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      When a portal of darkness opens, do you go through it or run the other way? Sometimes there’s no choice.

      Part II: Lost

      Sixteen years since the war. Sixteen years since the Age of Angels began. And still, Demons roam the Earth, the dead are more likely to reanimate as zombies than vampires, and black magic permeates our world—doing its best to destroy any progress we make in rebuilding civilization. Through it all, we’ve managed to prevent any more wars, but peace constantly dances on the edge of a blade called desperation. Especially in recent months.

      A dark energy is building, advancing around the world and feeding malice and aggression. Demons are changing, growing stronger. Humans are evolving too, gaining dangerous powers they can’t control. If we don’t find the source of this dark energy, war will be inevitable.

      When my daughters go missing, an enigmatic portal swirls in the last place they were seen, the same dark power pulsing from its depths. We have no choice but to go through to find them, only to discover the cold, hard truth. Our family has survived so much already, but can it survive this and what’s still to come? Can the world?
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      Lightning flashed across the underbelly of the dark cloud that came out of nowhere, blossoming like black ink against the pale blue of the northern sky. Thunder cracked loudly and rolled throughout the heavens, echoing off the barren landscape. Wind gusted through the gray trees that hadn’t seen leaves in years, their tops swaying and creaking as the branches scratched like an old witch’s fingertips against the sky.

      Like most storms since the War of Armageddon, this one exploded with no warning, whipping up black magic residue and nuclear fallout that still lingered on the Earth’s surface since the bombs had been dropped. The chaotic weather wreaked all kinds of havoc across the natural world, forcing what remained of the world’s population to remain in their underground bunkers that had been home for the past six-plus years.

      Using potent magic, we’d cleared an area around the entrance to our own bunker, nicknamed The Loft, allowing our human residents to enjoy fresh air and real sunlight when the weather allowed. The space now teemed with people hurriedly packing things up and rushing down below. There were no permanent structures yet, but the merchants brought their tables to the surface where they could spread out more compared to the section below where they usually kept shop. Of course, “merchants” and “shops” had a different meaning now—nobody actually sold anything, not for money, anyway. Rather, goods and services were traded for those items beyond the basics that we managed to provide for everyone.

      “We” as in Earth’s Angels and the rest of the Amadis. The Heavenly Host had deemed this new era on Earth as the Age of Angels and crowned me leader to oversee the rebuilding of civilization. I still had no idea what the hell they were thinking with that decision, but there was too much to do to care anymore. With the help of my council and the rest of our people, we simply went to work. It hadn’t been easy. For every two steps forward, we were pushed back three, but hey, we’d at least managed to prevent any more wars from breaking out, even in these desperate times, so there was that.

      “I’ll take care of the table, Trudy,” I hollered over the wind that whipped at my hair, the chestnut locks slapping at my face. I folded her card table as the elderly human woman stuffed knitted goods into a bag, including some of the little dolls she made out of scraps that my girls loved dearly.

      “Alexis!” yelled a female voice, my name filled with urgency. I looked over my shoulder to see Teah running toward me. The tall, slender young woman was one of the twins’ teachers. I’d seen her cousin Teal, the other teacher, shuffling children inside several minutes ago. “We can’t find the girls!”

      “Aren’t they inside with Teal?”

      Teah shook her dark hair, her blue eyes filled with panic. “She took the other children in while I went looking for the twins. I’m so sorry! I don’t even know when they might have wandered off.”

      My gaze swung around the area that had been bustling not too long ago, but was now completely clear, the last of our people making their way through the wide doorway. Surely, they’d just gone inside with everyone else, and the teachers hadn’t seen them. My girls had a habit of falling into their own private world, separating themselves from the other kids. All except one.

      “What about Charleigh?” I asked.

      “She’s inside with Teal,” Teah shouted.

      Then the twins had to be, too. Using my telepathy, I searched for the girls’ minds, but I didn’t sense them inside. I didn’t sense them anywhere outside either. At least, not within our boundaries. Trying not to panic, I made a mental announcement to everyone below, reaching into their minds and ordering them to do a head count and find the twins. One by one, the replies came back: they were nowhere to be seen.

      A large, powerful male body suddenly showed up by my side.

      “What the hell happened?” Tristan yelled.

      Teah’s eyes grew wide, her face blanching. My husband could be quite frightening, especially when it came to the safety of our daughters.

      “I’m so sorry,” is all she managed to say.

      “Just get inside,” I told her. “We’ll find them.”

      Four of my core council members—and some of our strongest residents—ran out of the entryway to The Loft just as Tristan and I both revealed our wings. With the storm brewing, we didn’t have time to do a locator spell.

      “Owen and Vanessa, go north,” Tristan ordered. “Sheree and Aidan, go east. Alexis and I will take the rest.”

      Vanessa and Owen immediately took off. While the warlock couldn’t quite keep up with her vampire speed, his personal enchantments made him fast enough. Sheree and Aidan both shifted first—Sheree into a tiger and Aidan into a stone beast with wings. I still had a hard time understanding how the gargoyle could fly, as heavy as he was, but he could. They headed east, Sheree on the ground and Aidan not far above her. Tristan and I both took to the sky. He went straight south while I flew west, making wide sweeping arcs to see as much of the terrain below as possible.

      Everything was an ugly gray, making it difficult to distinguish objects on the ground. The wind whipped at me as more lightning flashed off toward the north. I could no longer suppress the panic that fought its way from my chest into my throat as minutes passed by with no sighting, no word from the others. We were surrounded by wilderness, the nearest town, Ravenbury, over fifty miles away—if you didn’t count the dragon clan by the lake, thirty miles away, and I really didn’t want to even think about them. Not when my girls were out here.

      This was a dangerous world we lived in. Besides the dragons, demons and zombies frequently roamed the woods outside the magical boundaries that protected The Loft. Gangs of humans occasionally passed through, too, hungry, thirsty, and sometimes driven mad and violent with desperation.

      Two six-year-olds could never survive for long out here. Not even my girls, who would eventually be more powerful than everyone, but that was many years in the future.

      “Found them!” Owen’s voice whooped in my head, at the same moment the wind suddenly died and the thunder silenced. I saw my girls’ faces through his eyes, and my heart immediately settled, especially when I saw that Sasha, their lykora, was with them. The legendary creature would protect them at all costs.

      “This way, Tristan,” I called out, banking right in the direction of Owen’s mind signature—the blip on my mental radar that his mind sent out.

      “You need to see this,” Vanessa said, her mental voice sounding peculiar.

      We found them a few minutes later, over a mile north of The Loft, not far from where that storm had been brewing only moments ago. How did they get way out here?

      “Momma! Daddy!” Brielle and Elliana squealed, running to us as soon as we dropped to the ground. Closing our wings in and making them vanish, we each scooped one of the girls up into our arms. I squeezed Elliana against me until she grunted. Thank the Angels they were okay. I’d save their reprimand for later.

      “Look what we did!” Brielle said from Tristan’s arms, gesturing toward Owen and Vanessa—or perhaps toward Sasha who stood behind them, her tail end toward us as she sniffed the air.

      “Uncle Owen and Auntie Nessa don’t believe us, though.” Elliana said with a pout, laying an arm across the back of my neck while giving the other two an accusatory look. Only the twins could get away with calling their vampire aunt such a nickname.

      “What is it?” I asked, studying the space just beyond Owen and Vanessa—about a three-foot-wide by four-foot-tall oval shape where the air appeared to . . .  swirl. Black vines grew out of the ground, twisting and turning to create a frame around the anomaly. My head tilted. “And what the hell is wrong with Sasha?”

      The lykora, no longer hidden behind her usual glamour of a small white dog, sported her true appearance—large and wild like a winged wolf, her tail bushed out and standing on end, the fur along her backbone bristling, and black tiger stripes darkening against the white and gray fur. A low growl rumbled in her throat, her lip curling when the tremor reached her muzzle in a vicious snarl. The hairs on my arms rose to match hers, a reaction not only to her but to the shift in energy as I took a step closer.

      “A portal?” Tristan asked, his smooth voice laced with concern and suspicion.

      “Yes, but not one of mine,” Owen answered, scrubbing his hand through his straw-colored hair. The powerful warlock was trained by a sorceress, and one of the few in the world who could create portals, allowing for easier transportation, especially considering there were no longer airplanes or even cars. “And it doesn’t feel like any of the others, either.”

      We didn’t know who else had been making them, but we did know Owen wasn’t the only one who could. Even before the bombs dropped, we’d found random portals hanging in the air, leading to all sorts of places throughout the world, sometimes nearby and sometimes maddeningly oceans away. We’d once been caught up in a loop where the portal kept depositing us back in the place we’d just tried to leave.

      Studying this one, I nodded. “Something’s definitely not right about it. It feels . . .” I shuddered at the eerie feeling spidering down my spine. “Dark.”

      Tristan moved closer to me, his arm muscles tensing around Brielle. “I feel it, too.”

      “Exactly,” Owen said.

      “It’s okay, Momma,” Elli assured. “Our friends are there.”

      Brie nodded her head enthusiastically. “That’s why we made it. They want to come visit us.”

      Tristan and I exchanged a sideways glance before looking at Owen and Vanessa expectantly.

      “They must have found it when they ran off,” Vanessa explained.

      “We didn’t find it!” Elli argued, catching us by surprise. I didn’t think my mind had been open to her. “We made it! Brie and me, all by ourselves.” She puffed out her chest and lifted her chin defiantly.

      “We’ll talk about that later,” I said to her before returning my attention to Owen and Vanessa. “Do you know where it goes?”

      Vanessa shook her white-blonde head.

      “We weren’t about to check it out with the twins,” Owen said. “But watch.”

      As he stepped forward to approach the portal, the vines surrounding it grew and twisted, long thorns sprouting along the branches and needle-sharp points lashing out at him.

      “You don’t want to go there,” Brielle whispered.

      “It’s for our friends to come here,” Elliana added quietly.

      My skin prickled with their words and the premonitory tone as a sense of dread and death pulsed from the portal.

      Tristan and I looked at each other for a long moment, a wordless conversation passing through us. Daemoni? Demons? It felt more Otherworldly than even Hell, but whatever was on the other side needed to fucking stay there. Tristan gave a curt nod in agreement.

      “Shut that thing down,” I ordered Owen. “Now.”

      The warlock’s hands moved in front of him, building his power, and then thrust out toward the portal, casting a spell. Nothing happened. He tried again, harder this time.

      “That’s not working,” I gritted through a clenched jaw as that dark energy intensified, growing and feeling like it raced toward us and would burst through at any moment, as though it knew we were trying to shut it out.

      “I’m trying,” Owen grunted as he cast another spell. The shimmering air finally stopped swirling. He cast again, but nothing else happened. The dark energy no longer pulsed off the thing, though. As we waited for several minutes, the air in the portal seemed to solidify, looking like thick, translucent glass.

      “Seal it, shield it, and cloak it,” I said. “We don’t need anyone finding this. We’ll check back on it tomorrow.”

      Sometimes the portals simply disappeared. Maybe this one would, too.

      If not? If some dark entity wanted to challenge us? Well, we’d annihilate it just as we had before. This was the Age of Angels. It was our time to rule.
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      10 YEARS LATER

      Wings the colors of amethyst and obsidian spread out wide to each side of me, carving through the air like a blade through water. They carry me toward home—toward safety and comfort, love and family, everything that’s the opposite of what’s out here in the wild. Especially today. I can’t quite pinpoint why, though. Nothing remarkable has happened, and we’ve had many dark days since the war, but something about the air today feels unusually dreary and . . . thick. Heavy. As though an ominous energy weaves through the air currents, a sense of foreboding trailing over my wings and skating along my spine like phantom fingertips.

      Home. The thought keeps me going, the promise of a good meal, time with my daughters, and strong arms to hold me a beacon of light in the gloom of this day.

      The flatlands of what had once been the great central plains of the United States pass below me in a blur of muted color, mostly dull grays and browns in swirls of gradation that make the earth’s surface appear as though it’s been tie-dyed. Of course, the truth of what causes the surreal-looking landscape isn’t fun or pretty. Nuclear and black magic bombs destroyed the world nearly seventeen years ago, followed by Angel blood that has ever so slowly begun to renew life—life that’s dormant now due to winter maintaining its icy grip, although we’d just celebrated the summer solstice.

      I want to blame the weather for today’s unusual sense of pending doom. After all, clouds block the sun, making the sky colorless, and darker ones roll in from the west, promising yet another blizzard. Powerful gusts of wind have picked up in the last few minutes, heaving against my large wings and rocking me in the air; more than once I’m reminded of when I’d first sprouted these appendages and winds like this had sent me careening into a pile of boulders. They are now a natural part of me, feeling like I’ve always had them, no different than my arms and legs. The wind is cold against my face yet refreshing because it somehow feels lighter, and I smell and taste snow on the air.

      I ponder what color it will be this time—pink or green would definitely bring some needed cheer, and hopefully it won’t be the ugly brown of the last storm. Except for the first couple of years, when it was a dingy gray, snow of just about every color has fallen in the winters since the war. Not even our scientifically brightest have figured out exactly what causes the colored snow. Probably because science has very little to do with it. Magic permeates our world now. Which is also the reason that a blizzard seems imminent in late June, summer yet to come to this part of the world that would normally be sweltering by now.

      As I soar about fifty feet above the ground, a small team from The Loft travels on foot over what had once been luscious fields of wheat and corn. I am their eyes in the sky and the voice in their minds, telepathically alerting them to any troubles ahead, whether it’s the cliff side of a canyon carved into the earth, or a group of Demons or horde of zombies to eliminate.

      Before the war, I might have laughed at the idea of zombies being real. I’d accepted vampires, shifters, and mages, but zombies? No way. But my asinine sperm-donor Lucas created them when he started the war, mixing black magic with science, resulting in some kind of necromancy virus. His goal had been to give all the Demons coming from Hell bodies to possess, but they have little interest in reanimated corpses. They want fresh humans whose souls they can devour. Whether Lucas had intended it or not, the zombie virus spread exponentially, making all humans carriers. So when they die, there’s a good chance they’ll come back, mindless and with a craving for flesh that rivals a newborn vampire’s thirst for blood.

      So engrossed in the thought of getting home with my family before this new storm hits, I nearly forget our purpose for this run. For any run, because supply trips are never only about the supplies. Every time we’re out, we have multiple objectives to serve—search for people and help them find shelter and safety, preferably within an established community; take only the bare minimal resources we need for our people and transfer the rest to the community with the greatest need of the moment; scavenge for special requests from our own people at The Loft, as well as the people in the communities we serve; deal with any of the gangs that dare to challenge us; permanently kill the zombies and clear out the Demons.

      That part of our post-Armageddon life hasn’t changed over the years. More and more responsibilities have piled on us since the world emerged from their bunkers, and civilization has tried—and often failed—to rebuild.

      It’s been over sixteen years since Lucas and the Ancients, creators of the Daemoni, opened a gate to Hell to bring Satan to our physical world. Well, first, Lucas effectively killed the majority of life on Earth with the dirty bombs, left a bunch of zombies instead, and opened rifts in the veil that separated the physical realm from the Otherworld. He essentially brought Hell to Earth, and Demons came in droves. When we were able to close the gate before Satan could rise, most of the Demons were sucked back in.

      Or so we thought.

      As an Earth Angel, I’d been warned by Heaven’s Angels that some Demons remained after the war, but their idea of “some” and mine are apparently quite different. We’ve been working on eradicating them ever since, killing tens of thousands, yet
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