build a better tomorrow together.”

      William paused for a moment to read the room. Now, he could sense hostility from many in the crowd, disgust from others, and much despair. He continued.

      “The armed conflict rocking the European continent is only a symptom of a much deeper issue plaguing humanity. Like a mighty oak tree that suddenly gives and comes crashing down during a raging storm, mankind is being battered by the gale-force winds of war. However, just like a seemingly sturdy tree that is actually hollow and rotted from the inside, the core of our species has been gnawed at for millennia by parasites. Unfortunately, like almost every other conflict throughout human history, this war has been stoked and fomented by parties interested in weakening our kind.”

      The young man glimpsed around the building and saw near-unanimous expressions of disbelief and exasperation.

      “I know you must be thinking, what is this man talking about? If you would please turn your attention to the screens in front of you.”

      At that moment, the monitors facing each delegation and guest came to life, and a video began to play. The images depicted a string of Nephilim sightings and attacks captured on surveillance cameras, phones, and drones. A rumbling murmur broke out throughout the room.

      “This is just a tiny sampling of the footage we’ve gathered. The unabridged compilation will be made available to every delegation present here today. It is also being uploaded to every video streaming and file-sharing service on the internet. Given the reaction on some of your faces today, I can tell this is not the first time you’ve seen footage of this nature. In fact, I’ve discovered that the existence of these individuals with enhanced abilities and physical attributes has been suppressed by governments and authorities for as far back as there has been recorded history. For those watching this stream live, I’ll explain what is being depicted in this footage.”

      William paused again and took a sip from the glass of water next to him. The expressions among the crowd reflected mostly anger and some curiosity.

      “Humanity has been plagued by a parasitic sub-species that has sought to rule and control us. Most look like us, though some have hideous deformations or exaggerated proportions. These creatures call themselves Nephilim, borrowing a term from certain religious writings. They have infiltrated the institutions that have ruled humanity, governments, and religions. Their ultimate goals are unknown to us, but the one thing that’s clear is that everywhere these beings are involved, there’s been mass chaos and disaster. In fact, the current global crisis exists as a direct effect of their interference. Several years ago, Europe nearly fell into war. Fortunately, that conflict was averted, but seeds of discord were sown that have sprouted in the current conflict. Please direct your attention to the screens again,” he instructed.

      Another video began to play. This time it was a compilation of a young man speaking to different government officials and giving them instructions on diplomatic matters.

      “This man in the video goes by the name Pytho. We’ve deduced that he has the ability to control people’s behavior through commands. He traveled throughout Europe, was granted audiences with heads of state and diplomats, and instructed them to break treaties and agreements, bringing the continent to the brink of war. In fact, we have good reason to believe that this very assembly contains some of these individuals, and we’ll take this opportunity to root them out. So please do try and stay calm and seated, if possible.”

      No sooner had William finished the sentence than a group of armed individuals in tactical gear sealed every exit point in the chamber. Several of the soldiers removed canisters from their vests, pulled the safety pins, and tossed them into the rows of seated delegates. Terror and shock filled the faces of the gathered dignitaries. Seconds later, a greenish gas started to fill the air in the room. Some people were frozen in shock, and others tried to run for the exits but stopped when the armed assailants trained their guns on the incoming crowd. The fog grew thick, and the frightened group could not help breathing it in. They soon realized that it seemingly had no impact and actually had a pleasant aroma and soothing effect. Several moments later, a small subset of the group began to cough, clutching their necks.

      “There!” shouted one of the armed men, pointing at the nearest delegate showing an adverse reaction.

      One of the soldiers approached the diplomat and produced a pair of handcuffs lined with blue spikes pointing inward. Before he could be handcuffed, the coughing diplomat grabbed the soldier by the neck and flung him across the room. However, the strain from the effort proved too much, and the exposed Nephilim dropped to his knees, spitting blood from his mouth.

      Another man bounded toward the exit and stretched his hand in front of him.

      “Mikhail, what are you doing?” shouted one of his compatriots several yards behind him. To everyone’s amazement, Mikhail’s hand started to glow, and blue sparks of electricity began to jump between his fingers.

      “I’ll blow these maggots away,” Mikhail screamed. His gaze intensified, and he stiffened his arm as if anticipating a discharge from his appendage.

      Nothing happened.

      “Impossible,” the Nephilim muttered as he pulled back his hand and stared at it incredulously.

      Moments later, soldiers were on him, fastening a pair of handcuffs on him.

      The dignitaries and diplomats in the room backed away from the remaining men suffering from coughing fits. The Nephilim glanced at one another, then looked at William.

      “This is all his fault,” yelled one of the hybrids. “Let’s at least take him with us.”

      The Nephilim leaped toward the podium and converged on William. They were on him in seconds. The one closest to the CEO reached out to grab him, but his hand broke out in hives and puss-filled sores before he could make contact. The hybrid started convulsing and foaming at the mouth. The other Nephilim had reached William’s location but noticed too late what had happened to the first, and they also broke out and began seizing.

      The Secretary-General approached the podium.

      “Thank you, peacekeepers. Please collect these creatures and take them to the prepared confinement area.”

      The soldiers put away their weapons and complied with the command.

      The leader of the United Nations continued. “Esteemed colleagues and dignitaries. We’re deeply sorry for the theatrics. However, this was the only way we could weed out the enemy from our midst without them being tipped off. We know this is a lot to process, but please take your seats, and we will answer your questions as best we can.”

      The gaggle of diplomats stood still for several moments, exchanging uneasy glances. Then, one by one, delegations returned to their seats. Before long, nearly everyone was seated. Only a handful of individuals had stormed out of the chambers with indignation shooting from their eyes.

      The Secretary-General ceded the podium back to William.

      “My dear fellow humans, you have witnessed first-hand the greatest existential threat humanity has ever faced. It’s a threat we’ve faced for time immemorial. However, for the first time in history, we possess the tools to defend ourselves against these enemies. The gas you saw contains a special compound that disrupts our adversaries’ abilities and causes them great discomfort. In addition, we’ve developed an injectable nanite serum that causes normal humans to secrete a neurotoxin that is harmless to everything other than those things. But to our foes, the toxin causes violent convulsions, severe allergic reactions, and shock. My company is prepared to provide all this technology to the world free of charge. This is my commitment to the future of humanity.”

      William stepped off the podium and walked to his seat. As he did, the room erupted in applause. Finally, he sat and glanced around the room. This time, he saw nothing but beaming faces full of wonder and hope.
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            THE LIGHT REVEALED

          

        

      

    

    
      A group of sycophants surrounded the leader of Luminosity as he peddled infantile pleasantries, trite anecdotes, and false hopes. The gathered faithful devoured his every word with glee. Their souls yearned for the affirmation that the man provided them.

      “Lash, you are so wise,” a petite brunette gushed.

      “And so full of light!” interjected a tall blonde.

      “Please, please, my friends,” Lash responded, his palms out and his head dipped slightly in a humble stance. “I’m just a seeker of the light as you all are. I’ve simply been on the path a little longer.”

      “Your light is so blinding but warm. I could bask in it forever,” the brunette fawned.

      “Thank you so much, my children. I’m beyond grateful that I can share my light with you so that you can discover your own light and share it with others. This is what Luminosity is all about.” Lash paused. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw several people approaching. “My friends, I’m afraid our time today must come to an end. But I so look forward to being together again soon.”

      The religious cult leader shook each of his followers’ hands, gave them a warm smile, and approached the newcomers waiting for him nearby.

      “Mako, Jacobus, Rob, Mateo. It’s a pleasure to see you all.”

      As soon as the group exchanged greetings with Lash, Rob inquired, “So, have you decided to work together with us and share Ostero’s research?”

      “Straight to the chase, I like that,” Lash started. “Actually, I’ve decided to do something even better. We’ve known about the former Luminary’s research. I’ll show you the progress we’ve made in human enhancements.” Lash whipped out his phone from his pocket and started a call.

      The quartet tried, without success, to hide the surprise on their faces.

      “Hi, Rani. Yes, they’re here. Please join us by the main elevator.” Lash ended the call and turned his attention to the group.

      “Please follow me.”

      At the elevator, a young Indian woman was already waiting for them. “This is Rani, our publicist and image consultant.”

      Rani greeted everyone, and they all entered the elevator. Lash and Rani stood in front, and the others stood behind them. Lash glanced up at a small light at the top right corner of the front of the elevator, and it turned red. The Grand Luminary drew a deep breath, scanned his retina in the security device, and started the descent into the laboratory. The doors opened onto the main corridor of the research facilities. Lash and Rani exited first and made a sharp right, disappearing from the other’s line of sight. The other four followed shortly after, but as soon as they entered the hallway, they were greeted by men pointing guns at them.

      “Lash, what’s the meaning of this?” Mateo asked nervously.

      “Just a safety precaution,” Lash answered tersely. He signaled to someone behind them. It was the chief researcher, Angie.

      The woman pointed a small device toward each of them in turn. First, Mako, then Mateo, next Jacobus, and last, Rob. The device remained silent for all except the latter. As soon as the detector identified Rob as a hybrid, a pair of enhanced humans shot out from a nearby room and pounced on him. They dug their quartz-tipped claws into his arms and pinned him to the floor headfirst.

      “Unhand me,” Rob muffled as he struggled to no avail.

      Mako’s expression was stern and grave, “Making enemies of us is a dire error. We’re merely representatives. If we don’t report back, you’ll see a fury unleashed the likes of which would rival the battle of Armageddon.”

      “There’s no need for threats. I mean humans no harm. But hybrid scum like this, well, that’s a different story.”

      Mako, Jacobus, and Mateo glanced at each other, then down at Rob on the floor, and back up to Lash.

      “You’ve made a grave mistake,” Mateo growled.

      “There’s been no mistake,” retorted Lash. “You wanted to see our research. Well, here it is. Enhanced humans capable of fighting hybrids on equal footing. We call them Jaegers. And also, we have these…” He removed a small device from his pocket and flashed it in front of them. “Portable gadgets that can detect hybrids.”

      “It’s not possible for Rob to be a hybrid. We have protocols,” Mako stated.

      “Protocols are only as good as the ones enforcing them. You must be prepared to face the reality that your security has been utterly compromised. But, if you are still unconvinced, we can run some blood tests to prove the efficacy of our technology.”

      “Release him at once! He can’t be a hybrid. We’ve seen him bleed,” Jacobus insisted.

      “That’s an easy trick for them. Micro-dosing with quartz-laced supplements diminishes their natural endurance.”

      Rob had been conspicuously quiet throughout the exchange. Suddenly, the man threw the two enhanced humans off him, leaped to the ceiling, and latched on.

      “Oh, Mein Gott, it’s true!” Jacobus yelped.

      The armed men trained their guns on Rob and opened fire. His body came crashing down to the floor and didn’t move again. The Jaegers swooped on the body and secured it.

      Once the scene had calmed down, Angie approached Rob’s body, looked in his mouth, and took a swab of the brownish substance staining his lips. “Fascinating! It’d been theorized that if there was a mineral that could weaken hybrids, perhaps there was one that could boost their strength.”

      “That sounds farfetched. If such a substance existed, wouldn’t all of them carry some around?” inquired Lash.

      “Only if it was readily available. There are minerals so rare that there are only a handful of specimens in the whole world. And given the brownish color of this substance staining the hybrid’s lips, I’d say it’s Painite. That would make it improbable that most hybrids would even know about it, much less possess any. I’ll take this back to my lab and study it, along with the remains.”

      Angie signaled to the Jaegers, and they picked up the bullet-riddled corpse and followed her down the hallway.

      Lash observed the trio of humans with a macabre sense of glee. “I thought you people would have a better grasp on hybrid infiltrations, given what your man pulled at the United Nations.”

      They stared at him glassy-eyed.

      “We thought he was your man,” Mateo stated.

      “Well, it appears the plot thickens. There seems to be another faction doing the work of the light. Maybe I should be allying with him instead. See, I did my homework on the three of you. Mako Hajime, heiress to one of the largest yakuza groups in Tokyo. Jacobus Kaiser, distant relative of the late führer and leader of an underground supremacy movement. And last but not least, Mateo Suarez, Argentinian liaison for the ‘Ndrangheta crime syndicate.”

      “You forgot Rob Babanin, son of the czar of Russia’s underworld,” Mateo retorted. “No matter what he was, his family will want retribution for this.”

      “Then they can come and try to get it. But I think it would be in our best interests if you convince them that fighting among ourselves does not benefit humanity right now. War is upon us, perhaps the last war and one in which we can realistically end the hybrid threat.”

      Mako craned her neck slightly. She’d been holding a tense pose. “Our organizations have been collectively fighting for the cause of humanity for as long as yours has. We won’t be talked down to by the likes of you, Lash Boswell. You were nothing but a two-bit hustler in the streets of Leeds until that night when your family was attacked by a Nephilim who was hunting your hybrid daughter.”

      Lash’s eyes burned with fury. “That isn’t my daughter.”

      “And tell us, if you are so committed to the cause of humanity, how is it that your not-daughter and her friends still prance about the streets of New York with impunity?”

      Lash smirked wickedly. “Because sometimes the enemy of your enemy is your ally. One of the hybrid women here in New York has the uncanny ability to seal away Utukkus and, as a result, strip their offspring of their power. We’ve allowed them to live while they were useful, but soon, they’ll be dealt with. Now let’s get out of this filthy hallway. This way, please, I’ll give you the tour.”

      The group navigated the laboratory corridors as Lash narrated each section’s contents. After several yards, Lash noticed Rani’s pensive look. She’d been conspicuously quiet since exiting the elevator. “Everything all right, Rani?”

      The mocha-skinned woman nodded and narrowed her eyes. “So that man was one of the things that were exposed at the General Assembly that was live-streamed?”

      The leader of Luminosity nodded in turn. “Yes, though that William individual didn’t explain the whole of it. They aren’t the result of some mutation or diverging evolutionary branch. Those creatures are the product of the unholy union of human women and Utukkus, what some religions call fallen angels.”

      “Whoa…”

      “I know it’s a lot to take in, but our organization has been opposing them from the shadows for thousands of years. However, it wasn’t until the last few centuries that technology advanced enough for us to confront them much more directly. Finally, the fight has now come out to the light. Are you still with me, Rani?”

      “Yes,” the young woman affirmed. “It’s a lot to process, but I told you that I’d support your organization and your image no matter what skeletons showed up in your closet.”

      “Excellent.”
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      “Are you sure you want to proceed with this?” Joan asked over the phone.

      “I think it’s the right thing to do,” answered Mist. She paced her office with the cell phone to her ear. The Lancaster leader halted in front of the office window, peeking through the blinders toward the ten-foot perimeter wall fortified by quartz stone.

      “And what about your lively friend?” Joan gave a slight chortle.

      “She’s a friend, all right,” Mist replied sarcastically. “But I think she’ll come with her real friends later today.”

      “How do you feel about the team staying with John at the farm? You know it was the only way to minimize the bloodshed.”

      There was no immediate response. Mist continued staring out the window, watching the evening sun settle behind the walls. “I know this was the only way, but I won’t lie, I was… am a bit apprehensive about it. I’ve never met the guy before and don’t know whom he has on the farm.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, Awilda, Ortega, and D’Angelo… I mean, Shiloh will be there. I’ve got to get used to the new name,” Joan reminded herself.

      “I’m a mama bear when it comes to the team. I feel uncomfortable not having an eye on them in a strange and new location.” She sighed deeply. “But as you mentioned, if Awilda trusts him, I guess so do I.”

      “That’s the spirit. Let me know if there’s anything else you need from me.”

      “You’ve done enough, Joan. Appreciate all the help. Hey, just a heads-up, Kitty and Gypsy decided to stay.”

      “Remember, I’m a mama bear also, so keep an eye on them,” jested Joan.

      Mist chuckled. “You know I will.”

      “Good to know, and one more thing, may the Sovereign One be with you.”

      “Thanks.”

      The Lancaster leader ended the call and gazed diligently out the window. She watched as the autumn leaves were blown away from the trees by an unexpected gust of wind, leaving the branches barren. She couldn’t help but feel a bit sad about it. These trees were lush green and full of life over the summer. Their overarching branches gave the garden protection from the overbearing seasonal sun and served as a home for many creatures of the woods. Now, they looked bleak, unfertile, waiting to become chopped wood.

      As she watched the last leaves hit the ground, Mist prayed, “May the Sovereign One be with us indeed.”
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      The four loaded passenger vans stopped on the side of the road of the isolated street. Each vehicle held fifteen passengers and was stocked with all sorts of weapons. Two passengers from the leading van exited, strode toward the one behind, and stopped at the front passenger side where the leader of the Furies was sitting.

      “What’s the hold-up?” Erinys asked with an inquisitive frown.

      Athena pointed to the road on her right. “That road will lead us directly to the compound, so there’s no turning back once we enter. I must assume that your team has their communication devices set and ready to engage?”

      Erinys sighed with frustration. “I don’t need either of you to babysit me. My thirty women are ready. Are yours?”

      “We are more ready than you think,” Cherry responded snottily. Her demeanor was stern. “But we also stopped to inform you of a change in plans.”

      “Changes? Now?” Erinys slammed her hand on the dashboard in frustration.

      “Keep calm, Erinys,” muttered Athena. “It’s just a slight deviation from the plan, mainly for our team. Once you have taken care of your business, our team will rendezvous in the compound’s cafeteria.”

      “For what reason?”

      “For assurance purposes.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “My team will gather Mist’s women there. We must ensure they keep up with the program and never harbor a male hybrid again.”

      The Furies leader gave a fake smile and shook her head. “You two are up to something, and I’m warning you, if you double-cross me, I’m gonna slice both of you up.” She raised her quartz blade.

      “Don’t jump to conclusions,” snapped Athena. “Everything else is as planned, but these women must be kept in line. We gather them in the cafeteria to tell them we mean business.”

      Erinys took a deep sigh. “Let’s just get on with this.”

      Both ladies walked back toward the van. Shortly after sitting, Athena pulled out her phone and texted a discreet number. Everything is as planned.
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        * * *

      

      Mist walked into the hall of Sparrow, where the eleven council members were already gathered. Gypsy, Kitty, and Hope were also in attendance and sat toward the end of the large conference room table. Mist walked toward the empty chair in the front but remained standing.

      “Well, team, this is it. Everyone should know their place by now.” She glanced at the group and took a deep breath. “Please note, no one is obligated to stay. There’s still time to leave.”

      “We are with you, Mist,” Dough declared.

      She pursed her lips and nodded. “Gypsy, Kitty, and Hope, you are good?”

      “As good as we’ll ever be,” Gypsy replied.

      “And I feel I need to be here,” added Kitty.

      “We trust you, Kitty.” Mist locked eyes with Hope. “Have you updated the codes to the front gate?”

      “Yeah. Took care of it a few minutes ago.” Hope had a tablet in front of her with various surveillance footage of the compound.

      “If there are no questions, please proceed to your stations.”
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      Athena, Cherry, Erinys, and the rest of the group assembled in front of a large gate made of metal and quartz. On both sides of the gate rose a ten-foot perimeter wall. A metallic code box on the side with a built-in intercom system was fastened to the left side of the wall.

      Athena turned to her team and called for one of them. “Let’s get the gate opened,” she ordered.

      From among them approached a petite, light-skinned woman with bronze-blonde hair. She went to the gate box and inserted a code. The digital screen read “Access Denied.” She tried several more times but received the same error message every time.

      “Bugger!” Perspiration built up on her forehead. “This is the code. I’m sure of it.”

      “Venus, the code is not going to work,” came a voice over the intercom. “We changed it earlier today.”

      “Hello, I mean, hi, Mist,” she stuttered in her high-pitch voice. “I left last night and came back now. I wasn’t aware there was a code change. You mind giving it to me?”

      “You know the rules, Venus. It would help if you communicated when you have overnight trips, but most importantly, only the council members have the code. You have to be buzzed in, remember?”

      She tabbed the side of her temple. “Oh, how silly of me. I forgot. You know me, mindless Venus.” She cleared her throat. “But, um, thank the heavens for leaders like you. You mind buzzing me?”

      “But now you are forgetting another rule,” Mist reminded her. “If you are going to bring someone, you need to let your team lead know, and from what I can see, there has to be about fifty people with you.”

      The entire team glanced toward the surveillance camera affixed to the upper part of the wall.

      “Let me in, you witch!” Heat burned Venus’ pale cheeks.

      “Wow! I’ve never seen you so angry, Venus. Or should I call you by your serpent screenname—53RP3N7?”

      “Enough of these shenanigans,” hissed Cherry. “Let us in, or there’ll be dire consequences.”

      “There were going to be dire consequences regardless, weren’t there, Cherry? We don’t want any bloodshed between our groups. Go home.”

      Venus gathered Athena and Cherry and spoke to them privately, too indistinctly for anyone to make out. Shortly after, the group’s spy picked a few of her team and sprinted away.

      “Where the hell are they going?” Erinys asked.

      Ignoring her, Athena turned to one of her team members holding a hefty black duffle bag. “Downy, blow out the gate.”

      Erinys frowned and grabbed the London leader by the arm. “How do you mean to blow up the gate? Are you carrying explosives?”

      “By any means necessary,” Athena articulated and brushed the hand away from her.

      “But could this affect us?”

      “Thankfully, we’ve developed technology that won’t affect us.”

      “You freaking bastards. You never mentioned anything about explosives.” She shook her head furiously and pointed at Athena and Cherry. “I had a feeling about you two. We’re out!”

      Athena reached into her back and pulled out a pistol. “You’re not going anywhere, Erinys.” The barrel of the gun pointed directly at the shocked woman.

      The entire London team pulled firearms and aimed them at the Furies.

      “We are not against you, Erinys, but we have a job to do. Those women are harboring male hybrids, and we agreed to eliminate them. You have two options: you comply, or you die.”

      Erinys shot Athena a venomous look and then glanced at her team, who stood petrified. “This job, and we are done. If we ever cross paths again, you’d wish you had killed me now.”

      The woman with the duffle sack approached the gate and knelt. She rummaged through the bag, extracted a plastic explosive, and attached it to the gate. Standing, she gestured to the team to move back. Moments later, a mini explosion brought down the gate.

      The women rushed toward the Lancaster compound, the Daughters of the Watchers with their guns, and the Furies gripping their blades.

      As they arrived at the front entrance, Athena’s team halted and pointed their weapons at the Furies.

      “You are assignment is to find the male hybrids and kill them. In contrast, ours is to apprehend the local women and lead them to the cafeteria. Once we are done, you can do whatever you want.”

      Boiling with fury, Erinys ground her teeth and clenched her jaw so tightly it hurt. She nodded to her team and entered the building.

      The Daughters remained outside, and after a few minutes, Athena turned to her group.

      “Mist and her team knew we were coming, but Venus informed us they most likely used their underground tunnels that lead outside the permitter walls. Athena turned to Downy. “Unlock the front doors and blow the entire building.”

      “And the Furies?”

      “They were never leaving here alive.”

      The Daughters sprinted out of the permitter while Downy followed her leaders’ instructions.
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      Mist and her team raced through the underground tunnel to the open woods thirty yards from the compound. They rushed through the woods toward the gateway vehicles stationed at the edge of the woods.

      Hope kept looking at the surveillance footage through their escape. “Mist, I think they are planning to blow up the building, and the Furies are inside and unaware.”

      “You have Erinys’ number?”

      She nodded.

      “Give her a heads-up.”

      The women pressed on but halted when Venus and her team appeared with guns raised.

      “You thought you could outsmart me?” Venus gave the Lancaster leader a wicked look.

      “What are you doing with guns?” Mist glanced at Gypsy.

      “Let’s just say we have friends in high places that made us aware of these specialty weapons.” She picked up her two-way. “We got ’em!” Venus radioed. “About thirty yards south of the compound.”

      “We’re on our way.”

      “So, what’s the plan? You’re gonna kill us.”

      “If you cooperate, it may not come to that.” She rustled through leaves and came a few inches from the Lancaster leader. The spy murmured, “You know of an old MacDonald with a farm with lots of Nephilim here and there. We can’t seem to get a trace on them, so we hoped you could tell us where it is so we can shoot them here and there.” She giggled.

      “You are barking up the wrong tree, and, yes, pun intended.”

      An evil smile flickered on Venus’ lips. She pointed her pistol at one of the twins. “Maybe this will help you bark.”

      “Put the gun down, Venus,” Athena ordered as she and the remaining group surrounded the Children of Kyrios. “We have other plans for them.”

      “When do you sell your soul?” Gypsy clenched a fist.

      “What you call selling, we call surviving. If you and Joan would’ve complied with our orders, you wouldn’t be in this predicament.”

      “I prefer to be six feet under than to comply with you witches.” The warrior looked daggers at Athena.

      Athena smirked at the remark. “Maybe your wish will come true. Where are the children you are harboring and the farmland with the Nephilim?”

      The group remained quiet.

      “If that’s the way you want it.”

      Athena got on her radio and ordered, “Pull the trigger.” Seconds later, a loud blast resonated throughout the forest, followed by a dark mushroom cloud ascending into the heavens.

      Mist and her team watched in dismay, knowing their home was no longer.

      “I hope you managed to pull everyone out. If not, they are long gone, along with the Furies.”

      “That’s what you think, you old hag!” Erinys yelped.

      The Furies stepped into view. They had apprehended a few of the Daughters and held them with daggers to their necks.

      “You are not as dumb as you look,” Athena noted.

      “Close the windows the next time you wanna blow somebody up.” The dagger was ripping into Venus’ neck. “Drop the guns, or we chop them up!” Erinys demanded.

      “Rest assured that we’ve come prepared.”

      She gestured to a few members of her team, who pulled out pocket-sized cards and threw them to the ground. The dusky wooded area became lit with bright swirling portals, from which came massive creatures of various heights, colored skin, and bulging muscular structures. Their eyes were fearsome and menacing.

      Mist and Gypsy gazed at each other, attempting to ascertain what their SPA was sensing—an odd feeling of Nephilim but not quite.

      “What the hell are those things?” Erinys demanded.

      “Let me introduce myself,” offered one who measured seven and a half feet tall. “I’m Danel, and the Sons of the Damned are with me.” He laughed maniacally.

      Athena gazed at the creatures with a deep frown. “Who are you? You are not the ones Legion promised us.”

      A wicked smile spread across his features. “We are not. We are better.” Danel gazed at the Sons and ordered, “Kill them all!”

      “Wait! But we’re on your side,” Cherry insisted frantically.

      “Only the Damned are on our side.”

      He thrust a fist through Cherry’s torso. She gasped and turned her startled eyes to the arm protruding into her chest. He pulled out his bloody fist, and she dropped to the ground, a corpse.

      A wave of pandemonium hit the area as bullets, daggers, and fists slammed against the Sons of the Damned. Like bugs splattering across the windshield of a fast-moving vehicle, all was futile against these superior beings.

      Recollecting Laurie’s words, Mist and Gypsy knew precisely what they were, and that their only chance of survival was to flee. “Run!” they commanded their team.

      The Children of Kyrios raced through the woods, leaving behind screams of terror accompanied by gunshots. However, their fast-moving pace was not enough to outrun one of the Sons of the Damned.

      Kitty looked at Gypsy. “I can feel him.”

      “What? Kitty, get the heck out of here.” She turned to the twins. “We’ll stall him to give the others a chance to escape.” Instantly, a light-blue glow emanated from her body, and a translucent limb jutted from the stump on her left arm.

      Cookie and Dough were the first to engage the creature. They each slammed a hard-hitting fist into the creature’s chest, creating a thunderous sound. The Son of the Damned remained unfazed. He glimmered a smile and then flickered a no with his index finger. The twins gazed at each other incredulously. A hit of that magnitude would’ve caused damage to even the sturdiest Nephilim.

      The creature thrust his hands forward and gripped the women by their necks, but Gypsy plunged her translucent limp into the enemy’s face and momentarily stunned him. He dropped the twins and shook off his stupor.

      The twins pulled back and clasped their throats from the pain.

      “How do we stop him?” Cookie asked gruffly.

      “I don’t know,” Gypsy answered. “My RSP shocked him for a moment but not enough.” Her eyes widened at the sight of Kitty. “Why the hell are you still here? Leave!”

      Kitty stepped forward and stretched her hand toward the approaching creature. “Leave the body now!” She yelped. As soon as she uttered those words, a dark mass manifested visibly around the body.

      Gypsy’s translucent arm grew brighter, and instinct pushed her forward. She leaped into the air and struck the creature with the RSP.

      A squealing and hair-raising sound emanated from the Son of the Damned as the dark mass ejected itself from the body. The body of the creature dropped lifelessly to the ground while the wandering spirit hovered above it with screeching sounds. In less than a minute, though, it re-entered the body, causing it to shake wildly.

      “It’s coming back to life. Let’s get the hell out of here now!”

      With that command, all four women raced through the dark woods.
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            THE DYING TRUTH

          

        

      

    

    
      Angel stared tearfully as the soft pitter-patter of raindrops bounced off the casket. Pretzel shielded her with an umbrella, yet the cool afternoon breeze circulating the area still managed to drizzle her slack face.

      She sat quietly, the way she had since leaving the funeral home. The minister spoke from the book of Poems chapter 23, but Angel heard not a word. She was lost in her sorrow, and her closest friends surrounding her could sense it. Though appreciative of all those who gathered to say their last goodbyes to Maria Lydia Santos and their support, she only wanted one thing: her grandmother.

      For weeks she had remained at the hospital bedside of her grandmother, watching her most precious treasure deteriorate before her very eyes. The granddaughter never stopped praying, especially when the doctors warned her of the inevitable. Maria Santos never woke up, not even to flicker an eyelid. She had drifted away one Thursday morning.

      The crushing death left Angel empty and in intense sorrow. Her prayers were not heard, and her bitter heart insisted that they were useless.

      “Angel?” Pretzel tapped her on the shoulder. “The priest asked if you want to say some final words.”

      She shook her head to clear the stupor. “I’m sorry. What was that?”

      Her friend gestured toward the priest. “Last words?”

      “No, um… No words,” she mumbled.

      The priest nodded to the two caretakers, who began to lower the casket. He asked everyone to step forward and release a flower into the open grave as their last token of goodbye. Angel was the first to toss a long-stemmed rose, and then many of Maria’s closest friends.

      After the graveside service, many approached the mourning granddaughter and offered their condolences, but no amount of sympathy could remove the deep pain. She remained at the grave site longer than everyone else. Only her closest friends remained at her side. No words were shared. Angel simply cried silently.

      After an extended period, she stood from the chair. “Guys, I’m gonna take a walk alone. I’ll meet you at the Tektonite compound. Let everyone know at the funeral reception that I’ll be there soon.”

      “Are you sure you don’t wanna us to come along?” Pretzel asked.

      “Yeah. Just need to clear my head.”

      “Here, take the umbrella.” Pretzel extended it to her.

      “I’m fine. It’s not raining much now.”

      She carried on and strode through the cemetery, still covered by the cloudy gray skies. After some time, she found a bench overlooking the entire graveyard and sat. With silent tears, she gazed as the wind pulled at the remaining leaves of a nearby tree.

      Angel cocked her head to her right at the sound of approaching footsteps. It was an elderly man with milk-white skin, silver hair, and glassy blue eyes. He hobbled his way toward the bench with an old wooden cane.

      “You mind if I could sit here with you?” The old man’s voice was raspy and tired, but his eyes were still bright. He smiled at Angel cordially.

      “Yes, sure.” Angel scooched over.

      With some grunts, he sat. “Thank you, dear. You can say I’m older than dirt. The reason for all the grunting.”

      She smirked at the remark.

      He held the cane between his legs, glancing at the skies. “Such a wicked day, isn’t it.” The phrase made Angel frown. “I mean of the weather, of course.” He turned to her but pointed to the sky.

      “Yeah, an awful day,” she whispered.

      “By the sound of your voice and the color of your apparel, you seemed to have lost someone.”

      She lowered her head and stared at her folded hands. “I buried my grandmother today.”

      “I’m so sorry you had to endure that.” He shook his head in sympathy. “Death is one of those things that should’ve never happened.” He returned his eyes to the cloudy heavens. “You loved her dearly, didn’t you?”

      She sighed. “More than you’ll ever know.”

      “I lost my father a long, long time ago, and it still hurts. He and I were very close. He shared everything with me. There was nothing he would keep from me…the rest is history.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss. It seems you had a strong bond with him.”

      He nodded his head as he continued gazing at the afternoon skies. “I was sorry too.” His voice was melancholic.

      “What happened to your father, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Oh, it all started when he decided to become a farmer. At first, I was delighted, especially knowing that I would assist him. He revealed every aspect of the farm, from the type of soil to the crops he planned to cultivate.” He took a deep breath. “In the beginning, all was going well until I saw a flaw in the farmland he had obtained. I noticed that it contained parasites that would harm and even destroy the crops.

      “Countless times, I brought it to his attention. We needed to abstain from cultivating the infected land and find another, but he refused.” Angel noticed the tight grip the older man had on the cane. “And just like I predicted, the inevitable happened. As the terrain began to produce crops, the parasites I had warned him about began to creep into the land and devour it. The entire harvest was corrupted.”

      He loosened the cane’s grip and turned to Angel with a smile. “I then came up with another plan. Torch the entire land and burn the whole harvest and start all over. Yes, a bit extreme, but this was the only way of getting rid of the parasites.” He shook his head as he looked to the heavens. “But he still doesn’t get it. He’s become more stubborn than before.”

      “Wait,” Angel interrupted with a curious frown. “Your father is still alive? I thought he died a long time ago.”

      “Oh, no. The old man is still alive. What I lost was the close relationship I had with him.” A strange smirk appeared on his features.

      “I’m curious. How old is your father?”

      “Oh, he’s ancient.” An inexplicable wind picked up, tossing his silver hair across his eyes. “He’s older than dirt, the earth, moon, the sun, well, let’s say older than the universe. To be quite candid, Angelica, he has no age.”

      Angel felt a strange sensation trickling down her spine. “Who the hell are you?”

      “You’ve known me for a very long time. My father called me El-Samar Seper, but I abandoned that name long ago. I now go by the name of Diablos.”

      Instantly, the old man’s features melted away, and she saw a younger-looking face with a boxy beard. The silvery hair gave way to a nut brown, and the thinner, paler skin was rejuvenated to a tan color. The wooden cane changed into a shiny hard volcanic glass with the infinity snake as the handle.

      The frightened Daimon Killer’s instinct was to run, but an eccentric, unforeseen force kept her in place.

      “Don’t be in such a rush. I could’ve done it a long time ago if I wanted you killed.” His voice was crisp and young. “Believe it or not, I truly meant it when I said death is one of those things that should’ve never happened. Illness, death, and destruction were the parasites I saw in Sovereign One’s creation. I’d pleaded with him not to allow such things, yet he continued.”

      He stared into Angel’s panicky eyes. “It’s the reason why your grandmother is dead today.”

      She attempted to free herself to yell at the devil before her but could not.

      “I can only imagine how much you pleaded with Him to save your grandmother from death. The mornings and nights, you cried out your heart, and He didn’t bother to say hello.” He shook his head in dissatisfaction. “But you see, I understand your disappointment. For I, too, made my case before him, making him aware of the imminent doom of his creation, yet he ignored me.”

      As she listened, tears welled up in her eyes.

      “Let me ask you a basic question. What would you do to have your grandmother back?” He gestured with his hand flippantly. “You don’t have to answer that because the answer is simple: anything!”

      He closed his eyes and sighed as the wind brushed his features. “There’s a point to that question. Just like you, I’ll do anything to have Him hear me out.” He opened his eyes and turned in her direction. “Thus, the reason I came to see you today.

      “Have you ever wondered why Therion selected you from all the billions he could’ve selected? Even you found yourself attracted to him, and it was more than his good looks.” He pointed to her. “You see, you have something of mine. A power that once belonged to me is now in you. Regrettably, it was unforeseen, yet I’ve seen how it can be remediated.

      “For thousands of years, Apollyon carried my essence and inherited some of its qualities. Thus, when he had his first-ever offspring, that power transferred over.” A slow, malicious smile crossed his lips. “A power that you currently possess.”

      Angel’s eyes widened in confusion.

      “Yes, my, dear. I am the prophecy maker of the Daimon Killer. I am the reason that you possess the ability to dethrone my generals into the pit of Tartarus. Hence, I was shocked that the Sovereign One had decided to play along with my game.

      “What a shame he didn’t tell you.” He got to his feet, and a red portal appeared behind him. “So, I’ll cut to the chase. I need my power back, but since the Sovereign One is playing my game, it must be given to me voluntarily. Thus, the sooner you do, the sooner I get to finish my business. I’ll give you some time to think about it but let me warn you.” He pointed to himself. “I win in the end. I have foreseen it.”

      He walked through the portal and disappeared.
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      Millennia Ago

      “Ieshim and Kokabiel, I have to say I’m excited about this new assignment. Look us. We’ve all been given mortal bodies like the humans we’ve been assigned to,” the young angel exclaimed. As he walked forward with his two companions, he spun to show off his long ebony hair that tumbled over his broad shoulders and then massaged his beautifully chiseled features.

      “Asbeel, based on my calculations of this planet’s orbital trajectory of its designated star, these humans won’t be around until another hundred thousand years from now,” reported Ieshim. He was tall and of a dark complexion.

      “I know, but it’s thrilling to know we’ve been commissioned. El-Samar Seper has endowed us with so much intel about this world's physics, biology, chemistry, and astronomy,” Asbeel sounded elated.

      Kokabiel, the tallest of the three with rich brown mane-like hair and beard, shook his head. “If I understand correctly, you’ve been asking El-Samar Seper more about these human’s development of fashion design than anything else.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that.” Asbeel smiled broadly. He turned to face them as they continued walking toward the dome-like hall. “I’ve been giving this much thought, and I think we should give ourselves human names. I can be Leonard. You, Ieshim, can be Maximus. And Kokabiel…” He tapped his chin in thought. “You can be called Asia.”

      “Asia?” Kokabiel arched an eyebrow. “No. You can keep your names. I’m excited as you are about this assignment, but I’m keenly interested in the planet’s climate changes, especially in what the human will call the Antarctica locations.”

      “You party pooper.” He turned and continued striding forward. “Our human biology studies state that humans won’t be able to live in such harsh and cold conditions, so I guess you can be called the Unseen One or, better yet, Hades.”

      Arriving at the hall entrance, Ieshim interjected, “All right, my friends. We can discuss names a hundred thousand years from now. We have to meet with El-Samar Seper so he can direct us on the knowledge of astrophysics.”

      The trio strode into the great hall named Knowledge of the Angelic Annals. The face of the dome-like structure was adorned with grand white columns and a colossal atrium overlooking the third heavens. They continued through the glistening ivory doors, past the luminous golden chandelier suspended with no attachment, and into a vast observatory with no sign of having a ceiling.

      The chamber was filled with towering crystal shelves, all containing distinguishable sheets of light known as illuminations. Countless celestial beings were levitating toward specific illuminations. As they took hold of a sheet, it would infuse them with knowledge, wisdom, or understanding of the light’s subject matter.

      The three companions gazed upon a humble figure in his human form sitting at an ornate black marble desk. He had a light complexion, wavy brown hair, and a smooth boxy beard. He read intently and anxiously from the manuscript, the book of the Annals of the Sovereign One. They quickened their step upon noticing how distraught he looked.

      “El-Samar Seper, what is the matter?” Ieshim asked. “I sense a great deal of disturbance within you.”

      El-Samar Seper abruptly closed the codex and lifted his troubled gaze to the arriving companion. “My friends…” His voice was shaky. “It’s always a pleasure to converse with you about the world to come, but I must confess that now is not a good moment.”

      “We’ve never sensed you like this. What’s troubling you?” Asbeel pressed with a deep-set frown.

      El-Samar Seper had a blank expression as if staring into the blue, but then shook his head. “I’m afraid of what this knowledge could do to you if I were to share it.”

      Kokabiel leaned forward and placed his hands on the desk. “El-Samar Seper, you’ve already made us privy to so much. For once, let us help you as you have helped us many times.”

      El-Samar Seper nodded slightly and waved his right hand in a circle, and all four were transported from the halls and into his private chambers. It was a small circular room with gleaming sapphire floors and a vaulted ceiling. The only adornments were a few ornate torches hanging from the windowless black walls. All three frowned at the existence of such a place.

      The curator still held the codex in his hands and nervously began to pace the chambers. “My friends, I have the most unfortunate news. These worlds the Sovereign One has orchestrated are doomed for destruction.”

      “That’s not possible!” Ieshim exclaimed. “The Sovereign One wouldn’t do such a thing.”

      El-Samar Seper gave him a melancholy and tearful look. “I have foreseen every possible scenario, and all have the same ending.” He gestured the codex at them. “The creatures of these worlds will eventually shun our master and lead their worlds into ruins.”

      “But not our world,” insisted Asbeel. “You’ve shown us our world’s beauty, glory, and splendor. The humans of our world will be one of love and kindness.”

      The curator walked toward Asbeel and grabbed him by the shoulders. “In your world…” He hung his head for a moment as silent tears rolled down his cheek. “The Voice of the Sovereign One will be killed when He attempts to rescue them.”

      Their eyes widened with fear as they gazed at El-Samar Seper, petrified. For the first time in their existence, horror gripped their beings.

      “What can be done to stop such an atrocity?” Kokabiel’s voice changed from fear to anger.

      El-Samar Seper paced the small room in contemplation but abruptly stopped. “I have to speak to Him. I must stop Him from the creations of these worlds.”

      Ieshim placed his hand on his chin. “The Sovereign One is the quintessence of all wisdom, knowledge, and understanding. He must have a justifiable reason to create such worlds. Should we question Him about matters He has set by His own authority?”

      The curator gave him a glowering and troubling look. He approached Ieshim and tapped his chest with the codex. “And what if I told you that because of these worlds, we, too, become corrupt? Our world of perfection and order becomes tarnished by the wickedness of this new creation and, in the end, instead of our glorious adobe, will spend our eternity in a torment of fire.”

      A single tear rolled down Ieshim's features.

      “I won’t let that happen, my friend,” El-Samar Seper promised. He glanced at the other two. “I won’t let that happen for any of us.”

      “What’s your plan?” asked Kokabiel.

      “I will go before the Voice of the Sovereign One and address my case before him. I will plead my case before him and make him aware of the flaws of His creation.” He gave them a half-smile. “And please, my friends, don’t misunderstand me. I, too, wish for the creation of these worlds, but they must be done with excellence and perfection. Worlds in which wickedness will not thrive by any means.”

      Kokabiel gave him a blank expression. “What if he doesn’t listen to you?”

      El-Samar Seper gulped loud enough for them to hear. He opened the codex, placed his hand over it, and a sheet of light came forth. He walked toward Ieshim and handed him the Illumination. “Here, see for yourself what these worlds have in store for us if the Sovereign One continues with His current plan. Share it with the others, as they must also become aware of it.” He closed the codex and extracted a shining orb from his inner being. “Asbeel, I’ll make you responsible for this.”

      “What is?” Asbeel gazed at the object.

      “My plans. I will continue scanning through the annals for a way to convince the Sovereign One, but if He wishes not to listen, this information must be given to all, even those beyond your world assignment.”

      Ieshim approached El-Samar Seper and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “What if the Sovereign One considers your act as treason?”

      “How can it be treason if I’m only trying to make things right?” He lowered his eyes to the floor. “But even so, I’ve made contingency plans. I’ll first need to speak with the essence of Sapha, protector of the Sovereign One’s work. Thereafter, with Dayyanna, the head of my order.”

      “We are with you, El-Samar Seper,” Ieshim declared.

      The curator nodded his head, waved his hand, and all four disappeared.
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      All at the same time, Angel felt like the ten plagues of Egypt had struck her. Initially, she remained motionless, but inevitable confusion began, followed by doubt, anger, and an overwhelming sense of anxiety. The Daimon Killer’s chest hurt, her lungs felt like they had stopped functioning, and her throat tightened as if she was being choked.

      With her hand over her chest, she could finally swallow, and eventually, she could breathe, though at first, her breaths were short gasps. Though dizzy and nauseous, she needed to get out. She needed to run. She needed to get away. Rapidly and abruptly, she arose from the bench and stormed out of the Saint Jude Cemetery in the Bronx.

      The cloudy gray skies opened with a fury of cold rain droplets, but she didn’t care, even when she lost her shoes along the way. Angel ran aimlessly, her tears mixing with the rain. How could this ability she’d had for so long be of Diablos? Why didn’t the Carpenter’s Son say anything the first time she had used it on her father? Her thoughts drove her mad, recollecting every word the King of the Abyss had said. They were killing her slowly, like daggers penetrating deep into her soul and shredding her faith.

      Her aimless wandering led her into a rancid alley full of trash and every form of debris from hell. She couldn’t run anymore as her exhaustion pulled her to the ground. She dropped to her knees in the middle of the alley, bursting into a deep lament. Her beloved grandmother had passed away, and to top it off, what she’d thought was a gift from the heavens was a curse from the damned.

      She wasn't sure if it was minutes or hours, but she remained on her hands and knees on the muddy asphalt as tears poured from her eyes. Suddenly, a pair of black flats appeared in her peripheral vision. Angel raised her head to see a short woman with bright green eyes and curly red hair. The stranger had puffy cheeks covered with many reddish freckles. She had a very simple dress, almost like the ones her grandmother used to wear, and held a large umbrella.

      “Dear, are you OK?” Her voice was soft and soothing.

      Angel glanced at the stranger but covered her face with her hands, shaking. She couldn’t stop crying.

      “Oh, sweetheart. What has you so troubled?” She approached Angel and lowered herself, covering the mourning girl with her umbrella. Like a mother to a wounded child, the stranger ran her fingers over the girl’s wet and matted hair.

      Her touch was warm and electrifying. Every stroke was infused with an overwhelming, all-consuming energy of love. The confusion, the doubt, the anger, and the anxiety unexpectedly took a back seat and were replaced by a richness of comfort.

      Angel locked eyes on the comforting eyes of the woman, and for a split moment, she thought she saw the universal and all wonders of creation. She couldn’t explain it, but there was life, joy, and peace in the woman’s eyes.

      “My name is Perry Ketos, but my close friends call me Perry.” She had a genuine smile that created dimples on her cheeks. “Why don’t we get off the ground and out of the cold rain before you get sick.”

      Inexplicably, Angel felt she could trust her. She nodded, took the hand of the woman, and stood.

      “Dear, where are your shoes?”

      At first, Angel was speechless. There was something about Perry’s touch that made her feel at home. As though she had been lost but now was found. Her only other comparison was when she met the Carpenter’s Son.

      “Um… I don’t know.” She shook her head but couldn’t stop looking into the stranger’s eyes. “I must’ve lost them on my way here.”

      “No worries, a nice little diner is minutes away from here. Not great looking, but the food is great.”

      “OK, but I don’t have my purse with me.”

      “Oh, I always cover costs when you are with me.” She tapped Angel gently on the arm.

      Locking arms, they walked alongside each other, creating soft squelching sounds and listening to the slow trickle of water cascading down the nearby buildings. Nothing was said, yet the stranger felt strangely familiar to Angel. She was entranced as if in a deep and wonderful dream.

      “Do I know you, or do you know me?” Angel stared, transfixed by the mesmerizing simplicity of the woman.

      Perry’s eyes remained forward when she spoke. “I have known you since the beginning of time, Angel.”

      The sounds of her name from the woman’s mouth made the girl’s heart leap with joy. She gasped in with exuberant wonder. Living streams of water rushed through her entire being at the sound of her name.

      “Are you the Sovereign One?”

      “I am One with the Sovereign One.” She smiled. “I am the One who breathed you into your mother’s womb and led you into your grandmother’s arms. I am the One who guided you to the Daughters and strengthened you when you offered your life for them.”

      Angel’s eyes welled up, not from sorrow but from marvel.

      “I was there with you every morning and every night when you poured your heart out on behalf of your grandmother. I heard every word and saw your every tear.” A single tear raced through Perry’s chubby cheeks. “I never left you.”

      Angel lowered her head in sadness. “But I felt alone.”

      “My dear, feeling alone doesn’t mean you were alone. A shadow doesn’t obliterate the light. On the contrary, it proves that light is present. Life will have its darkness but remember that for darkness to exist, there must be light.”

      “But why my grandmother, and why now?” Angel sighed.

      Perry smiled as though recollecting long ago memory. “Do you recall when you ran outside and had that awful fall?”

      “Oh, geez, I was about seven years old and needed to have stitches.”

      “How afraid you were when you learned you needed an injection to prevent infection. For a seven-year-old, an injection was adding insult to injury.” Perry shook her head. “And the fuss you gave your grandmother.”

      Angel blushed a little.

      “Yet, your grandmother knew you needed it, even when you insisted otherwise. She was seeing something beyond your understanding.” The woman squeezed Angel’s hand while staying in their locked arms position. “I know that the death of a loved one is far greater than a small cut, but there are things beyond the veil of this world that are incomprehensible to the human mind. All seems like murky waters now, but once the waters settle, you’ll see everything with perfect clarity.”

      “When?” Angel asked in haste.

      Perry smiled and tapped Angel’s hand affectionately. “I’ll phrase it the way your grandmother would. Un poquito de paciencia never hurt anybody.”

      Angel chuckled at the phrase. “Yup, she would say that.” Her demeanor became serious. “What about Diablos? Is it true?”

      Perry didn’t answer immediately. She glanced to the heavens, watching the small rays of light break the dark clouds apart. “Always keep in mind these words: every good, kind, wonderful gift is always from above. A usurper, by definition, only takes what someone else has.” She gazed into Angel’s eyes. “You were given a heavenly present, and We made sure that when the time was right, that gift was returned to you.”

      The woman stopped and at toward the establishment before her. “Oh, here we are. It looks like it stopped raining, too.” She closed the umbrella and shook it off before she gave Angel a magnificent smile. “Go on ahead. I’ll be right with you.”

      Angel nodded and opened the door to the diner. As she walked in, she turned and discovered Perry was gone but felt soft and light wind embracing her.

      “Where did she go?”

      “Angelica?” Came the voice from behind the counter.

      She turned to the male voice. “Bill?” Looking around the room, she realized she was in Heavenly Diner.

      “Hey, Toots! It’s been ages. How have you been, and why are you wet without no shoes?”

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you all about it later. Is it OK if I can use your phone? I need to call some friends.”

      “Sure, sure, but you have to tell me one thing.” Bill placed his chubby fingers underneath his chin. “I saw you coming alone from afar when it was raining hard but noticed that the rain wasn’t touching you. How in the world did you do that?”

      Angel smiled broadly. “It’s part of the long story.”
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      Angel was mesmerized by the sight before her as she stepped out of the blue Jeep. The vibrant colors of the valley under the shining afternoon sun glistened its rays upon stretching high mountains. Her eyes gravitated to the peaceful gleaming lake, where a group of ducks paddled across, followed by a few turtles. She smiled in delight as she took in the beautiful scenery. The fresh air was a welcome change from the city, and the young woman felt a sense of peace and happiness wash over her. She knew that this was what she needed.

      From the back of the vehicle came Pretzel, Kitty, and Oneiri, who also stood stunned by the amazing view.

      As they continued to watch, Mist stepped out of the driver’s side and approached Angel to place a hand on her shoulder. “This is truly beautiful. I haven’t had the chance actually to see it since we arrived. I left the morning after I heard of your grandmother’s news. I haven’t met John, the owner of the farm.”

      Angel glanced over her shoulder. “Thanks for bringing us along, Mist. Getting out of the city was a good idea.”

      From a distance, the group spotted Cookie, Dough, and Reina walking toward them and waving at their sight.

      “When did you arrive?” Mist asked as the women got closer.

      “We arrived early this morning,” Cookie replied. “I had the chance to check on the women and children. All are very much settled.” She pointed to a newly built edifice not too far from the lake. “Everyone is comfortable in that building and has had the chance to meet John. He said we could stay as long as we like. He’s looking forward to meeting you.”

      “That’s on my to-do list,” Mist informed her with a straight face.

      “It’ll have to wait. Everyone is already settled for the emergency conference meeting. We have Joan and the New York team already online. We were waiting for you all.”

      “We caught traffic coming over.” Mist turned to Angel. “You don’t have to do this now.”

      She shook her head. “I’m good. Everyone should know about my experience and what Diablos is up to.”

      Mist nodded and turned to Cookie. “Where are we meeting?”

      “There’s a small house next to the building, which John mentioned we can use as our conference area. It has a conference table and a telephone line, and Hope has already configured the video conferencing.”

      “Good. Lead the way.”

      As the group strode toward their meeting area, they saw a slew of houses and buildings under construction throughout the farmland. Many of the Tektonites were assisting alongside a few male hybrids. Not too far from them, a couple of Nephilim with missing left arms carried large pieces of lumber over their shoulders. They locked eyes with the women and nodded a greeting, and the women awkwardly nodded back.

      “I won’t lie. I need to get used to this,” Mist admitted.

      The women entered the house and went straight to the conference room. The Lancaster council was already gathered, along with Awilda. On the display screen behind the meeting table were the New York council members. As the arriving group took their seats, Joan began the meeting.

      “Hello, all, and thank you for joining on such short notice. We felt the events of the past few days called for an emergency meeting so we could, as a team, deliberate how to move forward. First and foremost, we need to discuss the current situation of the Lancaster group and the compound. Mist?”

      “Cookie has just informed me that the women and children all have been situated in the farmland. A building has been designated for the team, and John mentioned we can stay as long as we like.” Mist turned to the woman sitting across from her. “Queeny, what was your assessment of the compound?”

      She pursed her lips. “Unfortunately, the building was destroyed. Everything is gone. I don’t foresee us moving back anytime soon. We also had the chance to scout the area and found many slain women’s bodies, including Venus, Cherry, and Athena.”

      “How many did you find?” Joan’s expression was sorrowful.

      “We found twenty-seven bodies intact, a mix of Daughters and Furies, and the rest…” She took a deep breath. “The rest were limbs and other body parts.”

      “Any sight of Erinys?”

      She shook her head. “But then again, there were unrecognizable corpses. We made sure to give them all proper burials.” She bent down and grabbed a dark brown book with silver trimming from a backpack next to her and laid it on the table. “When we recovered Athena’s body, we also found this.” She slid it to Mist.

      “What is it?” Mist flipped through the pages.

      “It took us a while to figure it out, but this is every known location, enhanced ability, and weakness of every sealed Nephilim. We couldn’t find this farm in the book, though.”

      Awilda smirked at the remark. “It’s because of the Tektonite relic I gave John. We’ve seen this happen on several occasions.”

      “That’s good to hear.” Mist looked at Joan and handed her the book. “This may help us with our new initiative.”

      “This will help us indeed,” Joan stated.

      “Thanks, Queeny,” Mist agreed.

      “Mist, can you elaborate on who committed this atrocity?” Joan went on.

      “They call themselves the Sons of the Damned, and one went by the name of Danel. I called an internal informant of mine, and she informed me that Danel was one of the three sons of Azazel the Watcher. The siblings’ names were Zavebe and Akibeel, the evil spirit that possessed Villainous.”

      Queeny interjected, “Are you telling us that what attacked us a few nights ago are spirits from the past risen from the dead? How’s that possible?”

      “A man named Dr. Ostero working alongside Diablos brought them back to life.” Mist heaved a sigh of despair. “And we believe that number could be in the thousands.”

      “And how do you know all of this?”

      Mist hesitated momentarily and glanced at the screen, specifically at Joan. “Because my informant was Laurie. Villainous.”

      Grumbles and a slight commotion stirred in the room. A few of the women stared at the Lancaster leader in disappointment.

      Mist raised her hands to calm the group. “I know this is hard to hear, and I wasn’t too excited to hear her out, but her intel may have saved us a few nights ago.”

      “That’s right,” added Gypsy. “We first became aware of the Sons of the Damned through Laurie. She informed us that these creatures are much superior to any sealed Nephilim and are not vulnerable to any of our weapons. That’s the reason we pushed on and didn’t fight them.”

      “But you did fight one and stop him,” Queeny pointed out.

      Gypsy gazed from the screen toward Kitty. “Sovereignty was at play there. It seems Kitty could sense them and momentarily stop the evil spirit. Using my RSP, I could expunge the spirit from the body, but that was short-lived.”

      “What do you mean short-lived?”

      “After a short time, the spirit returned to the body.” Gypsy gulped. “Suffice it to say, these things can’t be killed, and what’s worst, this may be the type of body that Therion, the Son of Destruction, currently has.”

      Joan chimed in, “We believe this is all part of Diablos’ plan to eliminate all hybrids. It’s the reason these things attacked the Lancaster group and the cause behind the destruction of Agoria Academy. We are in the middle of informing all hybrids group, whether they are male, female, Daughters of the Watchers, Furies, Nephilim, or Children of Kyrios. They have to be made aware of this new threat.”

      “Why is Diablos even killing off his armies?” one of the Lancaster women put forth.

      Joan eyed the Daimon Killer. “Angel, can you inform the team of your recent experiences?”

      Angel nodded and cleared her throat nervously. “The day of my grandmother’s burial, Diablos appeared to me.”

      A few in the group gasped.

      “He made it clear that he seeks total world destruction. He searches for the elimination of all things to prove something to Sovereign One. What that is, I’m not sure, but I can say he wants my ability. He claims it belongs to him and he needs it to complete his plans.”

      “Lass, what do you mean your ability belongs to him?” Mrs. Poppins was baffled.

      “Well, first, the Daimon Killer prophecy was all fake. He made it up, though the Sovereign One had other plans and intended for me to have this ability.”

      “And Diablos told you this?”

      “Not the latter part.” She smiled. “A woman by the name of Perry Kletos informed me.”

      “Who?”

      Mrs. Mozart interjected, “I believe that Miss Angel had an encounter also with the breath of the Sovereign One, also known as Neshama. Based on the description she provided me, Perry Kletos was the one who rescued Miss Asante, Gypsy, and myself a few months ago from the London compound.”

      “And the secretary that worked at Navarro enterprises,” Reina whispered loudly enough for others to hear.

      “What was that, dear?” inquired Mrs. Mozart.

      “I knew the name sounded familiar. Ms. Kletos, the secretary that worked at Navarro enterprises. That explains why Diablos couldn’t harm us.”

      “Indisputably, it would seem Ms. Kletos has been protecting and helping us for a long time.”

      “She definitely helped me a few days ago,” agreed Angel. “But Diablos wants my power, and I think he wants it to end the world.”

      “It’s coming to an end regardless,” Queeny disclosed. “These last few months, the world has been plagued with earthquakes, meteor showers, war, scarcity, and famine. Isn’t this all part of the Eschaton, or is this all part of Diablos’ doing?”

      “You make a fair point,” conceded Mrs. Mozart. “I have a keen sense that the answer to your question could be both, but sovereignty is with us. He has helped us to this point, which makes us believe that we are to continue to move forward and protect Miss Angel by any means.”

      “And what about this company ChXis? If Therion is behind it, does this mean it’s under Diablos’ control?” May asked the team.

      “That’s a definite yes,” Joan replied. “Reina and Sparkles have shared that they are pulling their employees from that company, and we have informed a few of the men and women that worked for that company to leave as well. In addition, we are commissioning a new mission called Hybrid-Rescue.” She started by giving everyone in her group a glance and then over to the screen. “The future certainly looks dark but let that not stop us from doing what we need to do. If Diablos is after killing all hybrids, then we need to warn and protect them.”

      “But what about us? Who’s going to protect us?” Queeny interjected. “We need a new home. We can’t live next to these Nephilim?”

      The room erupted in a commotion of disputes, but Awilda stood to silence the group.

      “I understand the fear and concern you may all have,” started the Tektonite leader. “All that’s happened to us in the past few months has been because the Sovereign One has allowed it. He told me we are all to work together as a community.” She locked eyes with Queeny. “The place you’re currently staying at was made by the same hands you’re now criticizing. I can attest that these are changed human beings trying to make a difference. Give them a chance and make room for forgiveness and love in your heart.”

      “Well, said, Awilda,” seconded Mist. “They could’ve refused to let us in, but here we are, so it seems they are not the ones with the issue, but we are. However, feel free to talk to me if anyone feels uncomfortable, and we’ll make other accommodations.”

      No objections were made, but as one, the Lancaster team nodded.
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      As everyone dispersed after the meeting, one of the male hybrid children approached the Lancaster leader. “Hello, Mist.”

      “Hello, Charlie. How can I help you?”

      “The owner of the land, John, would like to meet with you and the young girl named Angelica.”

      Mist frowned at the curious request. “Sure. Where is he?”

      “He’s down by the lake.”

      She called Angel over, and they headed toward the peaceful lake, where a man in a wheelchair sat watching the ducks swimming gracefully on its surface and turtles lazily basking in the sun.

      “Hello, John. My name is Charlotte. They call me Mist. And this is Angel.” He kept his back toward the women, staring out at the lake. “I wanted to thank you for allowing my group to stay here. My apologies for not introducing myself sooner.”

      “We met a long time ago, Mist.” He carefully wheeled his chair around to reveal his dark beady eyes. He gazed at Angel. “Hello, Angelica.”

      Angel’s eyes widened with shock. “I know you. You are the one who gave me my mother’s journal.”

      “That’s right. I’m the Nephilim once called Peccable.”
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      Mist narrowed her eyes on John as a deep frown creased her features. She shook her head in disbelief, recollecting a past and tragic memory. Her eyes closed, trying to connect the man’s face to a horrific long-ago assassin. This can’t be the Nephilim on the Lancaster platform station that killed Duplicity? Who attempted to harm or kill her and Jewels? Her thoughts ran wild. Once the Lancaster leader became sure of who it was, she forcibly pushed Angel behind her, extracted her quartz blade, and pointed it at the Nephilim.

      “What the heck are you playing at? You brought us here so you can kill us?” She stared daggers at the man in the wheelchair.

      “Mist, what’s wrong?” Angel asked frantically. “He’s not a bad person. He was the one who helped me in the Mesopotamian Games and gave me my mother’s journal.”

      Gripping the blade tighter, Mist responded, “Doesn’t it make you wonder how he obtained the journal in the first place?” She looked him in the eyes, pointing the dagger in his direction menacingly. “Tell her what happened all those years ago at the train station. Why were you there in the first place?” Tears began to course down her face.

      “What are you talking about, Mist?”

      John hung his head while he covered his face and tears of regret. “She’s right. I’m not a good person, Angelica.” He turned his bloodshot eyes to the young woman. “I worked for your father and did many despicable acts on his behalf. I’m the one who killed Duplicity. I went to the train station to apprehend your mother, bring her back to Apollyon, and get rid of anyone who stood in my way.”

      Mist thrust herself forward and placed the blade against his neck. “And did you kill her?” she shouted bitterly. “Tell me, did you do it?”

      He nodded with pools of tears in his eyes. “I’m responsible for the death of Eva Santos.”

      The news hit Angel like a ton of bricks. Her entire body went numb for a split second as she looked into the eyes of her mother’s assassin. Then the unexpected happened. She walked forward and placed her hands over Mist’s hand—the one with the blade.

      John nodded and locked eyes with Angel. “Go ahead. I deserve it. I don’t deserve to live.” His voice shook with pain. “Grant your mother justice.”

      Angel tenderly pushed Mist’s hand back. She turned to the Lancaster leader and shook her head. “No more deaths.” She gave her attention back to the broken man. “I forgive you, John.” With those words, she laced her arms around him, and they all cried.

      After a bit, the trio began to talk. John expounded on the accidental and tragic demise of Eva Santos, and the oil-burning torture that scarred his body and the countless other punishments he endured for this calamity, yet he felt he deserved it all. Eva Santos was one of the few that ever showed him kindness, and her death was the biggest regret of his life, one that continued to haunt him.

      Mist looked over the glimmering lake as she sat on the grass, watching a duck followed by her younglings. “Not protecting Eva Santos was my biggest disappointment,” she disclosed. “I’ve always felt I let her down. I just wished I could’ve done more for her.”

      “You are.” Angel smiled and clasped Mist’s hand tenderly. “I think she would be super proud of how well you’ve protected and helped me through these years.”

      The Lancaster leader’s cheeks blushed at the gesture. “You’re as kind and beautiful as her.”

      “She surely was,” John turned his wheelchair toward the women. “I would like to request permission from both of you. The building your group is staying in was the first to be built on this land. I want to dedicate it to your mother by naming it The Eva Santos Sanctuary.”

      Mist grinned at the request but turned to Angel. “I think it’s up to you.”

      Angel smiled broadly and nodded her head. “Yeah, I would like that very much.”

      “Thank you, and it would be an honor to do so.”

      Mist took a deep breath, stood from the ground, and wiped away dirt from her hands. She took a step toward John and extended her hand. “I’m very thankful for all you’ve done for my group. I apologize for my earlier reaction. As you can tell, Eva Santos was dear to me and a loss that has also haunted me for a long time.”

      “Only if you can forgive me first.” He shook her hand. “I will admit that I was hesitant to meet you both. I’ve known of you for a long time, just never had the courage to offer my deep apologies. My connection to Agoria Academy made me privy to tons of information.”

      “All is well, John.” Mist smiled.

      Angel took to her feet and brushed the dirt from her hands. “John, since you worked for Agoria Academy, you must know of Therion and his return.”

      He scratched his head. “I was caught off guard by his return.”

      “What do you mean?” Mist probed.

      “Diablos hated Therion.”

      “What?” Angel frowned in confusion. “Therion was his son… That was his champion.”

      “Therion was proud, rebellious, and stubborn. Just like his father, and all the more reasons Diablos despised him and had him killed.”

      “What?” Both women were flabbergasted.

      He narrowed his beady eyes at them. “The King of Abyss is also the King of Lies. His scheming ways are more complicated than a spider’s web network. It was his plan for you to find the spear and use the Star of Nimrod’s technology to bring him down.”

      Angel placed her hands over her head. “Eso no tiene ningun sentido!” She realized neither understood what she had said. “That doesn’t make any sense. If he despised him so much, why bring him back to life?”

      “The million-dollar question.” John pursed his lips. “I will add that Diablos always has a card up his sleeve. Better yet, multiple cards up his sleeve.”

      Mist placed her fingers underneath her chin in deep thought, almost disappointed.

      “What’s wrong, Mist?” Angel asked.

      “It would seem we’ve been playing at Diablos’ game from the start.” She turned to Angel with a severe expression. “He wanted us to find the spear, to fight Therion, and worse, to fight in this war.”

      “But why?”

      “Diablos delights in chaos,” John supplied. “The more corruption he can cause, the more success he has.”

      Mist slapped her hands over her mouth as she came to a realization. She gave Angel a grave stare. “What you said to me in the car, Angel! He seeks to torch the entire land and burn it up. He wants the Eschaton to happen.”

      “Is there anything we can do to stop it?”

      “What do you mean by Eschaton?” John interrupted, a bit terrified and puzzled.

      Mist gave him her attention. “The Eschaton is the end of all things. It’s the end of the world.”

      He shook his head in disbelief. “The dreams I’ve been having. It all makes sense. Build for good terra firma you have.”

      “Awilda has told us about your dreams. To build a haven for hybrids.” She looked at Angel. “I don’t know if we can stop the end of the world, but for some reason, sovereignty is leading us to save as many people as we can.” She walked in the direction of the conference area.

      “Where are you going?” Angel called.

      “I need to tell Joan that operation Hybrid-Rescue is more serious than we thought.”

      As Angel watched Mist enter the building, John said, “Must’ve been a daunting experience to have seen Diablos? I always felt uncomfortable around him.”

      “He first appeared as a sweet old man and then transformed into the Diablos I’ve seen at Sigillum Domini.”

      His expression slid into a frown. “An old man, you say?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Why do you ask?”

      “I have worked with Daimons all my life, and they only have one human form. They don’t have the ability to take up any human form they want.”

      “Maybe it doesn’t apply to Diablos,” she suggested cynically.

      He shook his head confidently. “I don’t think that’s the case. All Daimons have to abide by the rules from above.” He pointed his finger to the heavens. “My speculation is that he obtained something he didn’t have before.”

      “In other words, he’s more powerful than before.”
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      Veronica thought the view from the corner office on the top floor of the ChXis headquarters was breathtaking. The sun blazed in through the large window, casting a warm glow on everything below. The city stretched out before her, a glittering jewel in the bright light. She could see all of it, from the towering skyscrapers to the tiny cars crawling along the streets. She turned her attention toward the room. A comfortable-looking leather chair sat behind a modern glass desk, and a pair of matching chairs faced it. Rich carpets covered the floors, and several pieces of fine art hung from the walls.

      “Admiring the Monet, I see. It’s been passed down in my family for generations.” The office’s owner leaned in as if to tell her a secret. “However, just between you and me, I’m more of a Rembrandt fan.”

      “You have a beautiful office, Mr. Egress.”

      William shook his head and scrunched his chiseled face, “No, no. Please call me William.”

      “Of course, and thank you again for granting this interview. The world is anxious to hear from you.”

      As the pair chatted, a crew with matching jackets emblazoned with the KTWZ‘s fire-red emblem set up equipment in the room. After mounting microphones and a sound check, the interviewer and interviewee were ready.

      “Hello, my name is Veronica Myers, KTWZ, and today we have a special exclusive interview just for our viewers. The world was rocked just a few short weeks ago as the public at large was made aware of the existence of people with supernatural abilities that had infiltrated the highest levels of government. These individuals stoked conflicts, waged wars, and caused countless losses of human life in pursuing their nefarious ends. Today, we’re in the office of the man who brought all of this to light, the CEO of ChXis, a company that is truly changing the world, William Egress.”

      “Hi, thank you for having me, Veronica.”

      “The pleasure is all ours. So, let’s get right into what our viewers want to know. Tell us, what are these people? Where do they come from? How do they have those powers?”

      “Well, Veronica, there’s a lot we know and, unfortunately, a lot we don’t know at this point. But here’s what we do know. First, we’ve dubbed these creatures Chimeras because their genetic composition seems to be an amalgam of human DNA spliced with something else. Something unnatural.”

      “Are you saying they were created in a lab?” the reporter followed up.

      “That doesn’t appear to be the case. We’ve found specimens as young as three years old. It appears they are born this way.”

      “But what causes them to become this way?”

      “There’s been much speculation as to what their origins are. Some think it’s the chemicals in the chicken. Others think it’s aliens. I’ll leave the conjecture to those with more vivid imaginations. In truth, we don’t know what causes them to be like this. However, we do know that they are well organized, have vast shadow networks, and near unlimited resources.”

      The woman’s deep-brown eyes opened wide. “How did they acquire the resources?”

      William shifted his weight on the seat and crossed his right leg, “Well, our investigation has uncovered that Chimeras have existed alongside humans for at least centuries, maybe even millennia. The raids on fronts for their criminal organizations have unearthed written records of their exploits and schemes dating back to at least the Revolutionary War. And those are just the ones discovered here in the United States. Currently, the largest dragnet operation is taking place in order to capture as many of these Chimeras as possible.”

      The reporter leaned in slightly, and her expression grew intense, revealing several age lines around her eyes. “What do you have to say to the protesters calling this a modern-day witch hunt? Some have even gone as far as to compare this to the atrocities committed in World War II, what with the Chimera internment camps.”

      The man’s face softened. He laced his fingers together and nodded his head several times before responding, “I completely empathize with individuals concerned with the Chimera’s civil rights and liberties. But your viewers should understand that these creatures are driven to conquer, pillage, and destroy. It’s as if it was wired into them.”

      “Could they really be that bad?”

      William paused for a moment and looked off into the distance. His eyes became glassy, and he bit his lip lightly. “Some time ago, I revealed my struggles with agoraphobia, but I didn’t disclose the trauma that caused it. When I was younger, I spent many lovely evenings with my grandparents in a small cottage that they owned next to a beautiful, serene lake. I remember chasing after frogs and squirrels early in the mornings as my grandfather prepared the tackle for a lazy day of fishing. One late summer evening, my grandparents spotted some strangers waltzing through the woods behind the cottage. The town was tiny, and the locals knew better than to trespass on anyone’s property. The intruders started howling and making noises intended to frighten us. Well, my grandfather was no slouch. He ran inside, fetched his 12-gauge loaded with buckshot, and warned the interlopers. However, they were Chimeras. The pair rushed my grandfather, and he shot one of them, sending him flying, but the other one reached my grandfather before he could fire off another round. The creature jerked the shotgun away and snapped it in two like a twig. The second one stood, mostly unharmed. I…I’ll spare your viewers the details of what happened after that, but needless to say, my grandparents did not survive the night.”

      Veronica’s jaw dropped, and a small tear formed in the corner of her eye. “William, I’m so sorry. How old were you?”

      “I was eight. After that, I spent countless hours in therapists’ offices, where they tried to convince me that the trauma of seeing my grandparents brutalized made me misremember the details, and that’s why the assailants seemed larger than life in my memories. But I knew what I’d seen. So, I spent most of the following two decades as a shut-in, but I wasn’t idle. I couldn’t go outside, so I brought the laboratory to me and developed the technology we demonstrated.”

      “What an inspiring story. But how did you discover the Chimera’s weaknesses?”

      “It was something the Chimera that was shot by my grandfather said. He complained that he was itching when he stood from the ground. So I deduced that there must be substances that caused them allergic reactions. After that, it was just trial and error.”

      “Incredible. Our viewers saw some of the Chimeras attack at the United Nations. What kind of things are they able to do?”

      “Chimeras are a varied group. However, even the weakest among them is several times stronger than the average human and impervious to piercing or cutting, including conventional firearms. The truly frightening ones have advanced abilities like matter and energy manipulation, mind control, telekinesis, localized weather manipulation, etc.”

      “William, you’ve been appointed Special Representative of Humanity to the United Nations by a unanimous vote. Congratulations, by the way. Can you tell us what that means and how the average viewer can protect themselves?”

      “Thank you, Veronica. It’s a special position created by the Secretary-General to have a point person whose role is not to be a diplomat but instead to protect and safeguard the interests of humanity. As such, I’ll oversee the distribution of Chimera-effective weapons and equipment to law enforcement and militaries around the globe. In addition, I’m in charge of disseminating the anti-Chimera nanite serum to the global population.”

      The reporter looked concerned. “Do you mean some kind of mandatory injections?”

      “Goodness, no. This is to safeguard and protect humanity’s freedoms, not curtail them. We’re simply making it available to all those who desire it.”

      “How does it work?”

      “It’s quite simple. When introduced into the bloodstream of a pure-blooded human, the nanites get to work producing a special neurotoxin that is harmless to humans, plants, and animals. However, it’s quite harmful to Chimeras, causing them to convulse, break out in hives and ultimately go into shock. So a simple shot can protect you and the people around you from the insidious infiltration of these creatures. As a matter of fact, we have a dose right here, and Veronica, you’ve agreed to get it live on this interview.”

      The woman nodded and smiled at the camera. Moments later, a lab technician approached the reporter with a small syringe and injected a reddish solution into her arm.

      “What now?” the reporter asked.

      “Nothing. You go about your life as usual. You’ll feel no difference in your daily routine. However, you’ll be glad you’ve taken this serum if you ever run across a Chimera.”

      “Well, there you have him. William Egress, the man helping humanity fight back against this hidden threat. Thank you for taking the time. And thank you to all our viewers at home. Until next time.”

      The station crew set about for the tedious labor of breaking down their equipment. The experienced troop dismantled the setup in no time, and soon only Veronica and William were left in the room.

      “Well, William, that was a great interview. However…” the woman drew near the CEO, placing her hand on his shoulder. “There were a few questions I’d like answered that aren’t appropriate for a proper interview.”

      The man was unfazed. “I’m a very busy man, Ms. Myers. I’m afraid I have no more time for any other questions of any kind.”

      Veronica was undeterred and pressed her body against William’s. “I’m sure you’ll change your mind once you discover the subject matter.”

      A look of annoyance crossed the man’s face. “That’s enough. Listen and obey.”

      The reporter’s eyes glazed over, and her arms dropped to her sides.

      “You will head home, take a long bath, and drink a celebratory glass of wine for a terrific interview. You’ll remember nothing of this conversation or this incident.” William commanded and snapped his fingers.

      Veronica awoke from her stupor. “Well, William, it was wonderful to see you again. I’m going to head home, draw a bath and drink a tall glass of wine.” She grabbed her things and walked out of the office.

      The man walked over to the window to watch over the New York City skyline. He remained like this for several minutes until a reddish glow filled the room. A portal.

      “Good job on the interview. The story of your ‘grandfather’ was a nice touch,” Diablos congratulated him.

      “It was a true story. I wasn’t the boy, though.” He grinned wickedly. “The serum’s efficacy is improving as well. The nanites need only a few minutes to reach the brain.”

      “Excellent, it’s all coming together. Now, come, we have another task to handle today.”

      William glanced at Diablos. “What’s that?”

      “We go make friends with some longtime enemies.”
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            THE ENEMY OF MY ENEMY

          

        

      

    

    
      Lash leaned back in his chair and scrolled through his email on the tablet in his hands. He scanned the messages and noticed several invoices marked as urgent. There were many of them this month. The Luminary scanned the list, trying to figure out which ones required immediate attention and which could be put off. Usually, this work would have been handled by several other individuals, but after the hybrid purge, he’d decided to consolidate specific tasks to prevent any leaks or infiltrations in the future. This meant that Lash’s time was now at a premium. Between his duties as the public face of Luminosity and his work as the Grand Luminary of the Star of Nimrod, he barely had time to sleep a couple of hours each night.

      He set the tablet on his desk and pinched the bridge of his nose. He considered putting off the work until the morning, but he drew a deep breath, picked up the device, and returned to the task of sorting through the invoice emails. Most of them were from the usual vendors—the company that supplied his office supplies, the restaurant down the street, and so on. But there was one invoice that caught his attention. It was Rani’s. He tapped the screen to open the message attachment and scanned the itemized statement. She was expensive but worth every penny.

      A light knock on the door frame outside the office jolted Lash out of his thoughts.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Lash glanced at the mocha-skinned woman by the entrance. “Ah, Rani, I must have called you with my thoughts. I was just looking over your invoice. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “I’m not here for invoices today, Lash. Actually, I’m not here in my capacity as your image consultant.”

      The man’s brow crinkled, the age lines betraying the many years of service to his cause. “Oh? So, in what capacity are you here, then?” Lash looked her up and down and leaned back in his chair.

      “Not in that capacity, either. I’m here to facilitate a meeting with someone who’s been looking forward to speaking with you.” Rani entered the room fully and closed the door behind her. She approached the center of the room, drew a small token from her pants pocket, and placed it on the ground. She took several steps back and knelt, still facing in the direction of the token. Several seconds later, a glowing red vortex appeared directly above the token, and out stepped two men.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Lash jumped to his feet. He recognized one of the men as William Egress. The other man seemed familiar, but Lash couldn’t place him.

      “It’s quite all right, Mr. Boswell. We’re just here for a friendly chat,” William assured him.

      Lash narrowed his eyes as tiny beads of sweat formed on his brow. He reached into his pocket and attempted to draw something out, but before he could get his hand out, William darted toward to grab Lash’s forearm and squeeze it tightly. The interloper yanked the Luminary’s hand from his pant pocket and took the small device from him.

      “I’ll take that. We don’t need any interruptions.”

      As soon as William released Lash, the human recoiled his forearm and cradled it with his other hand. He plopped back down on his leather chair, and after a few seconds of nursing his arm, he turned his attention to Rani kneeling on the floor.

      “You duplicitous species-traitor. Were you working for this abomination and Utukku all along?”

      Rani remained silent.

      “You may speak,” Diablos granted.

      “Thank you, my lord.” Rani turned her face toward Lash. “Please just listen to what they have to offer. I guarantee it’s more aligned with your goals than you can imagine.”

      Lash spit in her direction, but the sputum landed a few feet away from the woman. She was unfazed.

      “Now, now. I understand your shock and frustration at this intrusion,” Diablos started, pointing to the red portal behind him, which disappeared. “However, let’s maintain a level of decorum. We’re not beasts.”

      Lash glared at Diablos, his eyes narrowing. He felt the anger boiling inside of him, threatening to spill over. How dare he! Lash thought. After all the work Lash had put into the Star of Nimrod and becoming the Grand Luminary, it couldn’t end like this, at the hands of an Utukku, his mongrel, and a traitor. He would make them pay even if it cost him his life. The man sighed deeply as if resigning himself to his fate, but he allowed his wounded arm to slump down so he could reach under his desk with the other hand and pulled a device from a small holster. Before anyone noticed, he swung the chair around and pressed the button on the gadget while pointing it at William. The light directly above the button turned green.

      “What? How?” The hybrid detector had never failed before, and it was connected to an internal security system that would have brought the full might of the facility’s defense forces barging into the room.

      William chuckled, shaking his head. “A stubborn one, isn’t he?”

      “That’s why he holds the position he does. And why he’s the perfect partner for our endeavor,” Diablos agreed.

      Lash swiveled the chair around to look at Diablos and tilted his head quizzically. “Did you just say your partner? Are you daft?”

      The insult had no sooner left his lips than Rani jumped to her feet. “Watch your tongue before you lose it. You stand in the presence of the mighty Diablos, King of the Daimons.”

      The Luminary’s face grew pale for a moment, but he composed himself quickly. “So, to what do I owe the honor of a visit from the Chief Utukku himself?”

      Diablos took several steps forward and pointed at one of the chairs opposite Lash. “Please call me Diablos. May I?”

      Lash nodded.

      Diablos sat. “You think I’m your enemy, but our goals are very neatly aligned. This man behind you is not a hybrid in the sense you are accustomed to. He’s not the offspring of a Daimon and a human woman, but instead, an agent inside an artificial body based on the template of my late son.”

      Lash looked behind him to get a better look. At that moment, he realized that William Egress was the spitting image of the hybrid he had executed using the experimental railgun years prior. His muscles tensed unconsciously.

      “I know you’re the one that gave the order to have my son, Therion, killed, by the way. But trust me, there was no love lost between us. You actually did me a favor.” Diablos took a moment to glance around the room. There was an assortment of Akkadian sculptures and artwork. One particular statue caught Diablos’ eye. “Wow, a representation of Nimrod that actually looks like him. That’s remarkable.”

      The Luminary of the Star of Nimrod narrowed his eyes. “You knew Nimrod?”

      “Yes, I did. We actually had many conversations. Nimrod was a remarkable human being. The way he was able to inspire and gather together so many for a common cause was something to be admired. We were technically on opposite sides, but we actually shared a common vision for the world. See, later in his life, Nimrod was concerned that there would not be a successor worthy of carrying his dream, so he set up the council of Luminaries. However, it was a stopgap. His real desire was that another like him would rise one day. He’d be proud of what you’ve managed to accomplish.”

      “It’s an incredible story,” Lash remarked. “However, you have to understand that it’s impossible for me to validate.”

      “Of course, but the past is not what I came here to talk about. I want to talk about the future. The future of not just humanity but of this entire reality. I’m sure you’ve seen the shift in the world. There has always been strife and chaos, but never like what we’re seeing now.”

      Lash glanced around the room, then turned his attention back to Diablos and nodded softly.

      “Unfortunately, the cause for this strife is supernatural. It’s a being of a higher order than my present form, one I could never hope to best in a direct challenge. He’s the one the ancient Akkadians called Enki.”

      “One of the sons of Anu,” Lash muttered.

      “Yes, the highest order of supernatural beings. He has judged this world unfit and seeks to destroy it by unleashing the Eschaton, the end of the world. The reason for this judgment is the existence of hybrids. This is why I’ve instructed William here to use ChXis resources to help around the world and why I had him expose the existence of hybrids so they can be eradicated once and for all.”

      Lash’s jaw dropped. He was unable to hide the shock of what he’d just heard.

      “I know this may sound incredible, but let me assure you, I like existing more than I’m attached to hybrids. Besides, in the two thousand years I was gone, the quality and focus of the Nephilim horde were greatly diminished, and culling was bound to come in any case.”

      The Luminary got his bearings and moved on. “So, what do you need from me?”

      “Yes, let’s get to the purpose of my visit. I’m here because we want the Star of Nimrod…I mean Luminosity…to become the ideological arm of this regime headed by William that will hunt down the remaining hybrids and eradicate them. You’ll be granted funds, access to the highest levels of state secrets, and influence that would rival even Nimrod’s in his day.”

      Lash clasped his hand in a praying position and leaned forward. “And what’s in it for you?”

      “I like working with men that understand the way of the world.” Diablos smirked. “First, we need a public face that isn’t simply against something. We’re thinking about the future. Once the hybrids are eradicated, people will still need guidance and direction. Luminosity will stand in the best position to provide that. Second, many hybrids have gone into hiding. We need access to your technology to find them more quickly. Time is of the essence. Together with ChXis resources, we’ll blanket the world with detection technology. This, coupled with the nanite serum, will not only help us find and exterminate all existing hybrids but will also help prevent the creation of any new ones in the future. And it seems to me that this is perfectly in line with what your organization stands for.”

      The Grand Luminary was floored. He wasn’t sure he could trust this Diablos. But an opportunity like this was too good to pass up. Lash stood from his seat and stretched his hand out across the desk. “You’ve got a deal.”

      “Excellent, oh, and I almost forgot. We could use your help on something. We’re going to be launching an attack on a facility that is housing both male and female hybrids. This group is particularly well-trained. I believe you’ve had run-ins with them before.”

      “I’m fairly sure I know who you’re referring to.”

      “Yes, well, we could use some of those enhanced humans. The females’ abilities should prove wholly ineffective against them.”

      “I’m sure I can scrounge up a few specimens.”

      “Perfect, just one thing: Angelica Santos is to be delivered to me unharmed.”
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      Adrian felt like he was going to be sick. Something in his gut had told him to bug his boss’ phone, because she seemed to know more than she was letting on. But he could never have imagined how deep this conspiracy went.

      “Who the heck is this Diablos guy anyway,” he muttered. “The guy claims to have met Nimrod. That would make him thousands of years old.”

      Adrian paced around the small, cramped closet in his apartment that he’d turned into his conspiracy den. The walls were plastered with printouts and clippings he’d gathered through the years.

      “Rani, what mess have you gotten us involved in?”

      The conspiracy nerd plopped down on a swivel chair in front of a laptop and set his attention on the screen. “Brown, here it is.”

      He pulled out his cell phone and dialed the number displayed on the computer screen.

      “Hello… This better not be another extended car insurance spam call,” a woman’s voice answered.

      “No way, Cleopatra, it’s your Mark Anthony calling.”

      “Oh God, Adrian? How did you get this number? I’m hanging up.”

      “No, no, wait, don’t hang up. I’m sorry. Old habits die hard. Let me start over, Latisha. Or should I say Pretzel, formerly from the Daughters of the Watchers, daughter of Amon the Watcher?”

      The line went silent for a second.

      Adrian continued, “Look, I know this might be a lot to take in right now, but apparently, my boss works for some guy named Diablos. What kind of a name is that? Well, anyway. This guy apparently also has the CEO of ChXis, William Egress, in his back pocket. Well, they just met with Lash Boswell, the leader of a weird cult named Luminosity, but they also have some hidden drink-the-Kool-Aid name, the Star of Nimrod. Anyway, long story short, they’re looking for Angelica and are about to launch an attack on a facility housing male and female hybrids.”

      “What?”

      “Do you need me to repeat it all again?”

      “No, it was rhetorical. How do you know all this?”

      “I bugged my boss’ phone and overheard the whole conversation just now. See, she had given me this folder, and it had all this information on your guys and… Do you remember that video from the subway?”

      “Adrian, please stay on topic.”

      “Right, sorry.”

      “When is it happening?”

      “It sounded like it was imminent.”

      Pretzel was quiet for a moment, “I’ve got to go, but, hey, thank you for this. You may have just saved a lot of lives.”

      The call ended, and Adrian remained still, looking at his phone. “I save some lives. All right, Adrian the LifeSaver. I like the sound of that.”
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            A TIME TO FLEE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Children of Kyrios compound was in a flurry of activity. Everyone was gathering their essential belongings as they prepared to evacuate. They knew that the combined forces of the Nephilim and the Star of Nimrod were coming, and they knew they had to be gone before the attackers arrived. The younger children were excited at all the commotion, but the older ones could sense the tension in the room even if they didn’t fully comprehend what was happening. The adults were anxious. For many, this had been their home for years. Others had just recently arrived but shuddered at the thought of having to leave the safety and comfort they’d found within those walls.

      “All right, people, let’s get a move on,” Gypsy ordered as she power-walked down the main dormitory hallway. The warrior went to the staircase and bounded down to the lower level, where Joan, Awilda, Grace, and several other council members discussed their exit strategy.

      “I wish we’d received some indication as to the timing of this attack,” Joan expressed. The frustration on her face betrayed her rage.

      “We should be grateful we received any advanced warning at all,” Awilda pointed out. “Sovereignty was definitely at work here. It was most serendipitous that an old acquaintance of Angel and Pretzel would have caught wind of this plan and risked telling us.”

      Ortega approached the group, sweat on his brow and worry in his eyes. “We’re all ready to start evacuating people.”

      “Excellent, thank you, cariño,” Awilda thanked her husband warmly. “Please start by taking the ex-Nephilim who are too weak to walk on their own, and the mothers with small children.”

      “Aren’t you coming with us?”

      “Not yet. There’s too much to coordinate. I won’t leave this place until I know everything will go smoothly.”

      “But that first batch will need you to get acclimated once they arrive at the farm,” Ortega protested.

      “Daniel,” Awilda chided sternly but lovingly. “I know when you’re worried and want to protect me. You had the same look on your face when you kept pestering the doctor with all those questions right before my surgery all those decades ago.”

      “I just wanted to be sure he knew what he was doing.”

      “Do you remember his response?”

      “Yes, he said to trust that he’d prepared for countless hours for that moment and to let him do his job.”

      “That’s right, cariño. And right now, I need you to trust me and let me do my job.”

      Ortega slumped his shoulder in defeat. “All right, all right. You win. I’ll start the evacuation. See you at the farm.”

      The loving couple kissed, and Ortega went about his task.

      “Sorry about him,” Awilda told the other council members. “He can be so overprotective sometimes.”

      Angel came rushing down the stairs with Pretzel and Oneiri hot on her tail.

      “Angel, stop!”

      “No, Pretzel, I have to do this. We need to buy these people as much time as possible.”

      “Whoa, whoa, what’s going on?” Joan interjected.

      “Joan, please talk some sense into Angel. She wants to head out alone and draw attention to herself,” Oneiri revealed.

      “Is this true, Angel? What are you thinking?”

      Angel was red in the face. “They’re coming here for me. Maldita suerte la mia. I’ve got the worst luck. It’s always me they’re after. If I get far away from here and make a scene, I can probably buy you all some time in the evacuation.”

      “No, you’ll just probably get yourself captured or worse. And given Egress’s involvement, this is much too juicy a target for them to ignore. They are after the life of every hybrid in this compound. We need you here, exercising your greatest gift, your passion for serving. Help us organize and get these people to safety. That’s the best use of your talents and time right now,” Joan explained.

      Hot tears full of pent-up frustration streamed down Angel’s face.

      “Oneiri, help Angel upstairs, take her to the bathroom to wash her face, and then both of you go and see who needs help finishing their packing.”

      The pair headed back up the stairs.

      “Pretzel, go and help Daniel with the first group,” Joan ordered. “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of Angel.”

      The mocha-skinned woman looked up to see her friend headed to sort herself out. She drew a deep breath and headed toward the basement entrance.

      “Emotions are running high,” Awilda noted. “But we’ll get through this. Now, Gypsy, I need you to take these maps and hand them out to the different group leaders.”

      Gypsy took the stack of papers from Awilda and set out to find their intended recipients.

      “I know even a blind hog finds an acorn every once in a while,” Grace started. “But these tunnels under the buildings are a true gift from above.”

      Awilda chuckled. “I love your Southern charm and wit, Grace. Yes, these older buildings housed speakeasies during Prohibition, and the owners built tunnels between the structures in case they were ever raided. During the Cold War, some were converted into fallout shelters, but many of the tunnels were left intact. The connected network has an exit point several blocks away from here. Since we only have a fixed number of vans to transport people, once each group is back on the street level, they’ll head to a specific rendezvous point where the vans will return to pick them up. If all goes well, we should be able to get everyone out of here and to the farm well before the attack begins.”

      “This was amazing planning, Awilda. Let’s get to work,” Joan proposed.

      The next several hours saw the gradual emptying of the compound. Group after group would gather, descend into the basement, and make their way to the designated meeting point. Around midnight, the last group was ready to head out.

      Awilda was on the phone. “Yes, Daniel, we’re nearly done. The final group is preparing to exit, and I’ll join them. Yes, I love you too, cariño. See you soon.” The woman hung up the phone and approached the remaining Children of Kyrios. “Ok, Joan’s group is getting settled, and the vans are on their way back and should be here soon.”

      “All’s clear up here, Awilda,” shouted a young woman dressed in black from the top of the stairs.

      “Thank you, Kitty.”

      “Everything’s clear in the kitchen, pantries, and gathering rooms,” announced Oneiri as she left the dining area and joined the group. She was carrying a small backpack.

      Angel was by the basement entrance helping several individuals descend the stairs until the last of the civilians were in the tunnels.

      “Well, looks like it’s time,” Awilda announced. “Gypsy, we’re ready,” she called.

      Moments later, Gypsy stepped in from outside, where she’d been on the lookout for the last hour.

      Grace was sitting near the staircase. “Oneiri, be a dear and help an old woman stand up.”

      As the teen approached the elderly woman to help her up, Kitty stopped her. “Here, give me your backpack. I’ll carry it so you can help her through the tunnel too.” The young woman complied, and Kitty strapped the bag across her chest.

      As the goth girl turned to look toward the dining room area, she thought she felt an unfamiliar presence. Not a Daimon or Nephilim. She went to investigate but found the room empty. Shrugging it off, she headed back toward the group in time to see Oneiri helping Grace up and everyone moving toward the basement entrance.

      A mighty blast rocked the building and sent pieces of brick, wood, and plaster flying.

      The shockwave knocked everyone off their feet. Before the dust could settle, a pair of hulking humanoid creatures entered the building, followed by several normal-sized humans with sharp claws.

      “There!” shouted one of the large creatures. “Find the one the master needs. Keep her unspoiled. Seek out and butcher the rest.”

      The smaller assailants bounded up the stairs in search of prey while the larger ones approached the group.

      “What the heck are those things?” Oneiri shrieked.

      “Sons of the Damned,” Gypsy answered tersely. “Leave them to Kitty and me.”

      Gypsy squared up, a blue glow surrounding her and creating a projection of an arm on her left appendage.

      “Good, I like my meat feisty,” the first of the Damned taunted as he lunged at Gypsy. The warrior dashed toward him, ducked under his massive fist, and redirected his momentum to the right, away from the group. The creature was sent careening into the dining room. The second creature attempted to attack Gypsy from her blind spot, and he moved much faster than his hulking frame would let on.

      Before he could make contact with the warrior, Kitty stepped forward and commanded, “Begone, foul spirit, Leave that body.”

      A dark glow manifested around the creature, and Gypsy deftly dodged the incoming blow and countered it with her translucent arm. Upon contact, a dark mass flew out of the Damned, emitting screeching sounds, and the body slumped to the floor.

      “That won’t hold it for long. Let’s go,” Gypsy shouted at Kitty.

      They turned to rush back to the group, expecting them to be well on their way to the basement. But instead, Grace was still on the floor, holding onto her left leg.

      “What happened?” Kitty demanded as she reached the group.

      “Some flying debris must have struck Grace. It looks pretty bad.”

      Just then, Angel entered the building from the basement. A look of shock and horror filled her face as she saw the destruction and the group hovering over Grace.

      “Let’s get you up, Grace,” Awilda insisted, but the old woman shook her head.

      “I don’t think so, honey. These old bones just aren’t listening, and they’d catch up to us any old way.”

      “We’re not leaving her here,” Angel protested.

      “Of course not,” Gypsy answered. “But we’re in a bit of a jam here.”

      At that moment, one of the smaller attackers returned from upstairs and dove down on the women. Gypsy jumped back at the last second and narrowly avoided being skewered by its claws.

      “These things aren’t Nephilim or Damned. I can’t sense them at all,” the warrior shouted as she lunged forward and tossed the aggressor to the side with the supernatural strength in her glowing arm. “And they’re freaking fast. So they must be whatever the Star of Nimrod cooked up.”

      The other enhanced humans arrived from their search and joined their comrade, who was regaining his footing.

      The dark mass had stopped its shrieking and had already re-entered the fallen body.  The other Damned burst out from the dining room area, stomped the ground in fury, and bellowed loudly. The attackers rushed toward the women simultaneously.

      Gypsy’s face fell as she realized the was no way she could fight off the attackers and defend the women. Oneiri shouted in a mighty booming voice, “Enough!”

      Gypsy was caught by surprise and looked back to see the teenage girl standing slightly behind her. Oneiri’s blonde hair was flowing wildly as if blown by a strong gale, and lightning sparks danced between the individual curls—purple, yellow-red, and green. She balled her hands into fists and disappeared from Gypsy’s sight. The warrior heard a commotion behind her and turned, remembering the assailants. To her shock, Oneiri was appearing and disappearing in front of the attackers, unleashing a flurry of attacks faster than the eye could see. Every blow on the Damned left a welt on their skin. The enhanced humans fared much poorer, passing out from the shock of the impacts.

      The group gawked in awe at the power wielded by the teenage girl. Angel broke the silence. “What’s happening to her?”

      “I don’t know, this… This isn’t RSP. This is something else,” Gypsy stammered.

      Soon, the Damned were laid out on the ground, unable to stand the massive damage inflicted by their diminutive attacker. Once Onerei had stopped her burst of attacks, she moved toward the center of the room. The energy flowing through her continued to intensify, and she looked toward Angel with fear in her eyes. The space behind Oneiri warped as if something was tearing the very fabric of reality, and before long, a gaping vortex had opened. Instinctively, Angel dashed toward the young girl, but before she could reach her, an unseen force pulled Oneiri through the portal, and just as mysteriously as it had appeared, the vortex disappeared.

      “No!” Angel screamed desperately. Gypsy and the other woman stood, mouths agape, unable to fully comprehend what had happened.

      “Where is she? Where’d she go? That wasn’t a Daimon’s portal. No, no, no!” Angel yelled, inconsolable.

      Awilda roused herself from her stupor. “Gypsy and Kitty, take Angel to the meeting point.”

      Gypsy looked back at Awilda. “What are you going to do?”

      With glistening eyes, Awilda responded, “Grace and I will hold them here as long as we can. Just…tell Daniel I’m sorry I couldn’t keep my promise. Now go. That’s my final order as leader of the Tektonites and council member of the Children of Kyrios.”

      Gypsy’s eyes watered, and the glow around her body flickered and shut off. She grabbed Angel by the collar and pulled her toward the basement entrance, Kitty following closely behind.

      The bodies of the Damned were recovering quickly, and soon they were able to stand.

      Awilda drew a deep breath. “Help me one last time, you southern belle?”

      Grace smiled and sat up as best she could, wincing through the pain. “It’d be my honor, darlin’.”

      The pair held hands while Awilda grabbed the Tektonite relic around her neck. “By the power of the Tekton.”

      The hulking beasts fell to their knees as if being pressed from above. The monsters struggled to move, but they couldn’t budge an inch.

      From the gaping hole in the wall made by the attackers, a contingency of armed men entered the building. They trained their guns on the pair of women and opened fire, but the bullets whizzed past them harmlessly. The assailants emptied their entire magazines and stopped to look in awe.

      “Thank you for your protection. Please be with them, and help Daniel understand,” Awilda whispered. She turned to the elderly woman. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

      “I’m long overdue for my journey there,” Grace chuckled.

      Awilda lifted her gaze toward heaven and closed her eyes. The building started to shake violently. The force of the quake caused fissures along the floor and ceiling, and the armed men were tossed to the ground. The pair of women stood firm as if the quaking was not affecting them. A loud crack filled the air, and the entire roof of the building caved in, burying all those inside under several tons of rubble.
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      Veronica Myers stood across the street from the rubble of an old building. Her camera crew signaled to her that it was time to start.

      “Veronica Myers here, live from Hell’s Kitchen. As you can see behind me, firefighters and rescue teams are working to clear the rubble to rescue survivors of the horrific attack that happened here last night. Eyewitnesses claim that a group of Chimera started some kind of turf war, possibly in an attempt to secure a hiding location. The authorities were called, but unfortunately, the building collapsed, trapping everyone inside. This is just another in the string of attacks that have been unfolding across the world. Authorities assure citizens that measures are being put into place to prevent attacks like this in the future. Here with me is the chief of police. Chief Wiggins, what can you tell our viewers about this attack, and what is being done to protect the citizens of our city?”

      The camera panned to the right, revealing a slightly overweight, balding man in uniform.

      “We want to assure the people of New York that we’re doing everything in our power to make sure that our streets and neighborhoods are safe. The city has recently partnered with ChXis and will be placing booths in every neighborhood, providing the anti-Chimera serum for everyone who wants it. Additionally, we’re arming our officers with the latest in Chimera suppression technology. We want the people of our city to know that this type of attack will not go unpunished. We’ll find the perpetrators and bring them to justice.”

      “Thank you, Chief. Well, there you have it. The police will ramp up their forces to handle this new threat. Time is ticking for these fearmongers, and it’s only a matter of time before they’re all brought to justice. Live from Hell’s Kitchen, this was Veronica Myers.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The van ride to the farm was mostly quiet, save for the occasional muffled sob from a distraught Angel. The night was overcast and damp, a perfect match for the mood. Gypsy’s nerves were on edge, constantly imagining that every car on the road was their enemies, back to finish the job. They instructed the driver to take a circuitous path and stopped at a few random spots along the way to check for a tail. Kitty tried to keep her mind occupied by thinking of other things, but her mind kept playing back the night’s events. Their hearts all sank as they pulled to the farm and saw an eager group of people waiting to receive them.

      The door to the van swung open as soon as it had come to a full stop. It was Ortega. A short distance away, Reina, Pretzel, and D’Angelo strolled toward the van.

      “The other van got here hours ago. What happened to you guys? Did you get lost or something? We’ve been calling you all night.” Ortega glanced inside the van. Then, he noticed who was missing. “This isn’t everyone. Where’s Awilda?”

      By then, Pretzel had reached the van, and she noticed the panic welling up on Ortega’s face. The smile vanished from her face, and she darted inside the van. “Three people are missing. Where are Grace, Awilda, and Oneiri?”

      Ortega noticed the pained expression on everyone’s faces. “Hold on, Pretzel. Let them get out of the van before they answer our questions.” Ortega was trying to keep it together, but his instincts, after all those years as an FBI agent, knew to prepare for the worst.

      Kitty, Angel, and Gypsy stepped out of the van, and upon seeing everyone, Angel broke down and wept inconsolably. Pretzel embraced her and led her away from the group to get some air.

      “Gypsy, what happened?”

      “We should talk inside together with the rest of the council,” the warrior suggested somberly.

      Ortega bit his lip lightly, then asked, “Just answer me this. Are the others going to make it here?”

      Gypsy glanced at the ground for a moment, then looked into Ortega’s eyes, tears streaming down her face. She opened her mouth to speak, but the words seemed stuck in her throat, so she simply shook her head.

      Ortega took a step back, reeling from the shock of the news he dreaded was coming. He placed his hands on his head and walked away.

      Mist had just arrived in the crowd, but she immediately understood something grave had occurred. “All right, everyone, let’s give them some room.” The group started to disperse. Mist approached Gypsy. “I think you need to debrief the council. Do you need some time to collect yourself?”

      Gypsy drew a breath and shook her head. “No, let’s do it now.”

      Mist and Gypsy entered a small cabin that had been designated a meeting room. Inside, Joan, May, Mrs. Mozart, and the other council members discussed how the evacuation had gone. Exhaustion was apparent on everyone’s face.

      “Gypsy, glad to see your group finally made it,” Joan greeted her. “Will Awilda be joining us? After she greets her adoring husband, of course.”

      Mist stepped in. “Gypsy has some events to report.”

      The council grew quiet, giving their undivided attention to the warrior. She recounted the events that unfolded that night, from the attack to Oneiri’s disappearance to Awilda and Grace’s sacrifice. A deafening silence filled the room as Gypsy finished her report.

      “Oh, dearie,” sighed Mrs. Mozart as she walked over to Gypsy and embraced her. Hot, thick tears streamed down the hardened warrior’s face.

      As the council consoled Gypsy and discussed how to make sense of the events that had transpired, Pretzel and Angel sat on a fallen log by the serene lake. In between sobs, Angel managed to get a few words out.

      “I…I couldn’t save her.”

      “What happened?”

      “No se. I…I don’t know. Oneiri became like this other thing and saved us from the things attacking us, but then she disappeared into this portal like I’ve never seen before. And then Awilda and Grace sacrificed themselves for us. I can’t take it, Pretzel. My heart hurts so much, so much loss.”

      The pair sat in silence for several more minutes until the stillness was broken by the crunch of footsteps approaching. Pretzel glanced back and noticed Asante and Kitty.

      “So, I’ve been clutching Oneiri’s backpack this whole time, and Asante sensed something inside, so we opened it,” Kitty explained as she revealed the doomsday clock that Oneiri had constructed.

      “It’s moved to the four now. But that’s not the important part,” Asante started. “The clock is still working. That means that Oneiri is probably still alive.”

      Angel’s ears perked up, and she stared at Asante with tear-soaked eyes.

      “What?”

      “This clock was infused with the energy Oneiri is channeling. Without her, it wouldn’t work.”

      “So as long as that clock is working, we know that she’s out there somewhere.”

      Asante nodded.

      Angel scrunched her brow, her eyes darting back and forth as her brain raced. “Then there’s hope.”
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      Rows of warriors clad in metal armor, brandishing spears, stood on either side of the path leading to a tent. The soldiers stood at attention silently until from the tent exited their general, a short young woman with a thick but muscular build. As soon as the warriors saw her, they began to tap their spears against the ground. The general wore a helmet over her head that barely revealed her blue eyes, and she was carrying a see-through box made of a glass-like material. The woman strode down the path from the tent to a large clearing where a man knelt on the ground with his arms stretched wide and chained to two poles on either side. When she reached the man, the warriors stopped tapping their spears.

      “Iblis, befouler, oath breaker, betrayer, you stand accused and judged,” the general proclaimed. “You sought to corrupt this world with your wickedness, but your plan has failed, and now accept your punishment.”

      The man spit on the ground. “I accept nothing. You have no authority over me. I’m a divine being. Who do you think you are, huh? You judge me? What a sick joke.”

      The woman ignored his taunts and simply placed the box she’d been carrying in front of the man and took several steps back.

      “What is this supposed to be?” inquired Iblis.

      “Your eternal prison.”

      The man laughed. “No prison could hold me.” He continued to jeer.

      After a few seconds, the box began to glow a dark purple. As it did, Iblis stopped his heckling, and his face turned pale. Moments later, the skin on his face started to crack and peel away as if all of the moisture in his body was being drawn out of him. The flecks of skin that fell off would turn into specks of dark energy, which were being drawn to the box and absorbed inside.

      “No, no, no! What’s happening to me?” screamed the man.

      The process accelerated, and the man wailed in agonizing screams. Before long, nothing remained of the being known as Iblis. Instead, the once-empty box now housed a dark mass of energy. Soon after, the container stopped glowing, and the walls darkened, sealing away the contents forever. The general raised her first into the air, and the warriors erupted into a loud cheer. The ranks broke, and the encampment became a massive feast celebrating their victory. The woman returned to her tent, occasionally stopping to greet revelers along the way. One inside, the general looked up and breathed a sigh of relief.

      “It’s finally done. How many years has it been?”

      The young woman removed her helmet, revealing long golden locks. She sat on the edge of her cot and contemplated what her life would be like going forward. Iblis’s defeat had consumed her entire life. Now he was gone, and she felt like she had no purpose.

      “Do not despair. Your journey has just begun,” a voice spoke from behind her.

      The general rolled forward and spun, landing in a defensive pose. A woman over a foot taller than her and dressed in a beige robe stood in the tent beside the cot. She had a dark complexion, midnight black hair, and sparkling indigo-blue eyes. The stranger was imposing, but the general somehow couldn’t muster up any fear.

      “Why do I feel like I know you?”

      “Because I’ve been with you since you arrived in this world. Even before then, my dearest Oneiri.”

      The general’s eyes opened wide. That was a name she’d not heard for over five years. “You’re one of the Primals. You must be Apocalypse.”

      “Yes, you are correct.”

      “Why are you here?”

      The Primal stepped toward the young woman. “I’m here because your friends will need you soon.”

      “Do you mean Angel and the other Children of Kyrios?”

      The woman nodded.

      Relief washed over Oneiri. She’d often wondered if her friends had made it out of the compound the night that she’d first activated her powers and gotten sucked into the vortex. “They must think I’m dead. It’s been so long.”

      “Time runs differently in this world. For you, several years have passed, for them, it’s been almost no time at all, and they need you now. You helped to defeat the version of El-Samar Seper that threatened this world. They’ll need your help in the upcoming battle against theirs.”

      “Diablos,” Oneiri muttered, creasing her brow. “Very well, I’ll go with you.”

      The Primal smiled warmly. “Thank you. However, there are some things you must learn first. How to better control your abilities and what Diablos and his ilk are truly after. And we’ll need some help.”

      “Who’s going to help us?”

      “A pair of women you’ve met before when the energies of the Primals first entered you. They’ll be instrumental in the fight against the horrors that Diablos has unleashed on your world. Are you ready?”

      The young general sighed deeply, looked around her tent, and nodded. “No, but I’m going anyway. Lead the way.”
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        The story continues with book six, Children of the Immortals, coming soon to Amazon and Kindle Unlimited.
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      G.Z.

      

      I still remember it as if it was yesterday. Thursday, February 16th, 2012, my wife and four boys were all sitting at the kitchen table having dinner. Zachary, six months old, was sitting to my right, attempting to use the baby spoon to rub his itching gums. Carlos and Levi were to my right, thoroughly gouging in their dinner, while Wined, sitting on the other end from me, shared her day’s journey. As she finished, Timothy, sitting to my wife’s left and who was only four, excitedly raised his hand, wanting to share his day. Our thoughts at the table, he’ll probably talk about the toys he played with that day, but to our surprise, he begins by saying, “I want to share a dream I had.”

      As he revealed his dream, he told us that he went to heaven with Jesus and played hiding seek with other kids. That quickly got everyone’s attention at the table. He said he grew sad because he couldn’t find the other kids, but that Moses eventually helped him. My wife and I frowned at the mention of the prophet’s name as Timothy continued to elaborate on the details of his trip and return. The dream of the four-year-old left us all flabbergasted.

      A week later, on February 23rd, 2012, my son Zachary passed away. As you can imagine, a parent losing a child is the ultimate tragedy. Yet, Timothy’s dream, his story, was a source of comfort during the family’s darkest hour. Tears were shed (and still are) for our precious loss, but we were given a glimpse of hope in the midst of the tragedy through a beautiful story.   

      As entertaining and joyous as it is for DJ and me to write this series, at the crux of the matter, we pray, just like Timothy’s dream story brought us hope, that our storytelling becomes a source of light to our readers. Whether through the characters, plots, or themes, we want this story to go beyond the confines of a book into our readers’ hearts.  

      To the LMBPN team, thank you for allowing us to share our story. We are forever grateful.  

      To the home team, I’m so grateful for having you in the story of my life.  

      To the Sovereign One, Carpenter’s Son, and Perry Kletos – my undying gratitude for this one wonderful story. 

      

      D.J.

       

       When G.Z. approached me with his idea for this story, I was going through a busy season. I was working full-time, pursuing a graduate degree in Philosophy full-time, and juggling those things with my responsibilities as a husband and father. So, needless to say, I couldn’t provide him with much help when he started writing the first book.

      Some months later, G.Z. finished writing the story’s first draft, but my world had changed drastically. I had completed my degree. However, my marriage of 11 years had ended. It was a trying time, to say the least. Around that point, G.Z. approached me and asked for my help editing the manuscript. I can definitely look back and see how the Sovereign One was at work in that season of my life. Working with G.Z. over the subsequent months gave me a clear sense of direction and purpose in the middle of the turbulent storm that raged in other areas of my life.

      I knew that experiencing a timely, well-crafted story could provide encouragement and solace in times of trial. However, I never imagined that the same could be true of writing one. Above the story elements, themes and message, this series will always represent how sovereignty provided a lifeline through my dear friend in the darkest period of my life.

      As always, eternal gratitude to the LMBPN team, our friends and family, and all of our fans for your support!

      And to the Sovereign One, thank you for my best friend, G.Z.
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