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Chapter 1: Flight
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“Umm... excuse me, are you Shannon O’Reilly?” a voice asked tremulously from behind me.

“Yes, that’s me,” I replied as I turned around, model smile firmly in place, and saw a girl standing there. She was about thirteen or fourteen with long black hair and deep brown eyes, and she looked a bit nervous as she clutched a copy of Teen Queen in her hands. 

She wasn’t really dressed for a Toronto winter, and neither were the pair of adults who I assumed were her parents, watching us from not too far away, so I figured that she was waiting for a connecting flight.

“Omigod! This is so cool! I can’t believe I’m meeting you! Umm... do you think that you could...” she gushed before seeming to get nervous again and trailing off.

“Sign your magazine?” I finished for her with a more genuine smile. “Sure, who should I make it out to?”

“Ellie,” the girl supplied uncertainly as she offered me the magazine and a pen. “I mean, my name is Eleanor, but nobody ever really calls me that.”

“My cousin is called Ellie too, she lives with us and she’s like a little sister to me,” I told her warmly as I signed the cover of the magazine, “To my good friend, Ellie, Shannon O’Reilly.”

“Thank you sooo much! I gotta get going, Mom and Dad are waiting for me.” With that, she was running off excitedly to the pair of adults who had been watching us, and I gave a little wave before turning back to Beth.

“That was sweet of you, Babe, she looked so nervous,” my intended said with a smile as she leaned forward to kiss me tenderly.

“It was no big deal, I’m getting used to signing those things all the time and talking with strangers. It couldn’t have been easy for her to approach me like that, as nervous as she was, so why make it harder for her? If taking a minute to sign a magazine and talk to her made her happy, then it was worth it. We should go catch up to the others, though,” I responded as I grabbed onto my pair of travel cases so we could hurry to catch up with my sister and the rest of our crew.

It had been almost three weeks since our battle with Khinara and her minions, it was now less than a week until Christmas, and I was looking forward to our trip and a little time away from most of my responsibilities. We had been so busy since that battle with everything that was going on in our lives, and I was starting to feel burned out. 

It would be nice to get away for a bit, even if it was sort of a working holiday.

School had been one of our biggest time commitments recently, especially with volleyball. Our team was one of the best in the region, and we had placed second overall at a tournament last Saturday. Schoolwork also took up a lot of time, and so did dodging the ‘press’. 

At least we could come and go without people with cameras following our every move and trying to get pictures of me, now that school was out for Christmas, since they wouldn’t come near the house anymore with the threat of legal action.

Sarah and I had also been very busy with work, so Beth and Annie were kept busy as well. Between shooting materials for phase two of the ad campaign for Divine Cosmetics, doing public appearances, and shooting our first few commercials, most of our weekends had been booked solid. We also had some other unrelated modeling work that our agent, Peter, and Jen’s parents had approved.

Then there was our other, more clandestine work. There hadn’t been much Demon activity since our battle with Khinara, but what little there was had been disorganized and sporadic. It almost felt like there was suddenly a power vacuum here among the Demons in Toronto, and they were all jockeying for position. Maybe I had hurt Khinara worse than I thought.

That didn’t mean that we weren’t working, though, since I was refining my skills and learning new Celestial spells with Sarah, and Ziralin and I both had apprentices to train. Both Lisa and Michelle were coming along well in their magick studies, but they both had a stubborn streak that seemed to help with that. 

I didn’t think that Lisa had the raw power required for Celestial magick, but she was proving very good at multitasking, and I had taught her how to purify magick energy, as well as basic shielding and attack spells in case she had to tangle with any Demons. 

As for Michelle, she had been working hard learning physical combat from Ziralin, and that was what would serve her best since most of her Familiar abilities seemed to be passive with the accelerated healing, enhanced physical attributes, and her ability to teleport to Lisa when needed. 

Ziralin had been hoping to have that last ability herself, but it seemed that it was something unique to Michelle. Like Ellie was always saying, ‘Magick has a will of its own,’ and apparently a sense of the dramatic and an odd sense of humor as well. 

Anyway, with everything that we had going on, it would be nice for all of us to take a break over Christmas while Talisha finalized buying the new house and getting us moved in before the new year. Jen’s parents had managed to rent us a big place in Banff National Park for the next two weeks so that we, our assistants, and our other friends could get in a little rest and relaxation. 

They thought that a bit of skiing and enjoying some time in the great outdoors would help us to recharge our batteries before we had to return home for school and more work on the ad campaign. Michelle had even suggested someone who flew a chartered plane to get us there and back so we could have some relative privacy during the flight.

While we did intend to enjoy the vacation, we also had work to do. While we were in Banff, we would also be traveling to Nhekar. That was the Plane where the knowledge that Torphael had given Ziralin indicated that the final Sentinel, Jalael the Serene, could be found. None of those among us who had gotten Celestial marks had much knowledge of Nhekar, though, much less where to find Jalael’s remains.

At least while searching for the other Sentinels on other planes of existence, we had some coordinates to add to the gate spells, so we ended up somewhere close to the Sentinels’ locations, but this time we had nothing to go by. We could appear anywhere on that Plane without specific coordinates, so it seemed that we were going to have to search that entire world at random and hope to find what we were looking for. Worse yet, we didn’t even have any recent information to help us.

Apparently, Nhekar was one of the far outer Planes that the Celestials weren’t very familiar with because it is so far out of the way, and it takes a lot of power to cast a gate there. The information that Ziralin had inherited from Torphael was limited at best, and thousands of years out of date by our terms, but to make that even worse, one day on our Plane is months on Nhekar. 

So, the information was likely actually hundreds of thousands of years out of date so far as Nhekar was concerned. We had no idea what we would be walking into, but at least we would have months to a couple of years to search there before we had to be back on our own Plane in two weeks. Maybe we would finish up early and could get some skiing in.

As I thought about the trip ahead and we hurried to catch up with the others, I looked around carefully. I had the feeling that I was being watched, and it wasn’t the first time in the past few weeks. I couldn’t sense any demonic aura or a Demon Brand, though, so it was probably either my imagination or one of those photographers following me around again. 

I tried to put it out of my mind as Beth and I joined the others at the gate that would take us to the runway where our plane awaited.
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The plane was bigger and a bit fancier than I was expecting for a prop plane, and could seat up to fourteen passengers with a decent amount of legroom and space in the cabin. I wasn’t much of a plane girl, but Michelle mentioned that it was a Cessna Caravan as we were securing our luggage. 

Soon, we had taken off, and the ascent was smooth with very little turbulence, so it seemed like the pilot, a friendly brunette woman named Lauren Kline who had greeted us at the gate, was as good as Michelle had told us she was.

A short time later, as I was just settling in for a relaxing flight, I heard an achingly familiar voice calling out clearly from near the cockpit, “Hello, everyone. We have reached our cruising altitude, so you may all unfasten your seatbelts and feel free to roam around the cabin. My name is Rebecca, and if you need anything to make your flight more comfortable, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

My eyes went wide with surprise, and I unfastened my seatbelt and stood up to look at the source of the voice, not sure if I could believe my ears. As soon as I was standing and we both got a good look at one another, Rebecca and I said in stereo, “What is she doing here?!”

Michelle was quick to get to her feet and place herself between us. “Okay, girls, just calm the fuck down. Rebecca is here because her mom is our pilot, and she sometimes helps out on the flights. Shannon is here because she and her sister are your mom’s clients. Honestly, I needed a way to get you two somewhere alone, so you can fucking bury whatever hatchet is between you.”

Rebecca turned to glare at Michelle in fury as she snapped angrily, “I thought you were my friend!” Then she promptly turned around in a huff and stomped back toward the pilot’s compartment.

“I am... I... fuck,” Michelle stammered as she sank into her seat with a sigh and a hurt expression on her face.

I let out a sigh of my own and walked over to take the seat across from Michelle and Lisa. “I know what you were trying to do here, Michelle, but this was a bad idea for so many reasons. If she and her mom are our ride back, and spending their vacation in the same place, she is going to want to hang out with you. How were you planning to explain the fact that we might not be around for most of our ‘vacation’?”

Michelle sank guiltily into her seat. “Well, she and her mom are staying at a different place, and I figured that if I couldn’t get you two talking, she’d do her best to avoid you anyway. I just wanted her to stop hating on you for no good reason, Shannon. If you just got together and talked it out, I think...”

Whatever she had been about to say was cut off by a loud bang as the plane seemed to lurch, and Rebecca screamed from the cockpit area. “I really hope that was turbulence,” I heard Elsaishe say, though I was pretty sure she believed it about as little as I did. We had all felt that sickening feeling of a Demon gate being opened and a very familiar aura, and were scrambling toward the front of the plane.

Rebecca was sitting on the floor, gaping in horror and screaming at the scene inside the cockpit. Her mother was slumped forward lifelessly in the pilot’s seat, there was blood and entrails everywhere, and standing there in the center of it all was Khinara. She was half covered in blood, and a translucent black figure with glowing red eyes hovered beside her. Just great, it was a Wraith.

Wraiths aren’t like regular ghosts and spirits, and yes, ghosts do exist. Wraiths are the disembodied spirits of Demons, whose hatred for something or someone is strong enough to keep their souls from going to wherever Demons go when they die. 

Because they are incorporeal beings and can’t interact with the physical world, they don’t give off a strong demonic aura and, unless they choose to show themselves, even a sensitive Witch like me would never know they were there unless we were specifically looking for one.

Now that it was visible, I could see the bindings on the Wraith. Khinara must have had that thing following me for a while, waiting for an opportunity, but Wraiths are usually laser-focused on the object of their hatred and getting vengeance. Normally, they would never serve someone else unless it would lead to getting that vengeance. 

That meant that this Wraith had a beef with one of us. Then I gasped as I recognized that almost undetectable demonic aura and muttered, “Of course it would be Aarianna.” It made sense since she blamed me for her being turned into a girl and then a Succubus, and she probably held a grudge against Ziralin and me both for killing her as well.

~I see that you recognize my new pet, Shannon,~ Khinara said with a creepy smile, seeming to take great pleasure in using my name. ~The things that she wants to do to you and the silver-haired Fae.~

She wasn’t going to get the chance since I had been gathering and purifying magick energy since I sensed the gate and Khinara. I hit the Wraith with a purification spell and peppered Khinara with holy missiles. Aarianna was out of the game now, but Khinara’s shield spell was still standing as I sensed her casting another gate spell.

There was something seriously wrong here, and not just the fact that the cabin of the plane was too cramped for a full-out magick battle or for Mason, Jennifer, Annie, Ziralin, and Sarah to effectively use their Celestial forms without their wings making it very crowded. We couldn’t even use physical spells or bullets unless we wanted to risk bringing the plane down, if we weren’t going down already. Khinara was also in the cockpit, and with me and Rebecca effectively blocking the door at the moment, only I had a line of sight to attack her anyway. 

Sure, Khinara’s shield spell seemed less powerful than the one that she used in our last encounter, and her missing arms hadn’t regenerated yet, but she had the advantage here, so why gate away? Was she maybe bringing in reinforcements to finish us off? She did say that she wasn’t going to play games this time.

I was pounding her with another trio of spells when everything seemed to lurch. It was as I started to draw in magick energy for another round of spells that I figured out what was wrong. The feel of the energy was sickening and tainted; it felt different than any that I had ever gathered before. Khinara hadn’t brought reinforcements to the plane; she’d brought the plane to Heil.

“Shit,” I heard Sarah curse behind me as she probably realized the same thing that I had. She might not be able to draw on magick energy in her human form anymore, but she could still sense both it and demonic auras. There were Demons everywhere; on the ground below us, in the air around the plane, and the plane was shaking from blows as the Demons outside tried to stoke our fears.

It was working, and the only positive thing about this situation was that Khinara seemed severely weakened after using that spell, well, for the brief instant before the second portal appeared and she made good her escape. She didn’t need to stick around; she had all the Demons in Heil to finish us off now. We needed to get out of there, fast.

Lisa and I could draw on the magick energy here and only feel a bit nauseous. The abilities of our Familiars were mostly inherent magical abilities, and Ziralin and Ellie could use their Faery abilities, but anyone who tried using Celestial abilities would be screwed when they had to start drawing in magick energy. Changing to their Celestial forms didn’t require using any, but their Celestial special abilities and even their ability to fly required drawing on magick energy once they used up what they had stored. 

Unless they took the time and concentration required to purify that energy first, this stuff would be like poison to them, as deadly as purified magick energy was to Demons.

Sarah took charge as she called out, “Everyone, gather your things; we need to gate out of here! We are not ready to fight here yet!”

I was about to do as she said when I glanced out the front ot the cockpit and noticed that the ground seemed to be coming up fast. None of us knew how to fly a plane, and Rebecca seemed to be in shock, not that I could blame her after what she had just seen and with her mother’s entrails all over the cockpit. 

I knelt down in front of her and shook her, and when that didn’t work, I slapped her. “Rebecca! We don’t have time for this right now! Can you keep this plane in the air for a few more minutes?!”

For a second, all I got was an empty stare, but then she seemed to snap out of it, and her brief glare quickly gave way to a slight nod. She was scared to death, but she knew more about this plane than any of us. As she raced to get to the co-pilot’s stick, I ran to gather my purse and shoved it in my emergency backpack. 

The others already had their backpacks on, and Sarah was in her Celestial form, casting the gate. The amount of power it was taking was straining her visibly, and she was only able to hold it open for a few seconds, barely enough time for Lisa and Michelle to make it through. Unfortunately, this was not unexpected. 

We had thought to do some scouting on Nhekar ahead of our trip, but had discovered that, for some reason, our gates didn’t want to stay open to that location for more than a few seconds. So we had prepared for that by drawing a gate for that Plane in permanent marker on an old bedsheet. 

We could use it as many times as we needed to, just by feeding magick into the sigils. Right now, time was a luxury, and it would take less time to do that several times than to draw out and form an entirely new gate to a specific location on Earth for all of us.

That was why we had the emergency backpacks. Since we had no specific coordinates to work with on the gate, it was likely that we were going to be separated when we arrived a few at a time. Those packs contained everything that we might need to survive on our own for a while in a strange and potentially hostile world.

Sarah had only managed one more casting before she was too drained of magick energy to do another, sending Jennifer and Mason through. It looked like it was up to me now. I drew in as much magical energy as I could and formed the gate again twice more, sending through Sarah and Annie, followed by Ziralin and Ellie. 

I really didn’t want to be separated from my sister, Familiar, or my cousin, but I was a realist. I was needed to form the gates; they were only staying open long enough for a couple of us to pass through at a time, and Rebecca was needed to keep the plane in the air while I did that. We had to be the last two to leave.

That left me and Rebecca going through the gate together, a situation that I figured neither of us was going to be too thrilled with once the shock wore off. “Rebecca! We’re bailing out!” I called out once I had gathered more magick energy and was ready to cast the gate.

“Parachutes are in the back!” our temporary pilot shouted as she ran into the main cabin, and I used that as my cue to shove almost all of the magick energy that I had into the gate. “What the?” Rebecca sputtered, staring at the glowing circle in the air. We didn’t have time for this, so I shoved her through, hit the corner of the gate sheet with a quick fire spell so we couldn’t be followed, and dove in after her.

It was cold and dark on the other side. Two moons hung above us in the sky, a larger pink one and a smaller violet-hued one, and I stood in a seemingly endless expanse of black sand dunes. 

I was going to need my Demon-hunting gear to stay comfortable in this weather, and I would probably need to enchant Rebecca’s clothes for her. She was currently slumped down in the sand with a stunned and confused expression on her face, and I figured that I should get to work before she came back to her senses and started either ignoring me or screaming at me.

Ziralin was very far away. I could feel the powerful pull of my connection with her and had to try to ignore that pull as I reached out with my magick sense, closed my eyes, and felt around me for magick energy to draw on. It was when I sensed nothing that I suddenly realized why a gate wouldn’t stay open to this Plane for very long and required so much power to cast. I collapsed onto the sand beside Rebecca as I whispered in stunned disbelief, “There’s no magick.”
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Chapter 2: Fireworks
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It was the screaming that snapped me out of my dazed state. 

It appeared that Rebecca had fallen asleep at some point and was having one hell of a nightmare, not that I could blame her after opening the cockpit to find something like Khinara and the Wraith of Aarianna standing by her mother’s dead body and her entrails all over the cockpit. I felt a sudden stab of guilt for making her go into that cockpit to keep us flying, who knew how that was going to affect her already delicate psyche.

I crawled over to where she was sprawled in the sand, shifting and whimpering in her sleep, and sat her up to put my arms around her. “Shh, everything is going to be okay,” I whispered as I held her tight. I wasn’t sure how, though, since we were stuck on a distant plane of existence, my friends were scattered to the four winds, I was alone with someone who hated my guts, and to top it off, I had no magick energy to draw on.

“No, this doesn’t change anything,” I told myself sternly. “We knew coming in that we would probably be separated for a while once we got here, and we still need to find one another and wherever Jalael the Serene is entombed. 

“Okay, so there’s no ambient magick energy to draw on, and that definitely sucks, but the rules for magick are different on every Plane. Maybe here there’s a different way to gather and use magick energy, and I’m damn well going to find it.”

It was still dark, though the two moons were further along in the night sky than before, when Rebecca started to stir in my arms. It seemed that her nightmare had ended, or perhaps wasn’t as bad now, and she snuggled into my arms and whispered, “M... Mom?”

I sighed and took a deep breath before telling her as gently as I could, “I’m afraid not.” 

Rebecca jerked away from me as if she’d been burned. “What the hell were you doing?!” she snapped.

“You were having a nightmare, I was trying to help,” I explained as I tried to keep my cool. I should have known she’d react like that.

“I don’t need your fucking help!” she screamed, turning away to look around us, and once her eyes saw those twin moons, she once again collapsed to the ground. “It... wasn’t a dream. Oh God, Mom...” she choked as she couldn’t seem to finish that sentence. I could hear her sniffling now, and her shoulders started to shake as she cried.

I reached out to put a hand on her shoulder, but stopped myself as I said, “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how hard it was for you to see that and then keep the plane in the air, but I know...”

She swiveled around to give me a red-faced glare of pure rage and loathing as she shoved me away, her face wet with tears. “You don’t know anything! You’re pretty and popular and perfect! I’ve seen the billboards, you’re Miss Divine, with the perfect fucking life! How could you possibly know what it’s like to lose your mother, to be trapped in a body that feels wrong, or to be treated like shit and bullied every fucking day for being different!”

I pushed her right back. “I have had it with your jealousy! I’ve tried being nice. I wanted to help you, but you see someone pretty or athletic and you automatically think they’re out to get you! You don’t know one single thing about me! I know what it feels like to lose a parent; both of mine died in a car accident three years ago! Three months ago, before I turned sixteen, I was a scrawny boy, bullied by the jocks, and the only person who gave a shit about me was my sister!”

“Bullshit! There’s no way that someone who looks like you do was a boy three months ago! Hormones don’t act that fast, Miss Fashion Model!” Rebecca snarled.

“Magick, Moron!” I snapped back in anger at being called a liar. “Think about what happened on the plane and take a good look at where we are, and tell me that you can’t believe in it! On my birthday, my sister gave me a magick candle, and I wished to be like her, so it turned me into a younger version of her, and I’ve been stuck this way since! 

“I never asked to be a girl, and sure, the wish has helped me adapt and feel more comfortable, but it felt like I was in hell at first! Every time someone told me how much I looked like Sarah, it was like a knife twisting in my soul! And the only reason that I’m a model now was so I could help my sister’s career!”

Rebecca feigned wiping tears away in an exaggerated manner, though I could tell that there were still real ones there as she taunted. “Oh boo-hoo! Look at me, I’m just so hard done by. I make so much money just sitting in front of a camera and looking pretty, it’s so much work, and I’ve had everything handed to me, and I don’t have to lift a finger to help people who are really hurting.”

“Fuck you! Are you ever not a bitch?!” I shouted, barely resisting the powerful urge to slap her. “Modeling is hard work, and I’ve been working my ass off! Not only do I have a job to do and school, but I spend nearly every minute that I’m not doing those, or training my magick, hunting down Demons, trying to keep people safe, and preventing an invasion! I want to be able to help everyone, but I can’t!”

“If you’re so fucking sympathetic and have magic, then why the fuck didn’t you help me or those like me at the meetings!” she screamed.

I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself enough to explain. “Magick can’t become common knowledge among humankind; it would lead to disaster. Even if I knew enough to do a transformation like what you want without possibly harming you in the process, or could create an artifact like the one that changed me, I couldn’t change all your records or the memories of everyone that you ever met, and you would have no legal identity. 

“We had enough trouble changing my records and stuff, and my name was gender neutral, leaning toward feminine when I was born. And how would you explain waking up a girl one morning to your family, cooties? I wanted to help you, but what help I was trying to offer you was thrown back in my face, so how could I expect you to accept my help for anything, even if you did believe in magick?” 

“So, change me now, then. Whip up one of those candle artifact thingies and let’s do this. Mom’s fucking dead, probably because those things on the plane were after you, so I think you owe me.”

Her accusation hurt, probably because it was true. Rebecca’s mother would still be alive if Khinara hadn’t come after us. I should have been more careful; I should have realized that I was being watched, or at the very least thought to take measures to keep anyone else on the plane safe. We had thought that we’d be safe in the air, that a portal would be difficult to target on a moving airplane, but it seemed that Aarianna’s Wraith wasn’t only watching me but had also signaled to Khinara the best time to attack and acted as an anchor for her portal.

“Do you see anything nearby that I could use to make a candle?” I asked pointedly, gesturing broadly at the expanse of black sand around us. “Even if there was, and I didn’t have to worry what to do about your sudden gender reversal with your family when we get back to Earth... I can’t.”

“I won’t tell anybody about your precious magic,” she said in a singsong tone before an expression of pain and uncertainty washed over her, quickly replaced by her usual disdain for me. “And I don’t have any family now, Mom was it. She and my asshole father got divorced because of my transition, and I’m dead to him and his family. I’ve got nothing to lose and everything to gain, so hit me.”

“I can’t,” I repeated. “I used up all of the magick energy that I had stored to get us here and make sure we weren’t followed. I haven’t been able to gather any since we got here. There’s none here to draw on, and I need it to cast spells, like to find the others or get us home.”

“You mean that we’re stuck here?!” Rebecca yelled as she shot to her feet and glowered down at me. “Why the hell would you bring us to somewhere that has no magic if you need it to get us home?!”

“I’ll find some! The rules are just different here! We didn’t have much choice, unless you would have preferred staying in actual Hell and being tormented and killed by Demons!” I snapped back, getting to my feet to glare right back at her. “We didn’t know what this Plane was like, but we were prepared to come here! 

“We had a semi-permanent gate diagram prepared since we knew it couldn’t stay open long, and we’d have to use it several times, and it took less time to charge that one five times than it would have taken to draw an entirely new gate with specific coordinates on Earth!”

“You’ll find some?! I feel better already! It sounds so much better than, ‘I fucked up and we’re stranded!’ Where the hell do you expect to find some?! You just said that there’s none here!”

I was getting sick and tired of Rebecca’s attitude. “I said that the rules are different here! Magick doesn’t work the same way everywhere; there are differences! It’s been slightly different on every Plane that I’ve been to, and I’m sure that it’s different here too. We just need to find out how! There is magick out there somewhere, I know it!”

“You know it?! That’s just so fucking reassuring! And how do you plan on finding it if ‘the rules are different’?” she shot back.

“Well, we’re not going to find it by standing here yelling at one another,” I groused as I tried to calm myself down again. 

Rebecca was so damn infuriating. I had never met someone so negative in my life. I was trying hard to remain positive for both our sakes, but she wasn’t making it easy. “We need to get moving if we plan on finding a source of magick, my friends, or what we came here to look for in the first place. If I’m right, we’re in some sort of desert and we’ll need to get under cover once it starts getting too hot to travel.”

“Assuming that there even is a sun here,” I heard my reluctant companion grumble before she snapped, “Fine, whatever,” and started walking away.

“We’re going this way,” I told her, pointing in the near opposite direction.

“What?! Why the hell do you get to decide where we’re going? You’re as lost as I am! Who died and made you leader? Oh, wait, my mom did!” she shouted in anger, though I could see that she was trying to act tough and hold back tears. It seemed like that was her answer to everything, and I was pretty sure that it was only her anger and dislike of me that was keeping her from curling up in a ball and crying right then.

I tried to keep control of myself as I replied, “Yeah, I have no idea where we are, but I do know that Beth is in that direction. I can feel her.”

“Oh, you can feel her. Isn’t that so fucking sweet? The power of love is going to lead us to your jock girlfriend,” Rebecca retorted with a roll of her eyes and a snarky tone.

“She’s my fiancée,” I corrected as calmly as I could. “But she’s also my Familiar, which means that we can sense one another, no matter where we are. It’s a Witch thing.”

“More like a bitch thing,” I barely heard her grumble under her breath.

“Wow, and I thought that we left Hell to get here, maybe I was wrong. I’d rather go back there and face the Demons,” I muttered as I turned away and started walking.
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We had been walking for a while, with Rebecca keeping a good distance behind me. As much as she apparently loathed me, she still had the sense to realize that I was her only chance at surviving on an alien world and getting home. So she kept close enough not to lose me but far away enough to make conversation impossible. Still, she was close enough for me to hear her crying in the silence of the desert night as we walked.

As much as her attitude and blind hatred toward me infuriated me, I wished that she would let me in to help comfort her. We were the only company that each other had for now, and it would get pretty lonely if we continued to ignore one another. She had just lost her mother, her only family, in a very traumatic way, and the last thing she needed right now was to be alone.

I felt responsible for her, but then, from what everyone who knows me says, I feel responsible for everyone. In this case, though, I really was responsible for her. It was my fault that her mother died and that she was going through this right now. She had nobody else; she was only fourteen, she wasn’t used to magick or travelling to different worlds, and right now it was just me and her, so I was going to have to take responsibility for that.

Dawn was starting to paint the sky in bright, warm colors, so I was able to deduce that we were heading northeast if this world’s magnetic poles were anything like Earth’s. By the light of twilight, I was also able to get a better look at the black sands around us. It stretched off in all directions as far as I could see, and then I saw something that made me halt my progress. 

There were tracks of some sort in the dark sand crossing my path, something small and something much, much larger. If Ziralin were with me, she probably could have told me how old the tracks were and anything else I wanted to know, but I didn’t share her skillset.

Rebecca and I needed to stick closer together or we’d be easy pickings for any predators out there. I was also going to need a few things. I waited for my caustic companion to catch up and said, “Rebecca, we need to stick together. Maybe we should stop for a bit to rest and eat something. I need some things from my pack anyway.”

“Not hungry,” she said morosely, not even glancing in my direction as she walked past and continued walking in the direction that I had set us out on. Her eyes were red and puffy, and it seemed that she didn’t even have the mental energy to scream at me or say something snarky. She did stop to sit in the sand, though, once she had put enough distance between us to make conversation impossible. 

I sighed and turned around, watching her for a couple of minutes. I was about to go catch up to try to talk to her when I heard a familiar voice say, “The two of you are going to have to learn to get along and work together if we are going to get through this.”
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Chapter 3: Light and Shadow
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I turned to gape wide-eyed at the hooded and masked figure who stood watching me. “Xuriel!” I gasped in one part confusion and two parts relief. Maybe she could help us out of this jam. “What are you doing here? I thought that you didn’t want to reveal yourself to the Demons yet.”

“The situation has changed,” the Celestial responded carefully. “I did not anticipate the possibility of you having no magick to work with while searching for Jalael’s power. If you are to live through this, then I must reveal myself now and ensure that you have the abilities to survive this world without magick.”

“What do you mean?” I asked uncertainly. “Didn’t you come to help us?”

“Yes, I did, but I cannot use magick any more than you can at the moment, Shannon. As I said, I am here to reveal myself.” Xuriel pulled back her hood and removed her mask, and nothing could have prepared me for what I saw there. I was expecting the face of a Celestial with one of those unusual eye colors and matching head feathers, but that was not what I saw. I nearly fainted, and did fall to my knees as I recognized her face. I should have, since I saw it every day, in the mirror.

“You’re... me? What... I...” I couldn’t seem to form the questions that assaulted my mind on my lips.

“It would be more accurate to say that you are me, at least in part,” my doppelganger replied calmly. “You have been since you made that wish. Please, allow me to tell you a story before I show you what you need to know and consign myself to oblivion.”
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I was a child when the Demons first attacked Haven, and our war with them began. My father was a farmer, and my mother an artist of some renown. They were poorly suited to fight Demons, but they held them off long enough for my brother to get us to safety. 

By the time I reached maturity and was prepared to enter the Navaris Field to receive my mark and gain the power which slept within me, we had already had many warriors to fight the war but we were still losing. I was one of seven who would change the course of that war.

Even without my ability to passively gather and purify nearly limitless amounts of magick energy from the world around me, I was an accomplished user of holy magick. With it, I was the most powerful of the Seven Sentinels. Despite our power and determination, the war dragged on, and the Demons began to invade other Planes as well, so I came up with a plan.

The key to taking down the Demons was to deal them a blow that would leave them in chaos, fighting among one another rather than with us. We needed to kill the Demon King. I told the others of my plan, and both Anjurael and Torphael agreed with my assessment. Jalael, Lunael, and Lunariel felt that we should focus on a stronger defense. Ysuriel was the deciding vote, and she felt that it was reckless and foolhardy to try to attack the Demon King in Heil, where he would have a distinct advantage, even if we all attacked him at once.

When the others decided to move on to defending our territories more vigorously, I went after him myself. I was a proud and somewhat arrogant man, so certain that I was right, and I was confident that I had the power to destroy him, even if I had to do it by myself. In a fair fight, I probably would have been right, but Demons do not fight fair.

I had him weakened, I had him on his knees, and as I began to cast a spell that would finish him off, I was felled by an attack from behind. 

A Succubus named Izhara cursed me, placing a Demon Brand over my Mark to take away my empowered form and its abilities and leave me trapped in the mortal form of a primitive creature that she discovered on another Plane. That was when something entirely unexpected happened: my Mark and the Demon Brand merged.

I was left a mere human, barely more than a child, and unable to change forms, with the uncontrollable power of both Celestial and Demon barely contained in a mortal body. My arrogance and short-sightedness did not only cost me. Instead of defeating the Demon King and ending the war, the war raged on for two more years, with the battleground spreading to other Planes and displacing the Faery from their home. 

I fled Heil, and they let me so that I could live in torment and remember my failure, and the Demon King named Izhara and six other Demons his generals and gave them the task of destroying the Sentinels so that he could not be attacked like that again. I was not prepared to give up and die, though. I was determined to fight and defeat the Demons, and I discovered that I still had ways of doing so. 

While I could no longer seem to change to my empowered form, I had not lost my ability to gather magick energy and manipulate it as Izhara had likely intended. I had new abilities as well, or perhaps it was that the merging of my Mark and the Brand had changed the abilities that I already had. 

While I found that I had to work harder to purify magick energy, I also seemed to have the ability to taint it as a Demon would for their magick. I could cast curses as they did, too, and I found that I could take on the physical attributes of a Demon as well.

This was the true curse which Izhara had bestowed upon me. To be a mere mortal girl in form, unable to ever take my empowered form again, but to still have power at my fingertips, her powers, the power of a Succubus. I had their strength, speed, regeneration, and I could change my body entirely to one of her kind or take on individual attributes such as wings or eyes to use their abilities, not as an empowered form but as an inherent ability akin to Succubus shapeshifting. 

For a time, I had lost myself in shame to the freakish creature that I had become; half-Celestial, half-Demon, but truly neither, instead something neutral in a primitive adolescent and female mortal form. It was when I was lost in my own misery that I discovered that even that dark cloud had a silver lining. 

While I had to work harder at purifying magick energy to use in Celestial spells, I was no longer limited by casting those ritualistic spells. My mere thoughts and desires could reshape the world around me if I were not careful to control my magick.

And so I used my new abilities to help bring the first war to a conclusion. I used their own abilities and tactics and attacked the Demons from the shadows. I gave off no aura, neither demonic nor that of a Celestial in their empowered form, and while I could attain the strengths of a Demon, I did not share their weaknesses. They couldn’t see me coming. 

I had a greater power than ever before, and I slew Izhara with my own hands, but this did not relieve me of my curse. 

Unable as I was to return to my former body, I kept out of the public eye unless necessary among other Celestials, and even then, I kept my true appearance hidden beneath a mask and hooded robe. I kept my distance, even from the other Sentinels, and while I convinced them that I had been cursed and had my gender changed, I kept the extent of that curse and my new abilities to myself, choosing to remain cloaked in shadow and mystery. 

This, my penchant for working alone, and my ability to take the Demons by surprise where others could not, earned me the name Xuriel the Shadow. 

My people managed to win the war, but it was not a clear victory, and both sides retreated to lick their wounds and rebuild their forces. Ysuriel knew that it was not truly over and that the Demons would come back someday, so she came up with the plan to leave their power behind for others to use when the need arose. 

That was something that I could not do. I could not curse another as I had been, so I fled to the Plane of Earth, where I attempted to make a life among the people whose shape I now wore. I took the name Brighid and found a village that accepted me, until I lost control of my magick. 

My magick had become more and more difficult to control each day, light and darkness battling inside me as my power grew ever stronger, already far too much for an adolescent mortal to contain without eventually killing me. It was as I fled the wrath of those who had taken me in that I met the Faery, who tried to help me control my great power. They felt a kinship with me, and they made me feel like I truly belonged for the first time since I was cursed. 

It was the blood oath and Faery blood flowing through my veins that stabilized me. It created a balance of light and darkness and allowed me to master my powers and separate the Celestial and Demonic aspects. 

The immortality granted me by their blood and magick allowed me to better contain my power, even if I could only use a fraction of it, and my empowered form was still lost to me. In time, though, I found that I wanted a family, and so I returned to the humans for a time to conceive a child. 

When my first daughter had her sixteenth birthday, she took on a similar appearance to me and seemingly inherited my ability to gather and manipulate magick energy and to use it to effect the world around her. She did not receive my curse or the abilities that came with it, merely the last vestiges of what was once the unique power of my Celestial Mark. 

It was then that I came up with my plan and sealed my overwhelming power, my knowledge, my memories, and my cursed mark, hiding them and a shred of my consciousness away, just as Ysuriel and the others had before me. Rather than hiding them away in a set place like others had done, though, I hid them within myself and the bloodline that would follow.

I planned to wait for a magical prodigy, one who could contain and control my full power, and then I would bestow that power upon her and awaken the other members of the Seven to guide that prodigy and take her to Heil to finish the task that I came so close to completing so long ago. 

Since then, I have watched myself and my descendants grow and live their lives, a spirit of sorts watching the living and waiting to fulfill my purpose. I watched descendants live and die, none of them the prodigy that I required, and then even my original self died as well, in a fire after completing your mother’s training.

I began to lose hope of ever finding the prodigy to inherit my power. Your sister was close, certainly gifted, and very clever, and, other than you, she was the last of the lineage. I very nearly chose her, but then something amazing happened: you made your birthday wish on that candle. 

So I took the opportunity that that wish presented to remake you into the prodigy that I sought, a girl of my bloodline infused with great potential for magick and a natural ability to use it. Then, to ensure that you remained that way, I exercised enough control over your body and magick to light the candle.
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“It’s your fault that I’m stuck like this?!” I practically snarled as I clenched my fists at my side once her story was finished.

“Yes,” she admitted reluctantly. “Though I did everything that I could to help you adjust and feel better about the situation. Is your life not better now than it was before?”

“That’s not the point!” I snapped, even though I knew she was right. I loved my life now, I loved my job, my friends, my fiancée, and especially the relationship that I had with my sister. Sure, our current situation sucked, and there had been a lot of bumps along the way, but I was happy and everything was better.

“I have been watching you, Shannon, I have been watching your life through your own eyes since you made your wish. You have adapted quickly and done something that I was never able to truly do in my life. You have become genuinely comfortable and happy with being female; it is who you are,” Xuriel told me gently. 

She paused for effect before then adding, “I did not grant you that comfort, nor did the wish that I guided. We could help you adjust and adapt and give you the necessary tools, but that happiness, comfort, and sense of self cannot be granted from a wish or anything that I could impart; it is part of who you are inside. The wish making you more like Sarah could have had some part in contributing to you getting to this point sooner, but it was only uncovering what was in you all along.”

“So, what? You’re just in my head, and now you’re going to give me your mark and disappear?” I asked, trying to ignore the implication that I probably had repressed gender issues before being changed. I didn’t want to think about that, and I had so many other things to occupy my mind right then. So much made sense now, like how Xuriel was able to watch me all of the time, why she only ever spoke or showed herself to me, and why the others couldn’t sense her appearances.

“You have had my Mark all along, Shannon. I have merely kept it under a seal so powerful and subtle that not even an accomplished Celestial magick user such as Ysuriel could detect it, and out of sight until you were ready to fight the Demon King. 

“I have been slowly giving you my memories and knowledge as you sleep, so you would not be overwhelmed by the torrent of my memories and knowledge when the time came to break the seal. Most of it is behind a barrier in the deepest recesses of your mind, but I have released some of it as you had need of it,” she conceded.

“The dreams I’ve been having!” I sputtered in realization.

My head nodded atop her shoulders. “Yes, and you very nearly stumbled upon the truth the night when I attempted to warn you about Demon Brands, test you, and prepare you for the realities and temptations of bearing my Mark.”

“But you destroyed the records at my old school, made up new ones for homeschooling online, changed the old transcripts at St. Catherine’s for the new ones, and you altered the memories of my agent, Jen’s parents, and Mother Josephine to believe that it was all real,” I argued in disbelief.

“Technically, you did those things,” Xuriel countered, “the night before your volleyball tryouts, and your first date with Bethany that led up to the battle with Varas and Aarianna. As you and your sister slept, I fed my memories and knowledge into your dreams, kept you asleep, and took control of your body to do what was required. I used my experience and your practical knowledge, combined with a bit of creative magick use, and I briefly unsealed the mark to give me the power to do so without detection.”

I felt kind of violated after that revelation, as much as when she had admitted to being behind my transformation, and she knew that, being in my head and all. 

She looked away and said with a sigh, “I did only what was required to ensure your safety and that magick remain a secret, and you were still adjusting to your new form and magick. I could not reveal myself to you then; you were not ready. I am uncertain that you are ready now, but you will need the full scope of your abilities to survive here.”

“If I’m understanding you, I’ll be more powerful and able to gather more magick when the seal is removed, but that won’t help me at all if there’s no magick energy to draw on. I would only have the abilities of your curse to work with and... those are Demon abilities.” I really didn’t feel comfortable with that.

“No, Shannon,” Xuriel said with a shake of her head. “They are your abilities. You are a Witch descended from a Celestial of great power, but in essence, you are and always will be human. You do not have a Demon’s dark soul nor their aura, just as you do not have the aura and soul of a Celestial. 

“I lived with this curse for a very long time, and in doing that and in watching my lineage for all of this time, I have learned one very important thing: no power is truly good or evil in and of itself. This power will not define you. What will define you is how you use it and why, and I know you well enough to be certain that you will always try to do the right thing for the right reasons.”

“So, what do we need to do then? Am I gonna pass out after this like Sarah and the others?” I asked after taking a deep breath and a moment to think.

“No, your mind already contains enough of my memories and knowledge that I can safely remove the barrier keeping it from your conscious mind and give you the rest along with it, though it will take some time for you to process all of the information. It should all come to you as you require it, though. Once both that and your Mark are unsealed, I will bother you no longer,” she told me with a sad smile.

“You’re going to leave us alone here?” I asked, feeling a surge of panic.

“It is long past time that I rest, Shannon. You have my knowledge and memories, and the power to help you survive. Before I go, though, I would ask that you share your curse with Rebecca.”

“You want me to curse her?! How?! Why?! Wouldn’t that make her no better than my slave?!” I sputtered, in shock and disbelief.

“Curses are granted by feeding on a person’s negative emotions. Drinking in those emotions will connect you to her and allow you to imbue a mark upon her. You should have much to work with, I fear. She is in a dark place right now. Yes, some Demons make those that they curse no better than slaves with their Brand, especially weaker ones; it gives them a sense of control and power over another. As I said, though, you do not have their dark soul or aura, and no power is good or evil on its own; it is intent that matters,” she told me seriously.

Then she gave me a weak smile as she turned her gaze toward where Rebecca was sitting carefully looking away from me and said, “My curse was to be bound in the body of a human female, unable to ever take my empowered form again, my only ability to change that to take on the powers and appearance of a Succubus. 

“Had the Brand not merged with my Mark and altered my ability to gather and use magick energy, then it may have very well been the torture that she had intended for me rather than just a severe discomfort. There are some, though, I think, who may not see such a thing as a curse.”

As much as I hated to admit it, she was right. It would give Rebecca what she desperately wanted and increase our chances of being able to survive on this Plane. Not only was it the sensible thing to do, it was the right thing to do. We would deal with figuring out a new identity for her if and when the time came. “I’ll do it, but I’m not calling it a curse,” I muttered as I looked toward Rebecca.

“Call it what it is,” Xuriel said with a gentle
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