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Dark visions of unholy evil danced like fire in my mind. The visions were a living thing. They moved with my thoughts and tried to destroy the last bit of good inside me. I wanted to scream out my terror. I wanted to rip the thoughts from my mind. Feeling nothing would have been better than feeling so much, but my body and my voice were not my own.

I was trapped.

The fallen angel inside of me had control. I couldn’t fight. There was nothing to fight. Peeling him out of my mind was like peeling away my skin. I belonged to him. He was stronger, older, and infinitely more practiced in taking what he wanted from people.

He had left me a small corner. It was not out of kindness. It was to make me watch as the world I had fought so hard to protect crumbled to ash and blood. He enjoyed suffering more than was logical. I couldn’t understand it. The need transcended me.

Too, he needed me intact. He needed my mind more than he needed my body. I could step over the limitations of his kind and mine as easily as most people stepped over an ant. I could kill humans as well as angels, and neither death changed me as it did Watchers and angels. My power was second nature. He intended to take advantage of it. He wanted to start a war with heaven. I would be his vessel in that task.

Nothing would stand in our way.

We would march to the gates and kick them open. No one would stop us. We were invincible. My ability to kill angels, the talents I had accumulated, and the fact that silver did not slow me down - coupled with his power and eons-old wisdom and skill - meant that nothing could stop us.

It frustrated him that we had to wait to attack. He wanted to be at the gates already. He was not patient. He had spent far too long contemplating the intricacies of the rocks that had been his prison to find much patience in the present. He wanted his kin to feel his anger. He wanted to punish them. It was strange to think of our impatience as a shared trait. We shared several characteristics, determination and impatience being the more noticeable two.

War was only the beginning of his plan.

I could see everything. The vision he had of the world after his war with heaven was not pleasant. I had thought of the apocalypse I had woken up to as awful. He planned on making the suffering and fear of it look like a holiday. Darkness would cover the earth forever. The people who survived the war would be his slaves, his playthings, his sport. They would eventually be extinguished after long years of suffering.

In their place, a new race of Watchers would thrive. The angel promised me that Daniel, Alex, Reaper, Ellen, and the others would all have a position in his new world order. They would live forever with my blood in their veins. I didn’t doubt his promise. He may have been evil and twisted, but he rewarded the people who helped him. He would reward me above all others. I would bring him everything.

He had what he needed - me - but his plan was not moving fast enough for his tastes. He had a lot to do; he wanted to be doing it. He ran through the checklist as we sat on the roof of the world, on a nameless mountain in Asia. Clouds rolled below us in a lazy haze of grey and white. Wind roared in our ears. It must have been cold, but I could not feel the difference. My body was stronger than the weather.

I must have control of the earth first, he mused in my mind, toying with the sword that had been given to me by the historian. It glittered in the sunshine, reflecting back unholy darkness. The angel was already pouring his will into it. It was swiftly becoming like the sword I had destroyed. It was an extension of his will and his life. I cannot have the others sneaking behind me. I need them dead.

My father’s face flashed in front of me. The angel was more afraid of Farris than he would have me believe. Farris had not just been a foot soldier in the greater cog of angelic hierarchy. He had given orders. He was the angel’s equal in every respect. His time on earth had weakened him, but his mind was what the angel feared the most. There was no other creature like Farris on earth. To get to heaven, he had to kill Farris, not to mention any of the fallen who got in his way.

He could sense bright sparks all over the world. I could sense them as well. It was like having a map downloaded straight into my brain, but instead of cities and roads, angels were marked in light. Some of the angels felt familiar to him, others were foreign. He didn’t know them all. Many of them were still fighting over Mount Vesuvius. They were waging a war that could not possibly be won. They were too equally matched. It would be a retreat on both sides. It always was.

And each time there was a fight, the angel’s forces were diminished. He was confident he could fight whatever battle was put in front of him, but he was not so cocky as to think he didn’t need help when he ripped open the gates to heaven. He would need an army. He needed the angels, Watchers, and Nightstalkers currently fighting in Italy, no matter how little he liked the last two.

We will have to rely on that...girl, he said. We will have to keep her alive.

He meant Odette. Though she was his daughter, he felt no love for her. She was another tool in the endgame he had planned. He didn’t trust her at all, and he certainly didn’t feel any paternal warmth towards her. He was grateful to her for her loyalty, and appreciated the fact that it was her plan that had released him from his prison. He could not forget. But he cared more about his plans than he did her wellbeing. If she was taken or killed, he would not mourn her.

Once we have the earth firmly in our grasp, we will open the door and take the war to them. It is the only way.

Another vision rose up in front of me. A thousand stars flashed by, sending shockwaves of terror and awe through my corner of our mind. Then I saw a frozen wasteland of cracked earth and colors that were not part of earth’s design. Around us, our sword dripping with silver blood, were a thousand angels. They were all dead by our hand. We smiled, our face twisting with the inhuman hate. We were Lord and master of all living angels. We were a supreme being. We would rule the earth and heaven for all of eternity.

I tried to scream again, to take back my voice and show him I had some measure of control. The scream brought me to his attention.

Shhhh, he commanded. It was not a gentle command. His will crushed mine easily. You will come to love me, child. You will come to love the future I have planned. It will not be as bad as you think. Look here.

A different vision surrounded me with his words. I saw Daniel. His green eyes were full of love and humor. He was teasing me, making fun of how many obscure references I knew. He draped his hand over my shoulder and pulled me close; his whispered voice in my ear sent chills down my body. I wanted him to hold me close forever.

We walked into a room together and I saw my family and friends. Ellen and Naomi were playing with Liam. They were laughing and talking about Naomi’s latest misadventure. Liam kept asking questions he was too young to ask as they talked about the situation. I wanted to chastise them for letting him ask such adult questions, but their laughter each time he asked something he wasn’t supposed to ask was too intense. I couldn’t stop them. Daniel directed me over to the sofa and we sat. Alex sat next to me and took my hand casually. I felt warm, contented.

It was a lie. No vision could make me forget the angel in my mind. The pressure was overwhelming. The hate surrounding me was too strong. Nothing felt right. I was not right. No amount of fake love from my family could change my circumstances.

I think we will start with our mother. Yes. We must make sure that Ellen, Sam, Liam, and the strange one, Naomi, are all safe. Once they are properly secured, we can look into getting the others out of harm’s way. I cannot guarantee you that I will get all of our friends to safety. The bald one or the one who grows plants, for instance, may die. There are just too many moving parts to my plan, you understand. But I will make sure that the people who truly matter are safe. You have my word.

Leave my mother alone! I screamed at him.

Would you rather she die? It can be arranged.

I didn’t try to answer. I couldn’t. He was pressing against my corner with all of his evil. The pain of it was overwhelming. He wanted me to give in. He wanted my help. He knew it would make a difference in the end. Complete submission meant unlimited access to my powers without added effort on his part.

I did not think so. Do not worry. We will protect her. He forced me to sigh. I heard the sound without registering that it was part of my body. There are so many things I have to do before I get to heaven. I have never been patient, but everything comes in time. And I would not want you to think that I am not grateful for your help...

I whimpered in reply.

Yes, I will protect our family first. It is only proper. Then I will continue with the arrangements that need to be made for the war. There is time enough for it all.

“Father?”

The clench of dislike I felt in my corner of my mind was shared by the angel. He did not enjoy being interrupted, particularly by her. “What?” we demanded of Odette.

“We should move. It’s not safe here. The others will sense us and come looking for a fight.”

“I do not fear them,” we said. “And that inventor...” He searched for his name in my memory bank. “Zachariah...sprayed something on us to mask our spark.”

“He did?” Odette asked curiously.

“Yes. He thought he was helping the girl, but he was helping me. I will have to thank him for it.”

“That may be so, but it can take weeks for you to properly settle into your new vessel,” Odette said, eyeing us fearfully. “If Farris and the others find a way to separate you before that time...”

He closed our eyes and took a deep breath to prepare himself. He was about to delve into one of my powers. He was going to prove that he had more control than I did yet again. On the exhale, visions started flashing in front of us. They were of people I recognized. I was having trouble remembering whether they were enemies or friends. His will pressing on mine hid the truth and obscured my memories.

He had his own gift for seeing the future, and my gifts added to his in a way that made me realize time could not hide anything from us. I watched every single image with him. The future unraveled in front of us. It was not pleasant.

Daniel, Alex, Ellen, and the rest of my family were at my feet. They adored me. They loved me. They did not have freewill to love as they pleased. The rest of the world was broken. We had broken it.

“They think us dead now,” we said. “They will not find out the truth until it is too late. But you are right, we must be cautious.”

“That is all I ask,” Odette replied carefully.

We stood. I couldn’t feel the cold rock under my hands as I pushed up; I couldn’t sense the fresh mountain air. Those sensations belonged to him. I was an observer. How I wished that I could die. It would be better than watching the horrors we were about to inflict on the world. It was better than watching my family become slaves to the angel’s will.

We focused our eyes on Odette’s face. It was in that split second I realized we could get an impression of her thoughts. It wasn’t the way I could read humans. It was more like we knew her general feelings and saw the strongest pictures. The angel plucked a picture out of Odette’s mind and made me focus on it.

We reached out and took Odette’s hand. I wanted to break the arm. I wanted to make her pay for ruining my life. She winced and her mind filled with pain. Had the angel heard me and acted on my impulse? Or did I have more control than I thought?

You have no control. I just like your latest thought very much.

It felt like a lie. He didn’t give me long to think on it. He pulled us into the place in-between forcefully.

There were flashes of white light that weren’t supposed to be in the moving dark as we walked. It was like he was trying to move in a different way than how I moved. He was trying to cross the distance without walking through the dark. The color turned splotchy and irregular as I focused on the difference. I wanted to understand. I wanted to know why it felt like he was fighting against a compulsion and I was the only thing holding him back. It made me feel as though I could break away from him. Odette was right. His hold on me was not as strong as it needed to be. Time was the key to freeing myself.

Break away. Do it now.

I wanted to more than anything, but I had nowhere to go. My mind could not escape my body. If I slipped away from him, only the small corner of my mind that I still owned would leave and live in the darkness forever. I would drift as Nemesis had once drifted. I would be nothing, a whisper to the walkers who shifted from one place to the next. I would not have shape or substance.

We landed on the other side roughly. I was gasping for air. No, we were gasping for air. The walk had taken more out of him than I assumed. I tried to push him out again. I fought with a swift blaze of hate and hope.

My moment of power was quickly stifled. He straightened our body, inhaled sharply, and then slammed the full force of his will against my tiny corner. Everything turned white and the pain seared my brain. I had no idea what was happening around me or if I had died. It certainly felt like death.

When the haze finally cleared, we were in a cave of ice and several hours had passed. The rocks clung to the ceiling with clunky resolve; they were half buried by ice. Everything was frozen and cold. It reminded me of the angel. The entrance to the cave was guarded by thick stalagmites and stalactites so that it looked as if the cave had a giant, monster mouth.

Nothing came back out once it entered the mouth.

The image of a giant beast devouring everything in its path was reinforced by the sight in front of me. Ten bodies were entombed in icy chambers all along the cave. Men and women were on the other side of the ice; their eyes were closed, and their faces were calm. They were not afraid of anything. I knew why. The angel was letting me see why.

The people in the ice were angels who still had their power. They had not fallen; they were not average angels either. They were the elite fighting force. They were avengers, frozen in time along with the rest of the cave. I remembered the avenger who had tried to kill me in the underwater city with a mental shudder. It had taken two lives, two friends, to kill him. How many would it take to kill the avengers around me? Could they even be killed?

They were Odette’s secret weapon. We would wake them when the time was right, when the world was ours and heaven was ready to fall.

The angel approved of the thought. He looked at the avengers in satisfaction. Farris and all of the fallen on earth could not plan for such a surprise. They had no way of knowing that Odette and the angel had long ago planned for the angel’s return. He had called on the faithful to wait for him in what amounted to a cryogenic state. The other angels in Farris’s army could not feel them. We knew that not even Daniel and his traitor father, Durada, could predict their coming.

The revelation floored what was left of my mind.

Durada was Daniel’s father. How I wished I could tell him the truth. He had always pretended not to care about the identity of his father, he had claimed to hate the man for abandoning him and his mother, but I knew the truth. He wanted to know him. He wanted to see if he measured up.

Do not worry, child, we will tell him the truth when we see him again.

I whimpered in response. The painful slap to my brain was still resonating. I couldn’t form words. I wanted to tell him not to. Daniel would want to hear the truth from me, not a crazy fallen angel version of me.

“How long do you think I must wait?” the angel asked.

Odette stepped out of the dark. She was wearing a white coat and her eyes looked almost black in the dimness of the cave. The coat was a sign of weakness to the angel. It was a human gesture. It told him that she was not as strong as she needed to be.

“The others who have taken vessels report that it can take up to a month to fully have control. The unique circumstances of your vessel might mean that it takes longer.”

“I do not wish to waste a month. We cannot let the others discover the truth with our laziness.”

“But-” she tried to protest.

“Yes?” we asked dangerously.

Her eyes found fear. “Nothing. What are your orders?”

“We must gather our army.”

“Most of the angels are still fighting over Mount Vesuvius,” Odette explained.

“I do not mean only the fallen. I mean all of them. Every angel, every Watcher, every Nightstalker must bow before me. I want everyone. I will need them all in the end...And I will need to see as many talents as possible. This body needs to control every power available to it.”

“I have caves all across the world,” Odette informed him. “The survivors of the fight will know to return to them.”

“It is not enough. I need more.”

He made me sigh. I began to hate my sigh. It was not a thing of regret or sadness. He used it when he didn’t know how to express himself any other way. My body was still confusing him. He was used to being light and energy. He was not used to being a girl.

“But I have to save my family first,” he said. “Our family, I should say.”

“Our family?” Odette questioned. She was wondering if she had more siblings out there. She was wondering if her mother was somehow alive. She had never found out what had happened to her.

“Yes, Ellen, Liam, and the others. I promised I would.”

Odette’s eyes widened. “Oh...of course. But you should give it a couple of days. Give our people time to regroup. Taking back Clare’s, uh, your family won’t be easy.”

He considered it for a minute. Odette spent the minute wondering if we were about to kill her. I spent the time hoping that something or someone killed me so that he couldn’t use me to accomplish the ends I saw swirling around my stolen brain. He finally decided that he did not have as much control as he wanted. He feared walking through the place in-between again. He saw the necessity in waiting. He might have been impatient to get started, but he was not stupid.

“Very well,” he decided.

He turned away from her and looked toward the entrance again. I imagined the teeth chomping us to bits. He liked the imagery but he did not comment on it. He focused on his plans. Secure my family, gather our forces, wipe the fallen off the earth, open the door to the other side, kill everyone on the other side. Rule forever.

Opening the door was the most convoluted part; it meant a ritual that would take days. Odette had found a way through years of research. It had to do with the avengers around me. They were the answer. He didn’t mention how or why. He didn’t have to. He was not worried about that part of his plan. He was more concerned about building his army.

No matter how much he considered himself above the rabble, above even the other angels that helped him, he knew that an army would make the difference in the end. He needed warriors. He needed strong fighters. That I could turn Watchers and humans into Nightstalkers made him think his task easier, yet he was still worried. He didn’t want mindless beasts to make up the spine of his army. He wanted people like Daniel and Farris. He wanted brains and guts, as well as devotion. Odette had managed to amass warriors, but none held Daniel’s and Reaper’s abilities. None held the cunning of Farris. He was weak because of that truth.

He was arrogant and selfish, but he knew better than to underestimate the people who would get in our way. He knew better than to think they would stop just because I was the new face of the enemy. He wanted to outthink them and understand them. He had to know what they were up to.

We closed our eyes and looked inward. We searched the future again. Our focus was on Daniel. I fought against the angel, not caring if he punished me again for struggling. I didn’t want him to find out what Daniel was planning. I wanted Daniel to win, even if it meant he killed me.

I realized with a jolt that Farrah had foreseen the angel’s possession. She had warned Daniel that he might have to kill me. She hadn’t told him why. I wished she had. Everything would be different. He could have warned me and we could have faced the angel together. I cursed her name.

The angel wasn’t paying me any attention. He was still focused on the visions. I watched with him as he moved from one scene to the next. He took his time. He looked through all possible scenarios. Over and over again, I saw Daniel, eyes blackened eternally by hate, at my side. His sword dripped with silver blood, and his face was lifted up with the fire of unholy darkness. He would be my Prince of Darkness. The angel would bend him to our will and make him love us, not as an equal but as something close enough. Worse still was the truth of the children we would have - all to serve our dark purpose and join our army. They would never know love.

We smiled as a revelation came to us.

The blood that I had given Daniel, Alex, Anna, Fen, and Fen’s people was not just a means of turning them into monsters. It was a way of linking them to me forever. They were compelled to obey my will. It was another truth Farrah had refused to share with me. If I needed them to help me, they would come. They would not be able to help themselves. All of the people I had given a new life to would react to the pull. It explained how Alex always knew where I was. Our shared blood drew her to me.

And worse still, I could control them. I could make them obey.

I had never understood the link between us, but the angel did. He knew what my blood could do. He could feel the power of it through his visions. They would become our slaves. They would not be my family. I had lost them in an instant.

They will love us. They will adore us. They will...fear us.

I didn’t reply. I was too busy whimpering.

More visions rushed into my head. I watched with him as he destroyed everything I held dear in the world; he turned the world into a place of nightmares. Enslavement, death, and torture were just the beginning. I wished he would stop thinking about it. I wished that my mind wasn’t his to control. I wanted to retreat away from those sights, but I was afraid of giving up the corner that still belonged to me. I didn’t know if a retreat would be permanent, and I could not afford to lose ground.

Time passed. Deep down, my internal clock had to know the difference but the visions kept me occupied and unaware. When I came out of my stupor, I knew exactly the date. It had been four days since the fight on the volcano. Four days of living outside of my own body and being subjected to the madness of an angel.

The angel made us blink. It was the first time we had blinked in days. We shifted our body, the dark tension rippling through our muscles, and there was a general stir in the room. We looked over our shoulder curiously. The cave had filled with people during our sojourn into the future. No, not people - Watchers and angels. Pure evil. We let out a long breath, where we could almost smell the impending violence, and then we smiled.

“Good,” we said. “You have come.”

We searched the crowd methodically. We categorized every face. The faces didn’t matter like the sense of presence did. We knew them by their sparks of light. It was a deeper understanding than appearances and names. It was like looking directly into a person’s soul, only the sparks of the angels were brighter than the sun. We didn’t register the Watchers. They were a single step above filth.

“I need fifty Watchers,” we said.

We could not keep the angel’s contempt out of our voice. There was a shift in the group. The angels were wondering why they were being left behind and the Watchers were wondering if we were about to lead them to their deaths. Clare had been the enemy for far too long for them to trust that she had their best interests at heart.

Our eyes scanned the faces with greater intensity, and the shifting immediately stopped.

“Fifty,” we repeated. “Now.”

Fifty Watchers stepped forward without conversation. They were high-ranking Watchers in Odette’s organization. They were all willing to prove to us that they were brave and loyal. They were stupid.

We went to the first Watcher in line. It was Jasmine. She was having a hard time keeping her dislike off her face. She wanted me dead, just as she wanted Margaret dead. I was part of her revenge - torture for Margaret to lose the people she loved. But seeing me imprisoned by a dark angel was the second best option. She flinched as we reached out to touch her face, but she didn’t take a step back. She knew it would mean death.

A light surrounded her for a solid minute. The angel knew exactly what he wanted. When the light cleared, we were looking at a copy of our face. The details were perfect. The image came with an aura, a spark of light, that could only be mine. It was the way illusions were meant to be, if Preacher had more skill to his name. We had taken his talent and made it as strong as it could potentially be. We did not have his boundaries and limitations.

Jasmine was the first decoy. The angel was confident that Zachariah’s coating of silver would keep me from being found, but something else worried him. It was the reason he bothered with a decoy at all. It had something to do with Mathias. He didn’t trust that silver and rock would keep us hidden from him.

We moved to the next person in line and changed that Watcher as well. We changed them all methodically. When we were done, we were looking at fifty mirrors. It was the most disturbing reflection in the history of people looking at themselves. The Watchers were all killers, all turned dark by the years of murder and mayhem, and they all had my face. I wondered how I really looked to them. I wondered if my eyes were white or if the familiar grey was still in place. I wanted to know how the angel had changed my body.

We stepped back and looked at our handiwork. They were perfect. Daniel and the others would feel us when we left the cave, but they would feel fifty versions of us. They would not reach the real Clare until it was too late. And the bonus to the situation was that the Watchers we had changed would probably kill several people in Daniel’s army before they were killed. We would go undetected and decimate the enemy in one swift move.

The angels realized the plan at the change. They could anticipate our needs. They had spent years serving the angel in my head. They knew him well. Without speaking, they stepped forward, one angel for every three Watchers. They gestured the Watchers out of the caves. There was a lot of nervous shifting and confusion. The Watchers didn’t know what was going on. We trusted their angel counterparts to fill them in. We certainly didn’t have the patience to tell them what they should already know.

When the last of the Watchers were out of the cave, we turned to Odette. She was standing in the shadows. She was watching, assessing; a coward’s position for a woman whose life had been led by fear and self-serving appetite.

“I will not be gone long. I want a full report when I get back.”

Odette nodded and we marched out of the cave with a straight back and a sense of victory in our heart. I knew where we were going the moment we stepped outside. I could sense her spark of light above all others on earth; the angel zeroed in on it almost immediately. Halfway across the world from her and I could feel her as if her heart beating were my own. She was my morning star, and I knew her familiar presence without doubt or hesitation. I could also feel the other versions of me popping up around the world. The angels that had carried them around the world were returning to the cave to mask their lights. It was now or never. We had to move quickly.

We stepped into the place in-between. The darkness was no longer splotchy. It was firmly moving black without any of the sputtering light. It was my ability, not his, that transported us from one place to another. He had found control at last. His days in my mind had calmed the war between his natural state and mine. There was still a difference. He was still a visitor in my head, but he was no longer fighting every second to stay inside.

When we stepped out of the darkness, we were surrounded by thick pine trees. The sky was a swirling grey. Rain dripped from the sky every three or four seconds, and fog clung to the trees. The sound of rain hitting the leaves was very loud. It was almost like a giant clock counting down the time we had left until the world and everything in it died forever. The sounds of animals roaming the woods and foraging for food died away instantly. The animals had the good sense to be as still as possible. They could feel our evil. They knew that something corrupting and deadly was nearby.

The humans hiding in the nearby cave were not as smart. They ran around inside the rocks with wild abandon the angel attributed to stupidity and a profound lack of any intrinsic gifts. They were foolish and naive to think they were safe. They were stupid not to feel us coming for them.

They had no idea what was on their doorstep. They were about to find out the hard way.
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We stepped past the rock opening of Ellen’s latest home and were immediately greeted by a group of ten Watchers. They tensed when they saw me, then they relaxed at the familiarity. They knew our face. They assumed we were an ally. Our return made them think that the fight had gone the Saints’ way.

We smiled at the Watchers. There was malice in the moment. It was not the way I normally smiled. We raised our hand. I tried to scream at them to run, to flee before we killed them, but the scream didn’t leave my corner of our mind. The angel focused my abilities, putting the power I had been afraid of for so long behind our gesture. The two closest Watchers to me drained of blood almost instantly. Moira’s talent. I hadn’t realized I had picked that one up. I had always been too afraid to try it. It was so gruesome. They collapsed, the blood covering their bodies and faces. I turned my hand to the next three and they collapsed as well.

The other five raised their weapons to fire at us. We sidestepped the bullets almost lazily and then raised the sword we had brought with us. We swung from the wrist. Jackson’s sword training, which had been beaten into me, was mixed with the angel’s and Daniel’s. The blade touched the closest two Watchers, gouging out their flesh. They fell as the other three retreated to the door. They were screaming for the others to flee the cave. There was nowhere for the humans to go. I was between the people inside and the only exit. They had to go through me.

We flicked the sword again, moving in close swiftly, and the other three fell within the space of thirty seconds. A bullet landed in my arm as the last Watcher fell, but we didn’t stop to look at the injury. It was nothing. We barely even felt it. We focused for a second and the bullet popped out of our arm and hit the ground. The wound healed a second later.

We kept up our relentless pace. We swung our sword left and right as we walked. The angel took wicked glee in reaping a human harvest with the silver blade. There were not very many Watchers inside. They had been taken to fight on the mountain. The humans trusted their guards and the rock too much. No one knew what to do. The screams of the dying and those out of reach of our sword created a sonata of fear to our march. The smile on our face was full of happy delight. The angel was in his element. Our attack was the beginning of everything.

Ellen was in a network of caves to the left. The caves had been forged out of rock by an unknown hand. The power was great, but it was not as great as mine. We knew rock. We knew what we wanted to do. And we preferred to take a more direct path than winding our way into the dark of the earth. No matter how confident the angel was with my body, the rock made him nervous. He had spent too long in the deep. He did not want to be trapped again.

We raised our hand and the rock started shaking. The screams took on a new level of panic as the humans felt the earth rumble. They did not want to feel an earthquake while trapped underground. We pitied them and their profound lack of anything remotely resembling talent. If they were just stronger and smarter, we might have spared them and added them to our army.

The hall shifted and groaned. I heard screams as people were crushed by the rock. They were a distant thing. The angel didn’t even register them. He only valued getting to his destination - getting to Ellen. He would fulfill his promise to me. How I wished he was a liar.

The rock split open at my command. Ellen was on the other side. She was holding Liam, and her eyes were wide with terror. At her side were Naomi, Jennifer, Brenna, and Sam. Sam was holding a rifle to his shoulder and looked very grim. He was prepared to kill whatever was on the other side of the rock.

He was not prepared for us.

His jaw went slack as we stepped into the light. His finger didn’t leave the trigger of his rifle, however. He could sense that something was wrong. They all could. I must have looked different with the angel’s possession. It was the only explanation for the way they were looking at me.

“Clare?” Ellen asked.

Her voice held the uncertainty of a person looking at a stranger. She knew it wasn’t me. She was trying to reconcile the idea that someone else was wearing my skin with the love she felt for me. Or else she felt that I was still inside somewhere and wanted to know if she could reach me.

“Hello, Mother dear,” we said. “I have come to take you home.”

Ellen stared into our face for a long moment. The others were panicking. We could hear their fear as clearly as if they were speaking it. The only person we couldn’t read was Ellen. Her strength was impressive but unsurprising. She was our mother after all. It was only right that she was strong.

“What have you done with my daughter?” she asked us.

“I am right here,” we said.

“No,” Ellen decided. “At least not entirely.”

She looked at the others. She saw that Sam didn’t know what to do. He didn’t want to shoot us, though his finger was still on the trigger. He didn’t think it would do any good. He was smart enough to realize that I was stronger and faster than anything he had ever encountered. He also couldn’t bring himself to shoot a daughter. The angel saw it as another form of weakness. A predator would have at least tried to kill me. Someone strong would have fought harder.

“What do you want?” she added.

It was our turn to stare in surprise. She had figured part of the truth out. She knew that I was being possessed. It was an instinctual realization that had everything to do with her gift for sensing danger. She was also wondering why she hadn’t felt me coming. I was wondering the same thing. Did her gift not work on me? Was that how we had managed to sneak up on her?

“This body is fantastic,” the angel told her. “It is far better than the one I fell into when I came here so many years ago. Limitations are meaningless to it. I can do anything. Does that make you proud, Mother?”

Ellen was proud of my sense of humanity and love. My power had never come into the equation. She didn’t let this show on her face.

“What do you want, angel?” she repeated.

“I made a promise to Clare,” we told her. “I am going to burn the earth...scorch it until there is nothing left. It will be a blackened ruin when I am finished. I am looking forward to it, to tell you the truth. But I promised to keep our family safe from harm. You are going to have a front seat to the beginning of a new dawn. You are going to be the family of the new God, honored above all and cherished most among the dark army. Now are you proud?”

“Not appreciably, no,” Ellen said.

Naomi raised a hand questioningly. We could sense her defiance and recklessness. “Can we change the name of the army? Dark army sounds so Tolkien-ish. What about army of death? Or army of cray-cray fallen angels? Army of darkness has been taken by Sam Raimi, but maybe you could give him a call and see if he’ll give it up...If he didn’t die in the apocalypse, I mean.”

We stared at her. No amount of being in my head could prepare him for Naomi. He did not know as much as he thought he did about my family. He didn’t understand most of her speech. It confused him. We blinked twice around his confusion, then we returned our gaze to Ellen.

“Come with me now. Resist and I will kill you all, promise be damned.”

“Just take me,” Ellen said.

“No,” Sam hissed. “Take me.”

“We intend to take you all,” we said.

Ellen handed Liam to Naomi and took a step forward. She was very grim. It was actually startling to see so much purpose and darkness on her face. I had not thought her capable of such seriousness.

“If you let them go, I won’t resist. I won’t fight. I will do whatever you want of me. But please, I’m begging you, don’t take them.”

“They will die,” we tried to reason with her. “They will fall under the weight of a thousand swords. I will not help them.”

“I’m aware of the risk,” Ellen said.

“If you’re going, I’m going,” Sam said.

“No!” Ellen said.

“You do not actually have a say in the matter,” we decided. “I came here to protect you. And I will. I made a promise.”

We turned and looked at Naomi, Liam, Jennifer, and Breena. There minds were so weak, so easy to manipulate. It was like kicking over an anthill. We pushed illusions of love and protection into their minds. We told them that the only way to survive was to come with me. They didn’t just see a friend or family member, they saw me as their savior. Naomi’s eyes flooded with relief. They all stepped closer to me and put their hands on my arm. The angel didn’t like their skin touching ours, but we didn’t flinch away. Maintaining the illusion was too important.

Our attention was focused on Ellen and Sam next. The amount of power needed to keep them all subdued didn’t worry the angel. He knew my limits. He knew they were few. Unlike me, he was not afraid to use my power to its full extent. We could control a city of humans easily.

Sam’s eyes glazed with happiness after a moment of struggle, then he too stepped forward and touched me. All that was left was Ellen. She was resisting the images. Her shield was strong. The strength and tenacity surprised the angel. It didn’t surprise me at all.

“You are just full of surprises, Mother,” we said. “I like your strength. My mother should be strong. It is only proper. But you need to learn where to apply your strength. Now is not the time.”

Ellen glared at us. It made me wince in my corner of our mind. I hated the look. Ellen never glared at me with so much hate in her eyes, not even when I disappointed her or argued with her. Her love had always been a constant.

“I can make you obey, but it will most likely destroy your mind in the process. Be a good mother and come along peacefully.”

There was a threat of violence in our voice. The message was clear: come along peacefully or we would hurt someone she cared about, namely Naomi or Jennifer. They were not as important to the angel. Ellen’s eyes flickered with doubt. The screams of the people in the cave reached out and surrounded us in the moment of silence. The terror was fitting. It fit our mood perfectly.

Ellen looked at our family. They were all smiling back at her happily. She didn’t like the sight, but she knew that she had to look out for them. She had to submit to the angel or risk seeing everyone she loved dead.

She sighed in defeat and took a step closer to me. We reached out and grabbed Ellen’s shoulder. She winced at the touch. The angel was not used to my body yet. We lightened our grip, and then we looked down at the others. They were all connected to us. There was nothing left to do but leave.

When we reappeared out of the moving dark, we were on the exterior of the cave. A harsh wind pummeled our bodies and snow blew sideways across the rocky terrain. It wasn’t the cold wind of Alaska. It was colder than that; the landscape was even more isolated and harsh. His reason for appearing on the outside was practical. The angel wanted to let Ellen know there was no escape. Even if they managed to get past us, they had the harsh landscape to contend with. They would die.

Ellen was woozy from the ride. The lack of control over her mind meant that the angel couldn’t prevent the sickness. She swayed. Sam reached out to catch her. The others dropped their hands from our arms and stared blankly at the cave. They were robots awaiting orders. We ushered them inside, knowing their human bodies could not handle the cold for long. They were so weak, so breakable.

The avengers were still locked in stasis, and the cave was crawling with even more Watchers and angels. Everyone looked at us as we walked inside. The conversation died down gradually. They were all curious about the humans in front of them. They wanted to know how they tied in to the war we were planning. They wanted to know if they were a weapon.

The angel didn’t care about answering their unspoken questions. He cared about the comfort of our family. He wanted to provide them a safe place to watch the world end. A cave in the middle of an icy desert did not fit the bill. He focused on the rock and cold stone thoughtfully.

“This place is not fit for the mother of the new God,” we decided. “It needs more.”

We looked to the left nonchalantly and the rocks rumbled and groaned at our unspoken command. Though the rock was being moved and rearranged, all of the changes were happening above us. We could see them in our head, though the angels and Watchers could not.

The rock twisted and bent to our will. Other talents created shape and style to the rooms. Our eyes swept across the entire rock facing to our left, center, and right. Stairs appeared at the back wall of the cave last. They were broad, regal, and lit by floating lights. The murmurings of fear from the Watchers turned to awe. They were surprised. Even the angels were impressed. They were not able to manipulate the world so fully. They were beginning to understand the angel’s choice to take me over.

“Come,” we added.

Ellen hesitated, then realized there was no escape. If she ran outside, she would find cold, desolation, and certainly no food. Staying was her only chance at survival. She was depending on the hope that Daniel and the others would rescue them. We were counting on it, though we would let them “rescue” my family when we were ready for them. They would be the next people we protected. They would fall to our will as easily as Sam had.

The stairs circled up for ten levels. Large hallways branched off from the stairs at regular intervals, but we kept climbing. We could feel all of the rooms. We knew what was in them and that they could fit most of the angels and Watchers who were important enough to be in the cave with us. Everyone had their place. The angel liked order when it came to his army. It made creating chaos in the world easier.

Finally, we reached the top level. It had all of the grace of one of Farrah’s palaces. There were dazzling archways, impressive scrollwork along the walls, and lofty ceilings made of jade and gold. I didn’t know if it was my influence or the angel’s that created the beauty. The difference between us was slight. I was no longer certain there was a difference.

There were several doors along a square room on the top floor. A large opening was directly across from us. The sky was on the other side of it. Clouds rolled by endlessly. Another storm was approaching. Its power pounded in our chest.

“Your room is through here,” we said, gesturing at a door in the middle of a wall to the right. We worked up several traps to keep them inside and released the power around the room. “I would not leave without permission.”

“Or you’ll kill us?” Ellen asked.

“I will not, no,” we said. “But the room will.”

“What happened to keeping your promise?” she asked scornfully.

“We all have our limits,” we said. “And I can only protect you as much as you will allow me to. The traps will also keep out any of the wild ones who cannot control their baser instincts.”

Ellen stared at me. The panic was starting to leak across. The angel liked it more than I did. He loved fear. It made me sick. We gestured them into the room. Inside was a network of bedrooms, a living room, and a full kitchen and dining room. It had the trappings of home and none of the warmth.

“Welcome to your new home, Mother,” we said when they had crossed the threshold.

We closed the door in her face and turned to look at the beautiful, square room again. It was missing something. We instantly knew what. A large throne formed out of the rock at our command. It was large, hard, and extremely intimidating. Everyone’s eyes would be drawn to it the moment they stepped up the stairs. We sat on the throne and looked out at the boiling clouds pensively.

“It fits you, Father,” Odette said from the stairs.

We didn’t reply. We had felt her lingering in the hall. We knew she came with a purpose. She stepped into view a second later and immediately got to the point, sensing our emotions.

“The rest of our army has made it to the caves. I have people getting a count as we speak. The eruption of the volcano killed quite a few, and Daniel’s army even more so, but I’m confident we still outnumber them.”

“Good,” we said.

“Did you want our soldiers to stay in the caves around the world? Or should we arrange for them to move here?”

“They can stay. I will call them when I have need of them. But I want the best brought to me.”

“Of course. Also...” She hesitated. She didn’t want to admit to the rest of her news. She didn’t want us to punish her for what she was about to say.

“What?” we demanded impatiently. We wouldn’t punish her for telling us bad news, but we would hurt her if she didn’t spit it out as quickly as possible.

“The Watchers you sent out as decoys have reported back. All of them.” She took a deep breath. “None of them were attacked or met by any of the enemy army.”

We considered that. “I have not felt Farris or any of the others for days. The other side may have gone underground to recover from the fight and lick their wounds. They might not have felt us moving around. It is just as well. It proves their fear.”

Odette exhaled sharply.

“We must endeavor to keep them guessing, however,” we added. “I do not want them to know where we are going to appear next. It will take us weeks to gather the forces I need, and I do not want them to interfere in the interim.”

“Yes, Father,” Odette said. “I’ve gathered the avengers and as many Watchers and angels as I can. How else can I be of service to you?”

She was afraid to outlive her usefulness.

“You will organize them. Manage the details. All great leaders need someone to deal with the minutiae,” we said. “And it will also be your task to make sure Farris and his helpers do not find me before I am ready.”

“Of course,” Odette said gratefully. She could manage details. She had spent her life practicing.

“I need to start giving my blood to make stronger soldiers for the fight. I wish to do it as effectively as possible. Do you have any ideas?”

“We can drain you with an IV,” Odette said. “As long as the blood is willingly given, it should...”

“Set it up,” we added impatiently. “And find me Watchers and Nightstalkers to change.”

“Already done,” Odette said.

She had anticipated this command. She couldn’t see me in the future, but she could logic out what the angel wanted. She was a good general. It terrified me how efficient and brutal she could be. The others didn’t stand a chance with her and the angel working together.

I know, the angel agreed smugly. “Return when everything is prepared,” he added to Odette.

“Yes, Father,” she replied.

She left the room quietly. The sounds of people filing into the rooms below us filled up my ears. They were loud and full of life. Our skillful manipulation of the rock had given them hope. They thought they were invincible with us at the front of the charge. They were wrong. Many of them would end up dying in the battle to come. Their deaths would not matter to us at all. The ones who were meant to survive would. It was the natural order of things.

And some people were more naturally gifted than others; some Watchers had a talent for winning against all odds. No matter how arrogant the angel was about the coming fight, he knew that it would take more than soldiers to win. It would take cunning, daring, and people who were used to using their brains to win a fight.

We needed the best. We needed Daniel, Alex, and the others I had given my blood to. We wanted to add their gifts to ours. Their intelligence and loyalty were needed more than a thousand Watchers without any common sense or bravery to their names.

How to bring them to us? How to keep them from realizing the truth and alerting the others? How to keep it a secret?

It needed to be a compulsion they could not ignore, rather than a vision or a message. If they saw us, they would know we had survived. They would see the angel in the darkness of my eyes. It had to be subtler than that.

We closed our eyes and concentrated. A subtle pull on the minds of the people who had my blood in their veins left our body. It was a compulsion, a need, a desire to move and run, to find me out. It was a compulsion to obey that no one with my blood could resist.

I do not understand why you spent so much time being afraid of your powers, the angel said after our message had left our body. There is so much you can do, so much you have been afraid to try out. You can drain a person of their blood in a second’s time, you can control the elements perfectly. You are all but a God. And, now, so am I.

No! I tried to argue, though it came out more like a whimper.

Your fear was your undoing. You could have kept me out, you know. You have the power in your mind. But you doubted yourself. It is too late now. We will not make the same mistake again...We will trust in our power.

We opened our eyes and walked over to the window. We didn’t step outside, in fear that we would be felt by the other angels, but we did look at the clouds. We raised our hand and the clouds started swirling. The wind kicked up and the snow started blowing in sideways. A minute later, there was a snow tornado directly outside the window. It was perfectly controlled by our hand.

So easy. So simple. There is nothing to fear of power. It is a tool, a means to an end. It keeps the world in line and makes our enemies flee before us. Understanding it is far better than fearing it. Fear makes you weak; it makes it so that someone who is not afraid of power can take it from you.

Why are you telling me this? I asked.

He seemed very concerned that I understand the power in my body. He didn’t want me to fear it. It didn’t matter now. Whether I feared it or not, the power would be used to tear the world apart.

He didn’t reply. I worked through it for a long couple of minutes as he played with the snow tornado. I finally came to the conclusion that he was afraid of me. He couldn’t erase my personality entirely. He wanted to squash my fear and doubt so that he could direct my powers more efficiently. I still had some control regardless of his assurances that I did not.

You do not have enough to matter, he replied. He gave my brain a sharp little stab of darkness as proof, and I screamed out my agony. When the agony stopped, we are standing on the same spot. A thousand years could have passed. It was only seconds.

We finally stopped playing with the wind and crossed our arms. I watched with him as he continued to plot out the destruction of the world, its people, and Farris’s army of the fallen. He was busy calculating time and effort involved. He wondered if we should wait to move. He was impatient, but he was not stupid. He knew the long road was often the most rewarding.

Hours later, Odette returned to us. She stopped at the very top of the stairs, afraid to come closer and disturb us. She had the good sense to wait for the angel to notice her first. Finally, we turned to look at her. Our glare encouraged her to speak quickly.

“Everything is ready,” she said.

We nodded and slowly turned to face her. Something about the movement unnerved her. She took an unconscious step backwards. She caught herself midway through the step and looked up at us with expressionless eyes. She was trying to appear brave. We are not deceived.

When we reached her, she turned eagerly and led the way down the steps. She did not try to talk to us, and she fidgeted often. On the third level from the top, she turned down the long hallway. Watchers were everywhere. They were moving around impatiently. Many of them were close to being wild and were driven by their baser instincts; they did not have the direction of the Saints or their sense of common purpose and unity. They needed it if we were to win the war. Our blood would give it to them.

Odette walked into a small room in the middle of the hall. It had a stone chair in the center. It was another throne the angel had formed into the rock. Along the arms of the chair were needles, three for each arm, and tubing that ran to a central collection point. Plastic bags hung on metal hooks. IVs were better than cutting my hand repeatedly and wasting everyone’s time when there was so much left to do. It was practical and efficient. It terrified me.

We sat in the stone chair and turned our arms up. Odette was careful and precise as she stepped over to us. She was afraid of making the wrong move and startling us to the point that we killed her. I started screaming in the silences of my mind as she approached. I didn’t want to create more Nightstalkers. I didn’t want the added madness and dark power in the world. It was my least favorite power. And it was about to be given to hundreds.

We didn’t flinch when the cold silver hit our arms, though the angel did not like it at all. The silver seared him to the core of his existence. He was doing the same amount of struggling internally that I had been doing from the moment he had entered my mind. The silver was agony to him. The satisfaction was fleeting.

The blood started leaving my body. I lost track of how much they took from me. A single drop could transform one person. How many would a gallon change? How much evil was I bringing into the world with one act?

I couldn’t let them use my blood. I couldn’t.

Our arms started shaking as my anger bubbled from the back of my mind to the front. I wouldn’t let them change so many evil Watchers. I wouldn’t let them bring efficiency and power to murderers. They had no right. The blood was not theirs to give. I had to stop them.

“Father? What’s wrong?” Odette asked.

We stood and ripped the needles out of our arms. We were panting from the exertion. Our entire body was trembling. I didn’t have control, but the angel was afraid to take the moment further. He was trying to keep me sequestered in the back of my mind. The blood was a trigger for rebellion, and the pain of the silver had lowered his defenses ever so slightly.

“That is all I am willing to give right now,” we said. “Do what you can with it.”

“Yes, Father,” she said.

We were out of the room before she could blink. In the hall, we reached out and used the wall to keep us upright. We were still panting, our body trembling from the pain.

That was not smart, the angel raged coldly.

The moment gave me hope. Maybe I could push him out. I focused on him. I pushed and prodded at the barriers he had erected. I thought of my rage and the panic I had felt when Odette had taken my blood. They weren’t enough.

The angel put the full pressure of his will down on mine. Before I blacked out, I felt a surge of satisfaction. I had finally gotten a response from him. I had proved he didn’t have total control. I didn’t know if it would matter in the end, but it was a relief in the present. It was the only relief currently available to me outside of death.
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CHAPTER 3
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The next thing I was aware of was standing in our throne room again. We were alone but it felt as though people had been in the room with us only a minute ago. The room’s history was speaking to me. It was a thought that was immediately verified by the angel. He was contemplating the words of the fallen angels he had brought into his council. They were explaining their limitations, the limitations of Farris’s army, and what was needed to bring our enemies to their knees.

A solid day had passed.

Why is it not working? the angel demanded.

He had woken me up to ask this one question. The coming war was not his only concern. He was thinking about his promise to me and his desire to have strong and smart soldiers at our back. He wanted to know why the urgent tug to seek us out was not being obeyed. My friends were still missing.

Because they’re smarter than you, I decided weakly.

I didn’t know why it wasn’t working. I had no idea how to control the urge, and hadn’t known I even possessed such an ability until two days ago, but I wasn’t above trying to worry him. I wanted him to feel out of his depth. I wanted him to doubt his hold on me. It was the most I could do.

No...the angel disagreed. Not smarter. But careful. They are in hiding. They are below ground. But where?

He ran through everything I knew about the Saints and their bases in the new world of broken cities. He finally landed on Los Angeles. Zachariah’s construction meant there were added layers of protection, of silver and stone, to keep the angels and Watchers out. They had to be hiding there. It made sense.

I think it is time we let them know we mean business, the angel decided.

It’s not very tactical, I replied quickly.

I didn’t care about tactics. I just didn’t want him to attack my family. We looked over our shoulder at the closed door that held Ellen and Sam as I thought of family. The angel turned, sensing I wanted to see them. I wanted to be certain they were okay. He was willing to placate me, if only to prevent another fight between us. We opened the door with a gesture and stepped inside.

Ellen and Sam were sitting at a large table in the dining room. The remnants of dinner were at their elbows. They weren’t talking. Sam was complacent; he felt protected by us. Our control over him was as strong as ever. We could hear Naomi, Jennifer, Breena, and Liam in a room off the hall. They had already eaten and were playing games.

“Hello, Mother, Father,” we said. “How are you this evening?”

“Wishing you would let us go,” Ellen said coldly.

We took a single step closer to the table. “What use is there in wishing for something that is not going to happen? It is a waste of time...and such a marker of your kind. You are all so weak and worry constantly about things that do not matter. It is all you can do: worry about the things that cannot be changed.”

“Did you come to lecture me, or can I help you with something?” Ellen asked tartly.

“I just want to make sure you are okay,” we replied.

“You mean that Clare wants to know I’m okay,” she said, “as you’re a monster.”

“It breaks my heart when you say such hurtful things,” we replied.

“Shut up,” Ellen said.

Sam reached out and grabbed her hand. He gave her a tight squeeze as we looked at her. It was a warning. The angel did not like her tone and was using Sam as a conduit. Ellen wasn’t afraid. She looked back at us, her warm eyes full of attitude and fearlessness.

“I am going out. I might be back late. You will have some more friends to make the wait more tolerable when I get home. Do not wait up,” we said.

We turned and left the room without waiting for a reply. The door slammed shut behind us noisily. The angel was irritated. He did not like Ellen’s sass, but he had bigger problems than a mother who would not behave. We had the rest of our family to find.
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