
PARTNERS 2:

The Storm

Copyright 2020 c by Michael Dirubio.  All rights reserved.  This is a work of fiction.  All characters are fictitious and any resemblance to real or imagined persons is erroneous. 

Cover art used by permission from Self Published Book Covers.  All rights reserved. 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication:

CHAPTERS

Partners 2 | The Storm

Chapter Three

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

Chapter Nine

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Sign up for Michael Dirubio's Mailing List

Further Reading: Life is Absurd

Also By Michael Dirubio

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication:


[image: ]


These books have always been for Judi. Just because you are gone doesn’t mean that stops. For Judi, always.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTERS


[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Partners 2

The Storm


[image: ]


21 September, 1123 a. d. by the Julian calendar- Jerusalem

The wind blowing in off the desert scorched the earth like a blowtorch.  The young knight watching the landscape had never envisioned anything like this; had never conceived of a place so filled with sand and thorns. So different from the lush Loire Valley of home, the young man thought. Strange. But then Bernard was always a little strange himself; especially starting at his thirteenth year. Touched by God as the locals called it, he could see angels. Not knowing what to do with him and unable to convince the local priests to take him, his parents had squired him to a noted Knight: Hugues De Payens.  That man had taken the dark haired boy under his wing and turned him into a horse bound armored killing machine. De Payens felt kinship with the boy because he too could see the angels. Months later, knight and squire had subsequently answered the call of pilgrims from throughout western Europe-  thousands needed protection on their way to and from the Holy land.

De Payens and Bernard along with the rest of the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon had fought and slaughtered their way from France to Acre and finally to the holy city itself. Victory was bloody and sweet. Using the blessing of the Roman Catholic church and the Pope, the knights opened the roads and hostels to protect the pilgrims.  Those poor souls would pay for protection and used the established way stops as banks and provisioning points on their journey. They paid the Knights for that privilege. The Knights soon started accumulating the wealth and power they were noted for. Some might have called it extortion. 

But this day, the newly raised brother knight, Bernard De Clairvaux, could only watch the dust and clouds as they swept the brown city to its knees.  No one could move during these winds on a normal basis.  Most of De Payen’s eight thousand men were inside the city itself with another two thousand stationed in forts along the pilgrimage route.  The Muslim enemy had not mounted a serious attack on the pilgrims or the city for a nearly a year now.

The natives were huddled in the low block brick huts that housed most of the thirty or forty thousand people who still called Jerusalem home.

Bernard had a good vantage point to watch the city from the Temple wall.  The western wall survived in its ancient massive bulk while the rest of the storied holy site was in ruins.  Three hundred of the most trusted knights were living at the Temple itself.  They were living there and digging. De Payens hadn’t told them what to look for, just to dig.  The men assumed it was for treasure or artifacts.

They were right.

A flutter of counter movement and another color besides tan caught Bernard’s eye. It wasn’t more angels.  Those beings he knew to be impossibly bright points of light that fell to the earth like a snowflake.  The higher beings left colorful prismatic trails in the air for those with the sight.

But this color and movement was human and white. Three donkeys emerged from the dim dusty clouds carrying white robbed Arabs.

What could they want? Bernard thought and he moved to intercept the delegation.  He soon realized that these men were from the al-Haytham Mosque.  They were distinctive in their pure white turbans, and white robes.

But Bernard didn’t quite have the men categorized correctly.  They did study after the great al-Haytham, but it wasn’t a mosque they lived in.  It was a school.

Hasan Ibn al-Haytham was a scholar, mathematician and astronomer who’d lived a hundred years before Bernard was born.  So great was his understanding of the world that Arabs revered him and schools were founded to carry on his work in understanding the physical sciences. Many of the world’s great advances in mathematics, modern astronomy, and navigation were made by Arabs at al-Haytham and similar schools.

The donkeys reached the inner temple complex of low buildings that the knights were using as staging areas and barracks.  The Commander had separate quarters and administrative offices in another building.  It was by no means opulent living for anyone.

Meeting the delegation, Bernard ordered the camp boys attending the knights to take care of the donkeys while he escorted the three men into a small brick building.

Water and some flat bread and dates were brought so their guests could cleanse and eat before the Knight Commander arrived.  Bernard had sent for him first thing. Only something important would force the Arabs out in this wind, he knew.

Half an hour later, Huguens De Peyans came into the room trailing a cloud of dust and swearing at Bernard.  He stopped short when he saw the guests.  

An unimposing man of short height, De Payens was deceptively strong.  Carrying sixty pounds of armor and wielding a ten-pound longsword made him capable of great feats of strength when it was called for. He was dressed modestly in the woven pants and mailed shirts the knights all wore when not in armor.  His longsword was strapped on his back to allow easy access. He’d worn it so long now the sword seemed to be a permanent part of his body.

The scholars and the warriors faced off in a moment of silence.

De Payens broke the standoff brusquely, “what brings you out in this god forsaken wind?”

The Arab scholars spoke the Latin the Knights all used.  Their lead man, Ahmad Al-Wadi, grimaced.  “We come bearing a tale and a request,” he said.

The knight Commander glanced up at Bernard.  “Be at ease,” he gestured and the men reclined on pillows on the rug.  Bernard found this surprisingly comfortable and somewhat cooler than sitting on a chair.

Al-Wadi spoke in his strangely accented Latin. “We are followers of Hasan Ibn al-Haytham, a great man of learning in our world.” He paused to see the knights nod in understanding.  “I bring this story to you because it is said that you and your man can see the Noor.”

It took some back and forth before the two western men understood that Noor was the Muslim word for Angels.

“The Quran teaches that angels are beings made of pure light,” Al-Wadi noted.

Bernard and the Commander exchanged glances. Both men could indeed see the angels. It was why the up and coming knight had taken on the young man as his squire after all.

“I have seen the heavenly beings fall from the sky, yes,” De Payens said.

The Arab leaned closer.  “It is said, our master Al- Haytham could also see Gods minions.  He made a study of the Noor and noted patterns of when and where the Noor came to earth.”  A gesture and another scholar brought a book out from beneath his robes.  Written in Arabic, the colorful book had drawings and maps filled with numbers and charts.  The Knight Commander was impressed.

“What is this?” he asked about one chart in particular.  It was a colorful drawing of the heavenly realms.

“This represents our night skies,” the scholar replied.  “What you see as points of light, I can see through our far seeing device as a sphere in the heavens.”

The stunned expressions on the western faces told the Arab he had much more in the way of explanations to give.

After discussions that lasted a full turn of the glass, Bernard finally started to understand.  “So when the points of light are lined up in the skies, it heralds a great fall of angels!”

“Yes, my friend that is correct.”  Al-Wadi was pleased he had made at least one of them see.

De Payens was still unconvinced. The earth was round? He’d been told it was flat.  Other spheres going round the sun? Surely God was out there in the heavens, and the stars rotated around the earth.

Al-Wadi had more to say however. “Our group has followed in the footsteps of the great man and carried on his work.  We have tracked the spheres as they rotate to find periods of alignment in the past as well as the future.”

That required another round of talk before the Commander got the concept fully in mind:  These men could go back in the past and figure out when great falls of Noor (angels) had occurred. Not only that but they could predict when falls would occur in the future.

A worm started working into De Payens gut.

“What happens when the Angels of God descend upon the earth in great numbers,” he asked.

Al-Wadi smiled.  “That my friend is a great mystery.  However, it is undoubtedly a thing of God, because it involves the Jews.”

The worm in The Night Commander’s gut got bigger.

The story got wilder.  Four of the celestial spheres were going to be in alignment in four weeks’ time.  That corresponded to the Jewish festival of Atonement. “The Jews are central to the story of the Noor.” Al-Wadi said and the other two scholars broke out in prayer.

The westerners were skeptical.  “How do you Arabs know so much of the Jews?” Bernard wanted to know.

“We have shared this land for millennia,” the scholar said.  “We have recorded all of the events that have happened in this region. Not just the things that have pertained to us,” he said with remarkable restraint.

Huguens De Payens, Knight Commander of the Poor-Fellow Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon, blanched at this slight.  Just because the west was Christian didn’t mean they ignored what was happening in other parts of the world!

But in his heart he knew that was wrong. Christians tended to disregard anything not of the western world.  Discoveries, books and histories from Arabic, Chinese or heathen sources were to be disregarded.  Especially anything the Jews might have to say on any matter.

“Our charts prove that there was a great alignment of eight heavenly bodies in the year 1321 before the birth of Jesu Christo,” Al-Wadi said and more prayer was undertaken by the other two men in his party.

A look of great confusion came over De Payens face. “So?  What of that?” 

“Our histories indicate that was the date the Jew Moshe led the Israelites out of Egypt,” the Arab said back. 

Moses? The name brought to mind fantastical stories in the westerner’s heads of plagues and pillars of fires and the Ark of the Covenant!

“The Hebrew bible speaks of the Ark leveling mountains and destroying cities,” Al-Wadi reminded the men as they spoke of Moshe.

Bernard replied as if in a trance, “what if the Ark was a method of holding and storing the Angels? They could be unleashed to do gods work...” 

“The Ark rested on this very site for many years before it was lost to time,” De Payens said shrewdly after considering his man’s remark.

The Arab remained silent for a minute watching and listening to the two men talk. “Our Bedouin brothers watched as this temple was sacked by the Babylonians nearly six hundred years before your Christ,” he said. “We have listened to their accounts of the story and we believe them.”

The two knights leaned in to hear the rest of the story. 

“The Ark and other temple treasure was taken out of Solomon’s building and hidden at Moshe’s resting place.  At Mount Nebo.” Al-Wadi said quietly.

A soft “ahhh,” escaped Bernard.

However, a pained look came upon De Payen’s face.  “Why?  Why would you tell us this?”

“Our charts and calculations tell us the alignment is in four weeks-time, as I said.”  “More importantly the maximum fall of Noor will be at a spot very close to Mt. Nebo.” “Surely this is Gods will and his plan,” the Arab said. “His Angels and his Ark so close together?”

The older knight waited.  The Arab scholar squirmed and then relented.  “It must be you Christians.  We cannot allow the Hebrews to have their Ark back.  The prophet and all his followers would be swept away on the tide of history.”  

That answer got a knowing nod from De Payens.  Never hand an enemy a sword.

“So that is our tale and this is our request, Christian man.  Will you retrieve the Ark and take it away?” Al-Wadi fell silent, not knowing if he had done the right thing.

The Knight Commander turned to his most trusted friend.  “Bernard, take two hundred of the bravest knights.  Wait for the Angel fall. Bring back what you find, God willing.”

––––––––
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The next morning the procession left Jerusalem out of the city gates.  The white robes with red outlined crosses on the knights helped blend in the one Arab scholar that Al-Wadi had detailed to go with the Christians.  Huguens De Payens watched nervously from the Western Wall as they departed.

Nine weeks later, five sorely tested knights and six laden camels staggered in from the desert.  Bernard was now whited haired and had a frozen stare on his face.

Three days later De Payens and six hundred knights plus Bernard left Jerusalem for Rome and never returned to the Holy land. Their baggage train was a mile long leaving the city.

A year later, a Papal Bull declared the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon; also called the Knights Templar, to be above the laws of men.  They literally could do anything they wanted.

2 January 1982, Rome, Italy; by the Gregorian calendar

The early morning quiet inside the Basilica of San Pietro in Vincoli was broken by the movement of several Swiss guards taking up their positions to protect his Holiness Pope John Paul II.  Two assassination attempts in the last eighteen months had made them edgy.  Whenever Gods representative on earth moved now, he was guarded by very earthly means involving guns and people.

The man himself was unaware of the movement.  His wounds from the stabbing were healing slowly.  The stabbing- by a priest no less- was unsolved as to why he had been targeted. The offender had given no more motive than Mehmet Ali Agca had a year earlier after he’d shot the newly installed pontiff.

John Paul was learning that actually being the Pope involved more than just praying and being a spiritual leader. Way more.  He was briefed daily on the world’s geo political situation.  Governments in flux were always his problem.  As were a host of other earthly matters: Communism, abusive priests, and money.  Mysterious meetings kept showing up on his calendar with terrifying regularity and results.  Three months into his reign, a priest in his mid-forties had given the pontiff the full run down on a new labor movement in his native Poland.  Some shipyard workers in Gdansk wanted a more equitable wage. “His Holiness may wish to support these men against the current government of Poland,” the priest said in perfect humility. What the briefing really amounted to was an invitation from some of the Cardinals to interfere in secular governments.

All Popes played politics to a certain extent.  The Church had a perfect mechanism to spy on any country since all priests wrote reports back to Rome from where they were stationed.  Most reports contained the simple administration of parishes and dioceses and other mundane matters. But some...some, would do the CIA proud for their detailed knowledge of the inner workings of groups of people and the countries they lived in.  Knowledge was power, after all.

He was here this morning to attend one of those mysterious calendar meetings.  The fifty-three- year-old Polish prelate stopped in front of the Vincoli box, sunken in a special alcove in front of the main alter, to pray.

The box that contained the actual chains that the Romans used to hold the apostle Peter. John Paul said a quick prayer to the Rock of the Church.  Help me please, he sent into the heavens.

A discrete cough alerted the leader of the world’s one billion Catholics that he had business to attend to.

An older priest, the leader of this basilica, waited for the Pope on his knees near an open pew.

Why a simple priest? Usually in a minor basilica such as San Pietro there would at least be a Monsignor and more usually an Arch Bishop leading the people. And more importantly taking care of the facility and its treasures. The Pontiff wondered this as he walked over and gestured for the man to sit in the pew.

Appearing worn and tired, the priest was a wizened Italian who looked to be at least a hundred. His eyes did anyway.

“What do you have for me my son?” John Paul said watching the man.

“Your Holiness, I’m afraid I bring to your doorstep a gift, a warning, and a time of great peril.”

John Paul watched without saying anything.  He detested these meetings and what they implied:  the Church had its secrets in every conceivable corner of the world.  He was about to find out about one.

“Tell me,” he said harshly.

The priest looked at his leader in surprise.  Both men were speaking Italian but it was the Popes anger that surprised him.

“Your Holiness, first the gift.”  He stood and bid the Pontiff to follow him back to the sunken alcove. Past the banks of votive candles and the pedestal which held the box of chains, the old man threaded his way to the back wall. The seemingly smooth marble wall held a concealed door which the priest opened by pressing on the stones sequentially.  

The grunt from the Pope was not surprise, but more disgust.  Saint Peters itself had many similar hidden chambers and passageways.  Deceit and intrigue. The younger Pontiff was coming to detest them both.

The dusty stairs led deep under the church. A narrow passageway was cut out of the bedrock and led back a surprisingly long way.  A door way was cut near the termination of the passageway on the right. The men stopped at the door.

Incongruously the door was made of steel and held an electronic keypad door lock that had the priest input a code to open.

What are we keeping down here? the Pope thought.  His imagination was further fueled as the inner room was thoroughly modern with white raised floor tiles, like those found in computer facilities.  A bank of TV monitors, currently switched off while being held in a central station along one side of the room. The station bristled with switches in long lines under the monitors.

The back wall was thick plexi-glass with a middle door inset.

“What is all this?”

The old priest grimaced.  “Security and climate control for the artifacts,” he said succinctly.  He went to the central station and started flipping switches.

As he did the monitors flickered to life adding to the meager fluorescent lighting in the outer chamber.  Hidden ceiling mounted flood lights came on and the interior vault was revealed.

Two long tables flanked a central raised alter.  The black stone alter was old and had middle age markings and carvings on it.  

What held the Popes eye was the object on top.

He knew it instantly.  The two swept wing cherubs adorning the top.  The gold inlay adorning the outer wooden panels. He even knew its dimensions: 2 ½ cubits in length, 1 ½ in breadth, and 1 ½ in height. The two carrying poles of shittim wood, still in place.

The Ark of the Covenant was on the alter in front of him.

To his credit John Paul did not flinch and he did not faint.  The older priest gave him credit for that. Maybe he will be able to manage this situation, he thought.  I hope he will.

After a while the Pope was able to tear his gaze away from the Ark itself to look at the objects held on the tables. Each had a special stand to secure the precious artifact.  The Rod of Aaron.  Still bearing living buds growing from its nodules.  That fact almost brought the Pope to his knees.  A gold jar holding manna.  Living food from heaven itself. The last item was a full breast plate of what looked to be ceremonial armor.  It was inlaid with gold and lapis lazuli. 

The opposite table held scrolls and books and papers in a sequential line.

The Pope still said nothing, he just looked at the older priest.

The man is a rock!  Good, he will need that faith, the old man thought before speaking.  “His Holiness Pope Leo the XII gave me this task in 1760,” the man said daring the Pope to say anything against him.

For his part, John Paul was willing to let that go unquestioned. He was still grappling with the Ark.

“My job was to protect the Ark and the Church until the date given,” the man said.  

A hard stare from the Pope weakened the old man’s knees.  He is indeed a rock!  A brave rock! “I have kept the secrets until today as required by Leo, may he rest in peace.”

“Have you opened the Ark?” the Pontiff finally gave voice to a question.

The old man grinned.  “Three times, your excellency.  Once when I was given the task of guarding, and two other times out of necessity.”

John Paul was suddenly sure wars had had something to do with those other two times. “Open it please.”  He directed. He had to see it for himself.

“Si, Padre,” the old man said and flipped more switches.

The middle door swung smoothly open. The air was stale as the Pope moved into the small chamber.  Stale but a prefect fifty degrees.  And very dry as well.  How?

The Pope could not see the bright motes of light outlining the artifacts and buzzing about the room. The Noor were hard at work.

But the Priest could.  He subtly removed the shields on the items.  Along with his holiness, the two men lifted the winged cherub top off the box.

Barely daring to breath, the Pontiff beheld the sight. A carved stone inner box. On the bottom broken stone tablets with Hebrew writing on them.  Bluish green in color, the tablets  looked brand new. The blue green color was the same as the stone box.

“Matka Maria chron ud,” the Polish phrase from his youth slipped out.  “Mother Mary Protect us!”

“What kind of stone is that?” The Pope asked about the tablets and the box.

“It is lapis lazuli, your holiness.  The same stone as in the breast plate and the inner box.”

The two men put the top back on the box after a few minutes of silent prayer.

Correctly turning to the table containing the papers and scrolls, the Pope said tiredly, “tell me the tale.”

The priest smiled and gestured at one of the scrolls.  “We have here the testimony of a young Knight Templar named Bernard who chronicles a meeting with Arabian mathematicians in 1123 in the Holy city during the second crusade.  These scholars gave the knights the location of the Ark in return for the removal of the holy relic from its resting place on Mt. Nebo, thirty-five miles southwest of Jerusalem, for the city of Rome.”

The speech had a practiced air.  If I’d been waiting 220 years to give that speech, I would have practiced as well, the Pope thought.

At the Pontiff’s gesture the man went on.  “Upon reaching Mt. Nebo, Bernard relates that he found two tombs, one containing the body of Moshe, the Jew, and one containing the Ark. 

Another pillar holding up the Pope crumbled. Moses!

“The knight left the prophets tomb intact, but in the other they found the Ark, which had these scrolls’ attached.”  The man indicated the much older parchment scrolls.

“The first is an account of a member of the Kohaniem, from the first temple who describes the decision to remove the Ark to prevent Nebuchadnezzar from obtaining the Holy of Holies.”

His mind whirling, John Paul added the relevant meanings to the strange words:  Kohaneim, the Jewish priest class. Nebuchadnezzar the King of the Babylonians who destroyed Jerusalem in 587 BC.

“This last scroll is from the first century BC which copies older scrolls purported to be the testimony of Nadab, the son of Aaron who describes the tomb of Moses and the Ark and its contents.” The old man stopped, eyeing his Pope. Even rocks will break under that much pressure. He neglected to add that he’d found this particular scroll in the Vatican’s own library, secreted on a dusty shelf a hundred fifty-seven years ago.

Taking the time to compose himself, John Paul thought about the ramifications. The words of a man who actually witnessed the events of the exodus?  What should he do? Give the Ark back to the Jews? The figurative and maybe literal firestorm that would be produced would be overwhelming.

But it proved the Bible was real!

Moses existed!  Here is the Ark!  See the buds on Aarons staff!  Why...

“What aren’t you telling me?”  The pope asked suddenly.

The priest didn’t smile.  He didn’t dare.  “Your Holiness cannot see the Noor,” he stated, knowing the man could not.

Noor?  John Paul II was an incredibly learned man.  He spoke seven languages fluently.  He was well versed in all major religions including Islam.  “Angles?” he asked.

The man nodded. “Bernard called the lights, Noor, and I like that better than the modern term of partners.”

“What are partners?”

Instead of answering the priest said, “please watch the jar of manna.”  A look of concentration came over his face and a minute later the Pope was shocked to see the jar lifting into the air.

“Magic?”

“No, excellency.  I like to think of it as a Gift from God. An ability that some have- to do things with the help of the Noor.” “I have been using the gift to keep these objects hidden and safe.”

“Some other people have this Gift?” the Pope asked, finding the relevant part.

“Si Padre.  I believe that Moshe had the Gift.” “There are perhaps fifty or sixty people in the church who can use the gift to some extent. Cardinal Tellent is very strong in the Gift,” he said eying the Pope. “There is a Council among the secular gifted people who maintain the illusion- the separation... for the normal people.” And here the priest stopped aware that he might have went too quickly. “But as I said, I believe that Moses had the ability... the Gift to use the Noor to accomplish his feats.” The simple statement added another huge layer to the story.

A huge layer? 

If this man was right, then Moses was not a prophet of God, he was a user of the Gift.  That wasn’t divine, if more than a few people had this gift.

Now maybe the bible was wrong?  That revelation would ignite a literal firestorm. One that would engulf the whole world! 

“These lights, the Noor.  How do you use them?”

A smile lit the face of the older man.  “The Noor become entrapped in my ring,” the man showed his one nod to wealth.  A diamond pinky ring.  This was a gift from Cardinal Tellent,” he said.  “His Holiness cannot see it but my ring glows with the angels!”

A divine light came into the man’s face.  Touched by God, the Pope suddenly thought.

“The Noor can attach themselves to the stone as well as my ring,” the man explained.  “The Testimony of Nadab explains how Moshe saw a great fall of Noor from the heavens, all at once. He then came to a spot on the mountain where the stone next to a bush glowed to his eyes.  It appeared to him that the bush was burning but in fact it was the Noor attached to the rock.” “Moshe was wearing the last vestige of his time in Egypt: his ceremonial breast plate,” the man indicated the breast plate on the table. 

The Pope’s head swam.

Enough, the old priest thought, he can’t handle much more right now.  The two men sealed up the chamber and exited the underground lair.

Sitting on the pews in the old church, the Pope stopped to gaze upon the statue of Moses by the famed sculpture Michelangelo.  Despite being an incredibly beautiful piece of art, Moses was portrayed as having horns on his head.

“Why would he give him horns?” The Pope wondered aloud.

The priest snickered. “Michelangelo Buonarroti Simoni, had the gift himself, you know?  I’ve always wondered if he did that to represent the rays of light that the Bible talks about emanating from Moses as he did his Godly work.” 

The Pope grunted. “You said you had a warning?”

“Si, your excellency.  I have done extensive research on the Noor as you may well imagine.”  “The Noor fall all around us every day in small quantities. In modern day times, the collecting of the Noor is done by the Council to control the Gift users. Among their laws is that no one is allowed to collect Noor without the Councils permission.”

John Paul could understand that. Control.  You must have control.

“Driven by the words of Bernard, I have also come to understand that there are periods in history where the Noor fall in unimagined millions when certain events occur.”  The Priest finished up and the Pontiff suddenly knew the warning.

“We do have hope and help,” the priest said seeing the stricken face on his Pope, “I have a name,” he got out as the Pope hyperventilated. 

Clutching the man as the Swiss guards ran towards them, the Priest said clearly: Isabella Clarke!”

“We must reach her, your excellency!  The Syzygy is coming!”

CHAPTER 2- 3 April 1982- Brooklyn

The date of April 3rd 1982 was notable for two big occasions: A Derecho occurred in Wisconsin. For those who failed in meteorology class, a Derecho is wide spread lines of thunderstorms that can cause severe damage due to straight line winds.  In this case several people were hurt and barns and buildings in small towns were devastated.

The other cause of devastation was Agnes’ party.  Her fourteenth birthday party to be exact.

Since her parents were out for the evening and Agnes and her friend/housemate/adopted sister Violet had school, it was supposed to be a low key event: Vi and a friend of hers along with Agnes. Eat some pizza, watch TV and listen to some records, no big whoop.  That’s all that Frank and Margarete Goodfellow would allow for their daughter unchaperoned.

Problem was, people kept arriving in straight line fronts like a Derecho.  First it was Marvin Eccelston, a friend to both Vi and Agnes.  Then Bradley Kusick and Lucy arrived and she had to let them in, cause’ you know!

It seemed to Agnes the next time she turned around twenty-five kids were in her house eating pizza drinking cokes and watching the newly installed cable TV program, MTV. Music on the television!

The TV had to be loud, because the kids were talking, so someone turned up the volume a bit. Which led to louder talking which led to more volume...

The door was just audible because of Agnes’ abilities and she went to open it.  More pizza, more kids and Mrs. Davito from downstairs.

Agnes let Violet handle the pizza guy while she calmed the downstairs neighbor. 

“Mrs. Davito I swear we will keep it down!” Agnes said over the ruckus going on behind her. Agnes maneuvered the old woman back down the stairs with some prodding.

“I know its Friday night and still early but, it’s just that I’m not so young anymore,” the old lady said.  Chubby and usually talkative, Mrs. Davito had lived downstairs for all of Agnes’ life.

The young girl looked at her neighbor with new eyes. Mrs. D is slipping, she realized with a start.  Just like Grandmother.

Indeed, the last eighteen months had been hard on the two women, for completely different reasons:  Philomena Davito was in the throes of late onset dementia, what they used to call, “old age” while Isabella Clarke had to watch the man she loved get brought under control before he caused another world war. Brought under control meant jail of course.

Both women were more withdrawn, more exhausted it seemed and more irritable.  Agnes walked the old lady back down the stairs from their upper unit to her lower one.  “I promise Mrs. Davito, we won’t be loud anymore” Agnes repeated and she got one last piece of advice from her neighbor.

“I know better than anyone how parties can get out of hand.  One second it’s just a few of you and then it’s a crowd. Sweetheart, go back upstairs and count how many actual friends you have at the party. If it’s less than half, it’s time to shut things down.”

“Thank you Mrs. D, I will.”  Agnes said. After shutting the door to the woman’s apartment, Agnes turned to walk back to the front door staircase landing area. By an acoustical trick she could hear Donny Iris singing “Leah” on the MTV.  The other thing that got her attention was an envelope being slipped into the mail slot.  It was bright yellow and had balloons on it.

A birthday card?  Agnes walked over, opened, and read the card. Robby? It was from Robby Hutchens.  Her first and so far only, boyfriend. Their relationship had ended badly as most young romances do.  That was my fault, she thought.

Agnes opened the front door to the brownstone to see Robert Hutchens junior at the bottom step looking up at the parlor windows.

“Hey!” She got his attention.

Robby was startled. “Oh- hey.  I thought you’d be upstairs with your guests.” He said it with his soft voice and soulful brown eyes.

Agnes gulped.  “Yeah, I don’t know most of those people and we are making too much noise, so...”

“You’re going to kick them all out?”  Robby voiced his amazement at the notion.

She nodded, remembering another party where the pair had first sparked interest in each other and also exchanged their first kiss. I don’t do well in big crowds.

“I just...I wanted to wish you a happy birthday...and...”

“That’s very nice of you. Thanks,” she said awkwardly.  “I heard you bought your car. Cool huh?”

Robby grinned up at her.  “Yeah, I did. Dad and I found a 67 mustang- a really beaten up one,” he said on much safer ground.  “I got it up on blocks in our workshop. Gonna be a while before I have the thing running,” he grumbled.

The young man had been wanting the car forever, Agnes knew.  He’d saved up money from his jobs for two years just to buy the wreck.

“I’m sure you will be riding around in her on your sixteenth birthday,” Agnes predicted.

Robby just smiled when she said that, saying nothing until he realized the silence had gone on too long.  “Well, I gotta get going.  Anyway, happy birthday Agnes.” He waved and turned to go down 8Th street.

Towards Persephone’s house.

Agnes told him “bye” with a bitter twist to her guts.  Not only was she not going with Robby anymore; now he was seeing Persephone Jackson, according to rumor.

That galled her.

Not that she hated Sephone’- she didn’t- exactly.  It was just that Ms. Jackson and Laurie Metcalf were the two most popular girls in William Alexander Middle school.  The eighth graders all looked to those two to tell them cool from uncool.  Agnes had been firmly in the uncool camp for most of her life.  Now?

Now her status and her life was more complicated. She was more popular but still guarded. She had friends but few she could completely trust.  Even Robby.

It had been that way for the last two years.  Ever since I caught the fairy that day, she thought.  Agnes still thought of the Partners as fairies sometimes.  Even though that thought was sure to raise Grandmother’s ire.

She opened the massive front door to the brownstone and fingered her crystal as she climbed the stairs.  A large purplish colored, cut and polished stone, shaped like the Washington monument, with a gold cap which held a gold chain in its eye.  It wasn’t amethyst as everyone assumed on first inspection, it was musgravite- a very rare gem.  And as such, the crystal could hold millions of the Partners. Or “Noor” as brother Bernard might have call them.

Reentering her home, Agnes concentrated for a brief period, mentally calling on her partners.  Hello my friends!  I need to do some workings, Hello!  How are you today!

To those with the Gift, who could see the lights, hundreds of thousands of partners in the musgravite gem started pulsing in synchronicity to her heartbeat.

Another brief moment of concentration and four separate stream of partners flooded from the crystal.  The first and largest contained well over a thousand of the bright lights.  Those motes soon were zipping around the perimeter of the whole apartment, glowing and flashing as they created a sound proof shield perimeter. 

“We should have done that first thing,” Violet Jumillah said coming up next to Agnes.

Agnes wasn’t sure the remark was meant as a rebuke to her or to Violets own failure to secure the party.

“I promised Mrs. D we’d keep it down, Vi,” Agnes explained. “I don’t know who half of these people are!” she admitted to her friend after a moment.  

“Yeah, sorry.  Some of them are freshmen with Charlotte and me at the high school,” Vi told her, shrugging.

A second stream of partners went out from Agnes to secure valuable objects in the house: Lamps, tables and pictures all got a few motes of light pinning them to whatever surface they were supposed to inhabit.  That way if a clumsy ninth grade boy bumped her mother’s favorite end table, the lamp would not go tumbling. Course the boy would find himself bruised pretty spectacularly. 

Oh well.

The third stream found the door to the main floor storage closet.  The large closet at the end of the hall leading to the upstairs bedrooms was where the Goodfellows held their coats.  It was a large spacious closet that smelled of the cedar that lined it.  It was also perfect for playing “Seven Minutes in Heaven.”  That had to stop!

The door to the closet flew open to reveal Laney and Aaron inside locked together in a kiss.

The hooting and hollering that accompanied the revelation died down when it also became apparent the door would not close.  It was stuck open by some unseen force.  That effectively ended the game.

The fourth stream split off to go upstairs and seal off a door.  The new one leading up to the attic.

The Goodfellow home was quite large and the attic was newly remodeled. Two new bedrooms were upstairs as well as the traveling chamber.  We can’t have anyone going in there and asking what all those diamond rings were doing in a closet now can we?

Agnes didn’t have to keep an eye on the liquor cabinet as her father always kept that under lock and key.  The fridge was long since cleaned out of things to drink.

“It’s always amazing to watch you work the partners Agnes,” Lucy Lufkin watched the motes of light working their various tasks around the room.

“Thanks Luce,” Agnes said. “I talked to Ludmilla the other day at the council building.  She says you have made some big strides!”

The other girl blushed. She could work only one flow of the partners at a time and it usually exhausted her so badly she had to stop for the rest of the day.  But she was getting better.  Had been ever since...

Agnes didn’t want to remind her friend that her grandfather had tricked both Lucy and Bradley into helping him battle the council.

Agnes eyes sought out Bradley who was close by to Lucy to help get her out of any awkward conversations.  She managed to convey what she needed to the young man with an eyebrow quirk.

The tall dark haired teen came over and retrieved his girlfriend.

Agnes was grateful. And a smidgeon jealous.  Bradley had been with her that day. The day she’d trapped a fairy in her pendant.  Since they both had the Gift, Agnes had thought maybe they would get together but, Brad had eyes for first Violet and then Lucy.

Complicated!

Nothing in her life was easy, it seemed.

Isolated by the shields and wards the party quickly wound down.  Since no new kids or pizza came in, and no fun party games were available, kids left in ones and twos.

By nine thirty the party was down to what it was supposed to be in the first place:  Vi, Charlotte and Agnes sitting on the couch watching MTV.

“I really love that guy’s hair, Charlotte said, watching the lead singer of A flock of Seagulls play synth and lip synch “I ran” which was in heavy rotation right now on the station.

Charlotte had blond hair like the singer, but hers was teased way up in the new style not punked out like the hairdo the man sported.  She was also smart and athletic and kind of funny when you got to know her.

Agnes wasn’t athletic and she had brown frizzy
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