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I dedicate this book to the two most important people in my life, the ones who changed me while they were in my womb. Those who know me understand that my children mean everything to me. They have taught me so much, but most importantly, it’s through them that I began to comprehend God’s love for me because no matter what they do, I’ll never turn my back on them, just as God the Father wouldn’t turn His back on me or any of His children. To my two grown babies, as I’ve always said since you were young... it’s just me and the both of you against the world.

TERMINOLOGY

Different types of Angels:

	Seraphim – angels closest to God and lead the worship in heaven.

	Cherubim/Cherub – angels with four faces who guard His sacred space and protect the Garden of Eden. Lucifer was a Guardian Cherub.

	Ophanim (Thrones) – angels that protect and guard the throne of God.

	Archangels – leaders and the first chief angels ranked the highest above regular angels. Tasks include delivering essential messages from God to humans and carrying out divine missions. 

	Angels (Watchers) – angels that are assigned to protect and guide humans and carry out God’s judgment.


Different types of Demons (Watchers):

	Lucifer (Satan) – is the king of demons or the ruler of the world. He was once a Guardian Cherub angel who now leads all fallen angels and has authority over them.

	Higher Demons (Fallen Archangels) –  are below  Satan, but high-ranking demons are often known as princes or rulers of their domains and have an army of demons.

	Lesser Demons (Watchers) – below higher demons. The lesser demons are familiar spirits, the demons of lust and disease. Lucifer and higher demons often use them to carry out their evil desires.

	Least Demons (Watchers) – the lowest-ranking demons (jinns and imps). The weakest demons have the least amount of authority and power. They are the servants of the higher demons and cause little harm.


Kingdoms:

	Earth (Neutral Battlefield) – the place where Satan and God are gathering their army for the final battle. A place where humans and other living creatures reside. This is where God can share his love and grace with humans. It is also a place where Satan can corrupt and share his pride and hate with humans.

	Heaven (Three Levels of the Kingdom of God): 	Sky – the first level of heaven. This is where the clouds exist and the birds fly. Humans can reach this level without invitation.

	Space – the second level of heaven. This is where the planets, stars, and moon reside. Humans have claimed to reach this level.

	Paradise (Celestial Kingdom)­ – the third level of heaven that is separated from space with water. No one can reach this part of heaven without an invitation. This is where the spirit of the righteous goes for a time, after being in Sheol, until the new Earth is created, where the gate to heaven and the Throne of God resides. It’s a place of beauty, love, and happiness. It is the final resting spot for the righteous until the new Earth is built.



	Hell (Two Levels of the Kingdom of Hades): 	Sheol (Grave) – first level of hell. This is the place where everyone goes after death, sinners and righteous. It is a place of darkness that is separated into three sections. One for the righteous, one for the sinners who will be judged, and one for those who are doomed without judgment. It is a place of gloom that no one can escape. 

	Hades (Hell) – This is the second. Often referred to as God’s justice in dealing with evil on earth. Hell is the place where the wicked reside and are punished. It is where the unrighteous reside after going to Sheol until the last judgment. It is where  Jesus went to get the key to the gates of hell and where eternal fire burns or the eternal lake of fire, the final place of punishment for the ungodly.
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Graphic Illustrated by Damion Scales Jr.

How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God! For this reason, Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance—now that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins committed under the first covenant. In the case of a will, it is necessary to prove the death of the one who made it, because a will is in force only when somebody has died; it never takes effect while the one who made it is living. This is why even the first covenant was not put into effect without blood.

- Hebrews 9:14-18 (NIV)
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PROLOGUE
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Revoked inheritance

––––––––
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IN THE EASTERN REGION of the Earth, Yahweh Elohim had planted the Garden of Eden, a paradise nestled in a gentle embrace of shimmering waters. These vast, glimmering lakes and rivers stretched out toward the farthest edges of the world, their silver surfaces brushing against the threshold of heaven itself, where dawn’s first light began its daily journey. To the north, an ocean of breathtaking clarity glistened, so pure, so clean, that nothing humanity would ever taste could match its sweetness. Its waters were so transparent that one could see deep into the living heart of the Earth. Anyone who bathed in that sacred ocean stepped out utterly clean, their skin aglow, shining white as fresh snow, no matter their complexion. The Almighty created those waters, knowing that, someday, humankind would yearn for a cleansing deeper than anything they could imagine.

The garden itself brimmed with vibrant, untamed life. Wildflowers painted the ground in bursts of color, their petals dancing in the soft breeze. Fruit trees stretched overhead, heavy with promise, while animals of every kind wandered the lush green, playful, fearless, alive. In the heart of Eden stood two trees, ancient and powerful... the tree of life, whose fruit brought endless renewal and boundless energy and life to the spirit, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, whose fruit, despite its beauty, carried sorrow, separation, and spiritual death for anyone who ate it. The Eternal Father had made it clear... mankind must never consume the forbidden fruit.

Eden was home. Adam, the first man, was the father of humanity, and Hawwah, Eve, was the mother of all the living. They bore the image of the Eternal Father, their very beings shining with an inner light, their purity and brilliance undimmed by flesh or shame. They were so radiant and full of life that even the angels watched them in wonder, recognizing in them the unmistakable reflection of their Creator.

In those days, innocence filled the garden. From its center, one could see the Kingdom of Heaven, the Throne of God itself gleaming in the distance. God’s spirit moved freely, His angels walking the winding paths beside Adam and Hawwah. Heaven’s music floated through the air, and they rejoiced, their hearts light with joy and gratitude.

But not every presence in Eden brought comfort. Lurking in the shadows was Satan, the fallen cherub, tormented by envy and bitterness. He watched Adam and Hawwah with a cold patience, studying them, waiting for the right moment to strike and turn their world upside down. He bided his time until, one day, that perfect moment finally came.

That day, Hawwah found herself alone for the first time. The Spirit of God had withdrawn, and Adam was nearby busy tending to the garden’s needs. She wandered near the tree of life, nibbling its sweet fruit, her mind drifting with wonder at all God had made. A gentle wind stirred around her, and she closed her eyes, feeling at peace, soaking in the beauty of Eden.

Then, through the dappled sunlight, a stranger appeared, a figure bright and compelling, cloaked in the likeness of a man who glowed with the same radiance she and Adam shared. Hawwah’s curiosity bloomed. She had never seen him before. Since her first breath, she had known only Adam, the angels, and God’s spirit. Surely, she thought, this shining stranger must be another creation of the Eternal Father.

His voice was warm and inviting, laced with an intriguing confidence. “Why do you linger here, Hawwah? Don’t you ever wonder what secrets lie hidden in the tree of the knowledge of good and evil?”

Hawwah hesitated, then answered honestly, her voice gentle but firm. “God told us not to eat from that tree, not even to touch it. If we do, we’ll die. Everything else in this garden is for us, but that tree is forbidden.”

A sly, knowing smile touched the stranger’s lips. His eyes sparkled with a strange light. “You won’t die,” he told her, his tone soft and persuasive. “God just knows that if you eat its fruit, your eyes will be opened. You’ll be like Him, able to see good and evil. He wants to keep that knowledge from you.”

A new feeling flickered inside Hawwah, curiosity, mingled with longing. She wanted to understand, to know what God knew, to see the world beyond innocence, just as this mysterious visitor described. The desire grew, quietly urging her to reach for more.

Hands trembling, she approached the forbidden tree. She reached up, plucked one of its ripe fruits, and took a bite. Sweetness burst over her tongue. For a heartbeat, she waited, her heart racing, her breath caught in her throat. But nothing happened. She was still herself, still alive, just as the stranger had said.

Amazed, caught between fear and excitement, Hawwah hurried to find Adam. Her words spilled out, breathless and urgent. “Adam, I ate the fruit, and look, I’m alive! Nothing happened to me.” She pressed the fruit into his hand, her eyes wide and searching his face, hoping that he would enjoy the sweet nectar from the fruit.

Wanting to please her, and perhaps swept along by his own curiosity, Adam accepted the fruit and took a bite.

A powerful force rippled through the kingdoms. In an instant, the light that had once clothed Adam and Hawwah vanished, replaced by mortal flesh... flesh now shadowed by the weight of loss. For the first time, they saw each other truly, the innocence between them stripped away, and the shock of their nakedness filled them with shame. 

Frantic, they gathered fig leaves and clumsily stitched them into makeshift garments, desperate to conceal themselves from each other, and from the piercing gaze of the Eternal God.

Then, in the hush of the garden, they heard the Spirit of God moving amid the trees, His voice calling, gentle yet searching, “Adam, where are you?” 

Terror clenched Adam’s heart. He hid, trembling behind the cover of thick foliage, but he knew deep within that he could not remain hidden for long. Dread weighed upon him as time seemed to stretch. At last, he stepped forward, his voice breaking as he confessed the truth. The Eternal Father listened, His face unreadable, and delivered His judgment... they were to be cast out of Eden, exiled to the Mount of Treasures. 

Another guardian cherub was appointed to shield the garden, for the Eternal God knew that longing would draw them back, even though life beyond Eden would be fraught with hardship and sorrow.

No longer did Adam and Hawwah behold the Throne of God or walk arm in arm with His angels. The days when food was a delight instead of a struggle for survival faded into memory, as did the peace that came from living in the very presence of the Eternal God. 

A deep emptiness took root within them. They were spiritually dead, and the dark flesh that now cloaked their bodies became a constant reminder of their rebellion, a silent witness to all they had lost.

For many days, Adam and Hawwah wandered the Earth in grief and fasting, their hearts aching for forgiveness. Their sorrow ran so deep that, in despair, they attempted to end their own lives, hoping to escape the agony of their loss. Yet each time, the Eternal God restored them, gently forbidding them from giving in to despair, commanding them to live. Time passed, marked by yearning and repentance. 

Driven by unrelenting remorse, Adam built the first altar, hands trembling as he offered a sacrifice, pleading for mercy and longing to return to the garden. 

The Eternal Father, moved by Adam’s genuine sorrow, made a promise... they would return, but only after His Son descended to rescue Adam and all his descendants. God revealed the time... after 5,500 years, salvation would come. Until then, Adam and his children would wait, holding on to hope for the day of redemption.

Yet even as they waited, Adam and Hawwah searched for ways to regain their lost glory. Their longing did not escape the notice of the fallen cherub. The wicked one, sensing their vulnerability, poured all his cunning into luring Adam away from the path of the Eternal God. He knew that if he could ensnare Adam, all of humanity would be bound to him, and the birth of the Eternal Father’s Son would be thwarted.

Sometimes, Adam fell prey to Satan’s subtle deceptions; but each time he recognized his mistake, he returned in humble repentance, offering sacrifices and seeking forgiveness. Through steadfast prayer and shared struggle, Adam and Hawwah gradually learned to recognize the fallen cherub’s traps. Their growing wisdom infuriated Satan, for he realized, with bitter certainty, that the inheritance he once coveted had slipped from his grasp. What had been Satan’s was now promised to mankind. 

The Eternal God had given Adam the Garden of Eden, the very place Satan once guarded and called his own. Blinded by rage, Satan vowed to torment all of Adam’s descendants. His inheritance had been stripped away, and he would never forgive it.

Now, as the end of the promised years drew near, Satan felt the approach of destiny. The Eternal God’s chosen slumbered, but signs of awakening stirred among them, their journey toward restoration had begun. Though Satan twisted time itself so that none could know exactly when his reign would end, he knew. Still, he poured his energy into devising schemes to resist the Eternal God’s design.

The 5,500 years were nearly complete.

And the time for a spiritual awakening had arrived.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Eliza

––––––––
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“THOMAS!” OLIVIA, THE WOMAN who gave birth to me, cried out, her voice quivering with a desperation I had seldom heard from her. She was a woman more inclined to listen than speak, her gentleness a quiet current beneath the surface. But now, urgency drew her upright and carried her forward, past the timid boundaries she so carefully maintained. She moved as if propelled by love itself, until her momentum shattered, stopped short by an invisible barrier. Its force was as absolute as the walls she had, out of necessity, built around her own fragile heart.

“Olivia... is that you?” The man lifted his battered face, and a single tear wavered before it carved a trembling path down his cheek. 

Blood marked his mouth, and one of his eyes was swollen shut, the evidence of violence plain and pitiful, almost more than I could bear to witness. His body told the rest of the story, each bruise a silent confession, each scar a wordless chapter in a book of suffering.

My mother’s voice dropped to a whisper, awed and vulnerable. “How is this possible? I don’t feel you anymore.” 

Amazement softened the gentle lines of her face, and for an instant, the weight she carried seemed to lift. It was as if, for once, hope dared to break through the clouds.

“The Watchers used some spell to block our connection,” Thomas replied, his voice frayed at the edges. 

Still, beneath the sorrow there was a steady, unwavering strength, the kind that comes from faith born in darkness and tested by fire.

Then, something rare and electric flared in my mother’s eyes. She turned, her gentle demeanor hardening, and for that heartbeat she was someone you would not wish to cross. 

“What did you do to him?” she demanded of Adramelech, her tone edged with a fury that only love could summon. 

I had seen this side of her only when someone she loved was threatened, and though her temper was seldom roused, it was formidable in its restraint. Her passion for us was a quiet thing most days, expressed in warm hands and watchful eyes, but in moments like this, it burned bright and fierce.

Adramelech’s reply was as cold and careless as frost on a gravestone. “Just a little this and that, nothing too... appalling. The typical procedures to make a chosen... weak and compliant for our master.”

“Who is he?” Shaun asked, uncertainty threading through the delicate arch of her brow. Her gaze focused on the battered man.

I found myself unable to utter a word, my throat tight with something I could not name. Instead, I watched my mother, waiting for her words to fill the hollow ache inside me. My heart pounded, a restless, uneven rhythm of hope and dread, while I studied the battered man she had called Thomas. 

He looked older than her, hardship etched deep in every line, his clothes torn and spirit worn thin. Yet his features, even battered, echoed in Shaun and Nora, and in the mirror of my own face. The mole beneath his damaged eye, an exact match to mine, caught and held my gaze.

Slowly, I raised my hand, fingertips brushing the mole on my own cheek. Our eyes locked, and in that fragile exchange, I saw the truth, love burning between him and my mother, bright and unspoken, a fire that had survived pain and the long silence of separation. There could be no doubting it... he was the man my mother had called Thomas. He was my father.

“Daddy?” The word slipped from my lips, soft and trembling, an entreaty shaped by years of silent longing. My skin prickled with nervous heat, my chest constricted by the ache of hope that had never quite died.

Thomas’s gaze found mine once more, haunted and searching. He studied my features, perhaps searching for some echo of himself. And then, something within him seemed to yield. His pain cracked just enough for love to shine through, fragile yet undeniable. A tear slid free, answering the yearning I had tried, for so long, to hide.

And then, at last, I let myself cry. All those years of quiet pain and hidden longing spilled forth, my shoulders trembling with the force of a grief I had never dared voice. 

The ache of absence, the silent yearning for a father and the longing to be seen, truly seen, at last loosened their hold, and tears slipped freely down my cheeks. In that moment, I allowed myself to be weak, even as I prayed for strength.

“Mama, is he really our father?” Nora’s voice reached me through my sobs, fragile, trembling, barely more than a whisper, like the flutter of a sparrow’s wing. I saw the hope and fear in her eyes, and my heart ached to shelter her from every hurt.

“Yes,” our mother wept, her answer a mixture of vow and hope, every syllable steeped in love. “We’re going to get you out of here, baby, I promise.” Her words rang with the simple, stubborn faith, a faith that clung to hope even when reason faltered.

“You shouldn’t have brought the girls,” our father rasped, his voice thin but threaded with concern as he looked at each of us, then settled his gaze on her. “Why did you bring them? They’re in danger.” Even beaten, he worried for us first. I saw in that look the same selfless love that lived in our mother.

“I didn’t have an option. Trust me, this was not my idea. I’m here to protect them, but I never expected to find you here.” Her hands pressed flat against the invisible barrier, her voice trembling just above a whisper. 

She looked so small then, and yet there was a quiet stubbornness in her, a love that refused to yield, even when everything else seemed lost. Sometimes, I thought, God must have woven extra steel into her heart along with the gentleness.

Adramelech clapped his hands together, the sound sharp and false in the charged silence. His twisted delight curdled the air. “Isn’t this wonderful? A family reunion. I think this calls for a celebration.”

“Let our father go,” Shaun demanded, rising with a steadiness that felt like borrowed strength. Her voice was clear, unwavering, a reminder of Mama at her fiercest, when love left her no choice but to become a force of nature.

“I’ll let him go when you join my master,” Adramelech declared, his eyes narrowing, voice like stone. “It’s a simple decision. Your father will be free, and you’ll have what you always wanted... your family, together.”

“Don’t do it... it would be an honor to die in the name of the Almighty God,” our father said. 

Even battered, faith flickered in his words, a steady flame that no pain could smother. I felt pride and grief twist together inside me, and a fleeting envy for a faith so bold.

“We’re not letting you die. Not after I just found you,” I replied, surprised at how steady my own voice sounded. I meant it, with every trembling fiber of my being. Love demanded nothing less, and I would answer that call, whatever it cost.

“Oh, this is fun... decisions, decisions...” Adramelech mused, his gaze flicking between us with mockery so thinly veiled it only deepened my simmering anger. “So, what will it be? Join us or watch him die.”

“Never!” Nora’s voice rang out before any of us could answer, fierce and unbreakable, her eyes blazing with the courage of one willing to lose everything for love. In that moment, I saw our mother in her, too.

Adramelech sighed, a weariness so affected it bordered on theatrical. “Well then, I suppose he must perish... Mason,” he called, nodding to the man who stepped forward, knife glinting in hand.

Nora squared her shoulders, jaw set, and fire leapt from her hands toward Mason, her love made visible, fierce and wild. But the shield stopped her flames, snuffing them out as easily as one snuff a candle. I felt the disappointment burn in my chest. For now, love alone would have to sustain us.

I stood, every movement deliberate, my resolve a quiet echo of the prayers I’d whispered in darker nights. 

Fixing my gaze on Mason, I listened for the subtle rhythm of his breath, how breakable it was, how finite. In silence, I began to draw the air from his lungs. It was a quiet, clinical act, if not for the turmoil that twisted inside me. 

Mason collapsed, clutching at his throat, a brief, pitiful struggle, and then he stilled, lips parted in a vacant, lifeless stare. I found no satisfaction in it. Only a hollow ache, and a chosen’s regret for what necessity had demanded. I wondered, not for the first time, if mercy and justice could ever truly hold hands.

Adramelech rose, his attention locking on me, cold, dissecting, as if I were some rare specimen. There was a hunger in his eyes, a possessiveness that set my skin prickling. 

“I see you’ve been practicing. I must say, you’re quite brilliant. But you won’t be able to save your father,” he pronounced, his hands lifting, voice as smooth and chilling as polished marble.

If I’d had the luxury of safety, I might have made a dry remark about his flair for drama. But before I could even muster a silent prayer against his theatrics, the doors exploded open.

The Watchers swept in like a storm, any illusion of control swept away in an instant. The ground trembled beneath their boots and the air snapped with wild magic, ice, fire, and stone arcing in a deadly ballet through the cavern. 

Watchers fell, vanishing in violent bursts, only to be replaced by more, an unending tide. If I had a spare breath, I might have quipped, never send just one Watcher. Apparently, they’d gotten the memo.

Nora was already moving, sword blazing as she carved a path through our enemies, flames consuming all in her wake. Their screams ricocheted around the cavern, yet she pressed on, driven by the kind of love that would burn itself to ash to keep us safe.

I summoned my sword, the air around me swirling in restless vortex, a reflection of the storm I tried so hard to keep hidden within my heart. Even now, with chaos closing in, I felt almost embarrassed by the strength coiling inside me. 

The nearest Watcher lunged, and I met him head-on, the heel of my foot connecting with his face. He staggered back, surprise flaring in his eyes. 

In that moment, I saw myself reflected in him, a quiet soul, suddenly and startlingly fierce. My fury was rarely unleashed, but when it was, it burned cold and bright. I watched comprehension dawn on him. He realized, a heartbeat too late, that gentle women were not always harmless.

I gathered my power, that storm barely contained, and sent him crashing into the cave wall. Small pebbles followed, sharp and swift, each one striking with unerring precision... head, heart, head again. His scream echoed, dissolving into smoke as he vanished. 

My hands shook, not from fear, but from the raw, unfamiliar edge of letting that part of me loose. I had always preferred to heal, to comfort, to love. Still, there were times when love required a fiercer hand.

My mother, Caleb, and Shaun fought beside me, their swords flashing in the shifting light, bravery made visible. The Watchers pressed in on all sides, too many, always too many. 

Nora moved through their ranks like living flame, her fire a shield, her devotion unyielding. I envied her boldness, her ability to be fierce without apology. I wondered if she ever doubted herself, or if courage simply came more easily to some.

Shaun crashed against the wall, the sound ringing out like a bell in my chest. Still, she found her feet quickly, a stubborn set to her jaw. 

“Not today,” she muttered, flinging an icy dagger that buried itself deep in a Watcher’s skull, sending him into oblivion. 

She swept a wave of water into another, who choked and spluttered before she drove her sword through his heart. Shaun’s attacks were swift, decisive. In their ruthlessness, there was reassurance, proof that gentleness and steel could dwell together, as they so often did in the hearts of women.

Suddenly, an inferno erupted, Nora’s doing, I knew it before I even sought her out. Flames swallowed the remaining Watchers, their screams rising and falling, mingling with the billowing smoke. 

The air grew thick, suffocating, until finally the haze cleared. I found Nora, her spirit undiminished, fire gone from her hands but not from her gaze. 

Around us, only Adramelech lingered, his gaze fixed on her with an odd, almost tender sort of cruelty. His smile curled at the edges, unsettling in its softness.

“Well done, but not quite good enough,” he said, winking as more Watchers slid from the darkness. I almost laughed... evil did have a talent for dramatic returns. It was the sort of thing I might have joked about, given the luxury of time and safety.

We were surrounded again. I raised my sword, bracing myself for the oncoming wave. One Watcher swung at me, his fist missing my head by mere inches. A close call, but I had always been better at dodging trouble than starting it, a small mercy I silently thanked God for, even now. Instinct took over. I swept my leg in a wide arc, toppling those who pressed too near.

Drawing on my power, I wrenched a massive boulder into the air, aiming to crush one of the fallen. But a sudden blow struck the back of my head, sending the stone crashing harmlessly against the shield, fracturing its surface but failing to break it. 

Pain radiated through my skull, but in its wake came an idea, small, stubborn, insistent. Rolling onto my back, I blasted the Watcher looming above me into the far wall, then, with a heavy heart, stole the air from his lungs. 

He faded, nothing left but a curl of smoke. The work was ugly, and I felt the weight of it settle into my bones. I’d rather carry the scars myself than see anyone else wounded for my sake. There was no glory in violence, only necessity, a truth I carried quietly, like so many others.

Summoning the air, I lifted myself from the ground, hurling boulder after boulder at the shield. Each impact sent cracks spidering through its surface, even as I fended off Watchers who dared to close in. 

I was tired, bone tired, the kind of weariness that settled into the soul and threatened to unravel you from the inside out. And yet, love kept me moving, as it always had. For them, I would not falter. For them, I would be both gentle and fierce.

And, though I never spoke it, I quietly hoped that one day someone might love me with even a fraction of that same, unwavering devotion.

“Princess! Behind you!” Caleb’s voice rang out, urgent as a bell in the storm.

Nora crashed into the wall, her scream slicing through the chaos. I saw blood spill from her side, a crimson truth that horror etched into my bones. 

My heart lurched. I fought to reach her, still battering the shield with everything I had, but a fallen Watcher caught my ankle in a cold, unyielding grip and swung me into the cave wall. 

Pain erupted up my spine, sharp and blinding, and for a moment the world spun away from me, replaced by the cold laughter of two advancing Watchers.

For a heartbeat, I lay there, helpless on the stone, angry, afraid, and aching all over. Yet beneath the pain and fear, the old familiar longing flickered... a silent plea to be seen, to be cherished, to be held, even as I fought, even as I bled for others. I could never have spoken such a need aloud. Love was something I gave freely, but asking for it, for myself, seemed impossible. Still, I would give everything for them, even if it cost me all I had.

I pressed my knuckles against my eyes, willing away the tears and the dizziness, fighting for a clear head as the Watchers loomed, their shadows growing with every heartbeat. 

My body ached, but the stubborn streak in me, nurtured by faith and necessity, forced me upright. I would not yield to fear or fatigue. They were old adversaries, and I had learned to endure them both. 

With a steady breath, I drew the air to me and sent it crashing into both Watchers. Their bodies slammed into the wall, vanishing in smoke, just as an ice dagger flashed across the space they’d left.

Shaun appeared at my side, fierce, protective, a comfort I had quietly come to depend on. Her presence was a reminder that I was not alone, even when I tried to convince myself otherwise.

“Are you okay?” she asked, breathless, searching my face for any sign of surrender.

“Yeah,” I managed, my voice quiet but steady. 

It wasn’t the whole truth, pain throbbed behind my eyes, and every inch of me felt bruised, but it was enough for now. I had never been good at sharing my burdens and now was not the time to start.

Caleb and Nora fought in tandem, fire and fury, their rhythm a testament to love’s resilience. Watchers fell, turning to smoke in their wake. 

I floated again, the effort a familiar strain on my tired limbs, and hurled another barrage of boulders against the shield. 

A Watcher lunged, but I landed lightly, meeting him with a punch to the face and then a blow to the chest, drawing the breath from his lungs. He vanished, leaving behind the echo of my quiet temper, a rare thing, but unmistakable when roused.

Suddenly, cold hands seized me from behind. Panic bloomed in my chest as I felt the air being stolen from my lungs. I choked, clawing at his grip, desperate to hold on to each precious breath. 

My strength dwindled, darkness creeping in at the edges of my vision. As I began to fade, the Watcher abruptly disappeared. 

I turned, gasping, and found my mother behind me, her sword raised. Her eyes met mine, calm, gentle, yet burning with a love so fierce it steadied me more than any words ever could. She radiated protection and grace. I thanked her silently, knowing she would understand. 

Without so much as a pause, she sent a ray of fire past me, incinerating another enemy. In that moment, she was everything I longed to be... steady, passionate, quietly heroic. The kind of woman I prayed I might one day become.

Nora screamed again, clutching her ankle as she reduced her attacker to ash. The rawness of her pain pulled at me, fierce and immediate. I would have traded places with her without a second’s hesitation if I could. Love, it seemed, was always willing to bleed.

Across the chamber, Adramelech’s voice rang out, sharp and taunting. “You want to reconsider your answer?” he crowed, as if our suffering was his theatre, and we the actors on his stage. “So long as you serve that impostor, you will never achieve victory.” 

I noted, that his arrogance was almost impressive, if only evil put as much effort into humility as it did into spectacle.

More of the fallen rose around us, their presence relentless, pressing in like a tide that cared nothing for hope or mercy. 

I hurled another boulder into the shield, watching as Watchers on either side were impaled, dissolving into smoke. But there was no time for relief, one seized my arm with inhuman force and flung me to the ground. 

My head struck stone, the world spinning, cold and disorienting. Pain echoed through me, but I refused to let go, clinging to purpose as if my grip alone might save us all. Even as my vision blurred, I flung another stone with sheer stubbornness, a prayer on my lips as a fresh crack split the shield.

We were close. If only I could hold on a little longer...

Agony flared suddenly in my leg. I screamed, the sound raw and involuntary, tears filling my eyes as I glimpsed a Watcher’s claws sunk deep into my flesh. 

My temper, usually so well-mannered, so carefully contained, rose with the pain. I gritted my teeth and kicked him in the face, feeling the impact with a grim, dark satisfaction. 

He staggered back, and I crushed him beneath a stone, watching him vanish in a cloud of ash. My leg throbbed, hot and pulsing, but in the ache, I found a strange comfort... I was still here. I was still fighting. There was dignity in survival, even if it came at such a price.

Princess, watch out! Caleb’s warning rang through my mind, clear and commanding. 

I whirled, heart pounding, just in time to see claws tearing into Nora’s arm. Her scream, wild and helpless, cut through the chamber, a sound sharp enough to break open the tender places I had tried so long to protect.

Caleb’s answering growl shook the air, protective and fierce as thunder rolling across a storm-dark sky. He tore through the remaining Watchers, each movement a vow... no more harm would come to us if he could help it. 

When the chaos cleared, all that remained was Adramelech, grinning with the kind of satisfaction that made my skin crawl. Blood ran freely from each of us. My ankle pulsed, soaking my shoe, but I barely noticed. I summoned my strength, hurling one last stone with everything I had left. With a thunderous crack, the shield shattered.

Relief washed over me, mingled with exhaustion so deep it threatened to pull me under. But there was no time for rest. I fixed my gaze on Adramelech, willing the air from his lungs. To my frustration, he seemed to feed on my effort, growing stronger, not weaker. 

Still, I did not stop, I could not. Shaun’s icy daggers flew, but they melted harmlessly on his skin. Nora, Caleb, and our mother hurled fire, their flames vanishing on contact. He was immune, untouched by all our ordinary strength.

Love! Use love! Nora’s voice pierced my thoughts, urgent, desperate. We need to work together!

So, I gathered every ounce of love in my heart, love for my family, for my friends, for all those I fought so hard to protect. Even the old, secret ache inside me, the longing to be loved in return, became part of my strength. I poured it all into my next attack. 

Together, we fought. I hurled boulder after boulder at Adramelech. The air thickened with the scent of burning flesh, bitter but strangely hopeful. For the first time, I felt the darkness falter, as if the light inside us, fragile, flickering, might finally be enough.

I focused, drawing what little air I could from Adramelech’s lungs. The barrier around him resisted, but each effort made him falter. I saw the pain twist his face. He fought back with renewed ferocity, pelting us with rocks and fire. 

Shaun’s water quenched every blaze, and I caught the stones, hurling them back with dry defiance. If evil insisted on making a spectacle, I could at least give it a run for its money. His shrieks grew sharper, his strength clearly waning.

“Come on, Daddy!” Nora shouted, her voice ragged but threaded with hope, a hope so fragile and bright, it made my own heart ache with longing. Maybe, just maybe, love would be enough.

Our father tried to rise, his arms trembling beneath him, but his body betrayed him, crumpling under the weight of pain. Still, he struggled onward, crawling toward us with a determination that broke my heart in places I’d thought were long since hardened. 

Our mother pressed closer, fighting at our side, unwavering. She was the embodiment of courage, quiet, steadfast, fierce when it mattered most. Her love was both shield and sword, and I found myself praying, silently and fervently, that I would one day be as unflinching as she was.

While she reached for my father, I centered my attention on Adramelech, sending stone and gusts of air his way, each movement deliberate, a silent plea for him to keep his gaze from my parents. 

It was an odd comfort, the old instinct to protect, even in the face of fear so sharp it left me breathless. The others joined me, our powers weaving together, not seamless but determined, a tapestry spun from desperate hope and that stubborn devotion only love could create. 

Adramelech staggered, clutching his chest, his breath coming in ragged bursts. Then, overcome, he began to scream. His body writhed, twisted by pain none of us could fully understand. 

Strange, how even as I fought him, a flicker of pity still stirred in my chest. Old habits, I supposed, died harder than most monsters.

“I need y’all’s help,” Nora called out, her voice trembling but threaded with resolve. There was a note in it, soft, pleading, that reminded me of her as a little girl, reaching for my hand in the night when storms rattled the windows. It tugged at me, a bittersweet ache. “If we do this together, we can defeat him.”

“Not on my watch,” Adramelech spat, jaw clenched tight. Even as his shape began to shift, swelling into something grotesque, a monstrous fusion of lion and peacock, feathers bristling, claws glinting, he sounded more like a sulky child than a conqueror. “You chose the wrong path, chosen ones.” His words dripped with venom and certainty. Then, moving faster than thought, he seized my father.

For a moment, my father hung limp in Adramelech’s grasp, all the strength that had once steadied him gone, leaving him as fragile as a rag doll. 

My mother, undaunted, unleashed everything she had, fire, fists, every ounce of love and fury she had gathered over a lifetime of sacrifice. Even as hope flickered, she refused to yield. 

Nora surged forward, undeterred, hurling a torrent of flames at the monstrous peacock’s head. 

Adramelech ducked, lips curling in a twisted smile of triumph. Before any of us could react, he snatched our mother too. In a blink, both of them vanished, swallowed up by darkness and a magic we could not touch.

“No!” Nora’s scream rang out, echoing off the stone, ragged and raw with loss. “Come back! Daddy... Mama... No!” 

She rushed to the empty space where they had disappeared, collapsing to her knees, clutching her chest as if she might hold her heart together by sheer force of will. 

Caleb hurried to her side and wrapped her up in his arms, his presence quiet and comforting, a reminder that, while love could not always save, it could always shelter.

Tears blurred my vision, the world dissolving into streaks of sorrow and helplessness. The hope I had worked so carefully to nurture slipped through my fingers, leaving only emptiness and a hollow ache that pressed tight against my chest. 

My father was gone again. Now my mother, too. The ache threatened to swallow me whole, as if grief had teeth. I sank to my knees, my shoulders shaking beneath the weight of regret and so many years of quiet fear... fear that I would never be enough to keep them safe, no matter how I tried. 

Deep down, a familiar shame gnawed at me, whispering that if I had only been stronger, braver, less hesitant... perfect, maybe things would have played out differently. But regret was a poor companion, and I had always been better at loving quietly than at chasing ghosts.

Beside me, Shaun wept openly, her sobs wracking her slender frame. She reached for me, her arms slipping around my shoulders in a gesture so childlike and vulnerable it made my heart break all over again.

It was as if by holding each other close, we might somehow keep the grief at bay, might keep ourselves from slipping beneath its surface. Our sorrow mingled, two tides colliding, powerless to halt the flood but somehow less alone for it. There was something achingly familiar in the way she clung to me, needing comfort. I tightened my embrace, wishing that simple act could anchor us, even as I felt myself drifting.

“I just wish I’d told her when I had the chance...” she whispered, voice frayed and brittle with regret. “Now she’s gone, and Daddy—” 

The rest of her words broke apart, scattered on a tide of tears that slipped down her face and soaked into my brow where our heads touched.

I held her tighter, drawing on a reserve of strength I wasn’t sure I still possessed. I needed to be steady, for her, for all of us, even as my own heart yearned for comfort, I had never quite learned how to ask for. 

Giving love was easier. Receiving it always felt too risky, too exposed. Gently, I leaned back, brushing a stray strand of hair from her damp cheek. I met her watery gaze, collecting what calm I could find, and tried to offer her a piece of it.

“Hey, listen,” I said, my voice soft but steady, a quiet anchor in the storm. “She knew. Trust me.” I let the barest smile touch my lips, hoping it might ease some of the heaviness, if only for a heartbeat. “And we’re going to get them back, alright? One way or another, we’ll bring them home.” 

It wasn’t a grand promise, just the truth as I understood it, spoken gently, because that was the only way I knew how to love... quietly, but with everything I had left.

She nodded, fragile but willing to trust me, a gesture that comforted and frightened me all at once. There was something humbling in being the object of such pure faith. It made me want to rise to the occasion, even as I doubted my own strength. 

I gathered her in my arms again, wishing, if only for a moment, that I could pour every last drop of love I held inside into her, that it might be enough to mend even the smallest piece of her pain. If only love worked that way, I thought, my heart aching with the impossible hope of it. Still, I held her, because sometimes that was all I knew how to do.

“Come back, please!” Nora’s ragged plea echoed off the cold stone, her voice brittle and raw in a way that made my own heart twist. “No! Come back! Take me, please. Please don’t hurt my parents.” She didn’t hide her desperation. She laid it bare, unafraid to beg for those she loved. Her pain found an answering hollow in my own chest, making the ache of my lifelong longing sharper. 

Just as the darkness pressed close, threatening to suffocate what little hope we had left... a sudden radiance broke through. Light bloomed in the devastation, a soft, golden glow that swept across the ruin and the ruin in our hearts. 

Uriel appeared, sword blazing, eyes alight with the adrenaline of battle. For a moment, relief fluttered in my chest, fragile, fleeting. But as he took in the wreckage and the sound of our cries, he sheathed his weapon. 

I watched the ferocity in his gaze give way to sorrow, the sharpness softening as he absorbed our pain. His eyes searched the shattered room, restless, as if the answers he sought might be hiding somewhere in the broken shadows. “What happened? Where are Adramelech and Olivia?”

“He took her... and our dad!” Shaun cried, pushing herself upright, her voice trembling with the tangled threads of anger and grief. “Where were you, huh? We needed you! You can’t just disappear when everything falls apart!” 

Shaun’s temper, so different from my own, always burned fast and bright. I found myself oddly grateful for it now, her fire was almost a comfort, something alive and warm in the chill that loss had left behind.

Uriel’s reply was heavy, his words weighed down by weariness and regret. “I was helping the others. We were ambushed left and right. The Watchers kept coming, and then Azrael came... and now Glenda and Jacob—” He stopped, shoulders sagging as if the burden was finally too much, even for him.

In the hush that followed, I caught myself wishing, not for the first time, that I could be bold like Shaun, fierce like Nora, radiant like Uriel. But all I had to offer was the quiet steadiness of my presence, the kind of love that stands firm even when everything else is swept away. It didn’t look like much, but I hoped it might be enough.

“What happened? Are they alright?” Shaun pressed, her usual spark dimmed by worry, but urgency still coloring her voice. 

“Azrael did something to their minds... they’re in a deep sleep, and I can’t wake them.” Uriel’s words fell between us like stones in water, each syllable rippling outward with the weight of defeat. 

There was a tiredness in his voice I knew too well, the kind that comes after you’ve prayed, pleaded, and pressed forward, only to find yourself at the end of your own strength.

“We need to get to them,” Caleb said, his tone low but steady as he pulled Nora closer to his side. 

Even at his most serious, there was something about Caleb, a gentle gravity, a quiet faith, that made hope seem almost reasonable, even in moments like this. 

I couldn’t help but envy that kind of certainty, though I would have sooner bitten my tongue than admit it aloud. My own faith was quieter, the sort that held on by its fingertips when the world turned dark.

Uriel nodded, and as he did, I felt the last remnants of my strength slip away, leaving me hollow and raw at the edges. 

Everything we’d endured, all the battles, the sacrifices, the prayers whispered in secret, seemed to unravel before my eyes, fraying like the edge of an old blanket too beloved to throw away, no matter how thin it had become. 

The Watchers had stolen our parents, and now Jacob and Glenda were lost somewhere we could not reach. The urge to let despair settle in was strong. It had always been persistent, like water seeping through cracks on a weary night.

Yet, even as hopelessness pressed in, I felt a faint ember of resolve flicker quietly within me. Perhaps it was stubbornness. Or perhaps love, that quiet, insistent force that had always kept me moving, even when I wanted nothing more than to hide. 

Next time, I would be ready. I would not let someone I loved slip away again, not without a fight, not if I could help it. With every quiet beat of my heart, I made a silent promise to all of them... Jacob, Glenda, my mother and father. We would find a way to heal those who were lost, and we would bring our parents back from the darkness, no matter how long it took, or what it cost.

I owed them at least that much. And maybe, just maybe, I owed it to myself as well, even if I was still learning how to believe I deserved it.
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“COME ON...” I PRAYED silently, pouring every ounce of strength and faith I had into Jacob. My hands moved with the assurance of a man who’d spent a lifetime standing between danger and those he cared about, every compression firm, unwavering, born of hope and the kind of dogged loyalty only true friends ever really understand. I pressed my mouth over his, driving air into his lungs with the steady, relentless determination of someone who refuses to let go, even when the odds are stacked against him. Under my breath, I counted each beat, grounding myself in the rhythm, willing him to claw his way back from wherever he’d gone.

Beside me, Michelle worked over Glenda, her movements sharp, focused, and sure. We didn’t need words, just that unspoken trust that comes from fighting in the trenches together, side by side. This wasn’t just teamwork born of necessity. This was bone-deep loyalty, the kind forged in fire. There was no room for panic, no space for fear. Just quiet, urgent efficiency and the promise that, as long as I had breath, despair wasn’t getting anywhere near my hands. Not today. Not with my friends’ lives on the line.

I leaned down for another cycle, jaw set, refusing to let even a flicker of doubt cross my face. I pressed my ear to Jacob’s chest, listening for that stubborn drumbeat of life I knew so well. 

Jacob was always the tough one, steady as a stone, but now his eyes stayed closed, and a cold knot twisted in my gut. 

Truth be told, I’d have gladly fixed a thousand busted circuits, marched across every battlefield twice over, just for the privilege of seeing him open those eyes and give me grief for not following orders. Some men can’t help themselves, I thought. I suppose I was proving I was no different.

I straightened up, looking down at him, the tension in my chest refusing to let go. Battle plans and strategies for the day pressed at the edges of my mind, but right then, none of it mattered more than this, my friend, silent and still, and me, refusing to let him slip away. 

I wasn’t built just for the thrill of the fight. I was made to be a shield for the people I loved. If that meant getting bossy or tossing out a joke just to take the edge off, so be it. Sometimes, holding the line called for as much heart as it did muscle, and Lord knew I had enough of both, especially for the people who made every bit of this mess worth the battle.
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Earlier, I’d been told to stay behind and pray while the others pressed on. I followed orders, though I’ll admit, it grated every nerve I had. Every instinct in me screamed to stand shoulder to shoulder with my people, not sit on the sidelines and offer prayers from a distance. But faith, I’d learned, meant trust. So, I tried to wear humility the way I wore courage... with intention, even when it chafed.

What I didn’t expect was to meet the Archangel Michael. One minute I was kneeling at the foot of the plush hotel bed, words of prayer tumbling out, half hope, half stubborn refusal to give in, and the next... boom. The room exploded in a light so fierce and blinding, even my doubts looked holy for a heartbeat. 

My heart hammered against my ribs as I looked up to find him standing there... ten feet tall if he was an inch, wings outstretched, making that cramped hotel room feel more sacred than any cathedral I’d ever seen.

I scrambled to my feet, caught somewhere between wondering if I was dreaming and checking if someone had spiked my coffee. 

Michael’s skin shone like hammered gold, his hair catching the light, a look that would’ve made lesser men self-conscious. But he met my gaze with a steady patience, the sort that dared you to ask questions. And I’ve never been one to shy from a challenge.

“What... who are you?” I managed, my voice coming out a little rough but steady enough. 

I didn’t flinch. I met his eyes. The guy looked like he could bench press a freight train, but I’d been raised not to back down, no matter how big the problem.

“I’m Archangel Michael,” he answered, and there was fire in his eyes, fierce at first, then gentling into something like the sunrise. “We need to leave now.”

“What? Where are we headed?” I asked, already squaring my shoulders, ready for whatever he’d throw at me next. 

“You must follow the others. They need you,” he said, stepping closer. 

The intensity rolling off him was something else, like standing too close to a forge, almost painful but impossible to turn away from.

I took a step back and promptly bumped into the bed, nearly losing my footing. Figures. Just when you think you’ve seen everything, the universe decides to dial up the theatrics. 

Suddenly, he was holding out my infrared goggles and arrow launcher, like some celestial quartermaster who conjured gear from thin air. I stared, then let a laugh slip out before I could stop myself.

“How’d you pull that off?” I asked, shaking my head in disbelief. A grin broke free. 

“I retrieved them from your home and blessed your weapon and your eyepiece. You’ll be able to see the spiritual realm and vanquish the fallen,” he said, pressing them into my hands with a nod that was equal parts general and older brother... steady, commanding, but not without warmth. “Time is short. The others are fighting. They need you.”

I nodded, and for the first time in days, the weight on my shoulders eased. It felt good, right, even, to finally be where I belonged, where I could stand between danger and the people I loved. 

My thoughts shot straight to Liza. Lord, keep her safe, I prayed, fierce as ever, my faith as much a shield as any armor, I’d ever worn.

Strapping on the goggles and arrow launcher, I glanced up at the angel, craning my neck with my signature half-grin breaking through. 

“You know, you really know how to make an entrance. Maybe next time, throw in a few trumpets... might as well go all out, right?”

Michael smiled, almost indulgently, as if he’d heard every joke the world had to offer but still found a new one worth a small chuckle. 

“Come, little one.” His massive hand landed gently on my shoulder, the touch at once reassuring and impossibly strong. 

Suddenly, the world spun, darkness and light tangled together until, in the blink of an eye, my feet found solid ground again.

I was ready. Ready to fight. Ready to protect. And, if the moment called for it, ready to crack a joke, because sometimes that was just as important as brandishing a sword.

We stood atop a hill, surveying the scene unfolding below. My eyes locked on Michelle, Jacob, and Glenda, each perfectly still, heads bowed in prayer. Even from this distance, I felt the gravity of their silence, the kind of faith that turned mere flesh and bone into something unbreakable. 

Overhead, Uriel soared, a radiant figure blazing across the heavens. If angels had a league of their own, he was the star player, more living star than man, his light piercing the dusk and casting long shadows over the valley.

With a steadying breath, I pulled the goggles down over my eyes, bracing myself as the world twisted, reality tearing open at the seams. The hush shattered into chaos, a battlefield revealed in all its wild, glorious fury. 

Michelle was a force of nature, commanding waves to crash and coils of mist to swirl, her sword blazing as she cut down the fallen with righteous fury. I watched her fight, brave, beautiful, utterly unstoppable, and couldn’t help but feel a rush of respect. 

Jacob and Glenda moved as one, wind lifting them above the fray and then launching them into the thick of the enemy ranks. Their teamwork was poetry in motion, a living testament to what trust and real devotion could do. Pride swelled in my chest, fierce and bright, watching them fight side by side.

High overhead, Uriel was the very embodiment of relentless power, sending fire, water, and wind crashing down in a storm of divine wrath. Vines snaked from the trees, binding Watchers and turning the earth itself into a living weapon. It was the kind of sight that reminded a man why he believed in miracles, and why he was more than willing to fight for them.

I hesitated, lifting the goggles for just a moment. Instantly, the world shifted, the raging battlefield vanished, replaced by the quiet, prayerful forms of my friends, locked in their silent vigil. But as soon as I brought the lenses down again, chaos returned, elemental forces clashing in every corner. Faith and power collided, unleashed with a fury that felt both holy and raw.

“How is this even possible?” I muttered, turning to Michael, needing answers. But he was already gone, no trace, no parting words, just the echo of his command propelling me forward. Typical angel, I thought. Always an exit worthy of the big screen.

My heart pounded like a war drum as I scanned the field for Liza and the others. No sign of them. Worry cut deep, but I drew in a breath, steadying myself with every lesson of faith, every ounce of discipline and love I’d ever known. I squared my shoulders, knocked an arrow, and promised myself, whatever it took, no one would fall on my watch.

A Watcher charged, teeth bared, eyes burning with hate. I didn’t hesitate. I let the arrow fly, a clean shot straight to the heart. He dissolved into smoke with an unholy shriek. Another lunged from my right. I met him with a sharp elbow and spun, sending an arrow through his skull before he could react. 

One by one, the Watchers fell. I fought with everything I had, years of hard-earned skill and the stubborn, unbreakable faith that God was right there with me in the thick of it. 

It was Faith that drove me, and that old, quiet promise I’d made to myself... no one would go down if I could help it. 

When the field finally went still, my breath became heavy, but steady. I stood ready, heart set for whatever storm might come next.

Then, as if conjured by all the tension in the air, a man materialized before us, and the chill of his presence put every muscle in my body on high alert.

“Azarel, how did you—” Uriel’s voice cracked across the field, jaw set, eyes blazing with righteous fire and the kind of anger that promised retribution.

Azarel’s lips curled into a mocking smirk. His words dripped with contempt. “Now, now, brother, don’t get too upset. The fight’s only just begun.”

Uriel’s roar shook the ground itself, a sound that could have split stone. He hurled a column of fire at Azarel, who countered with a roaring wave of water, snuffing out the flames in a cloud of steam. The two titans squared off, elemental power meeting raw will, the very air crackling with tension.

Suddenly, more Watchers surged onto the field, chaos erupting all over again. Azarel snapped his fingers and, in an instant, Glenda and Jacob collapsed as if struck by an invisible hand. 

My pulse thundered in my ears as I saw a Watcher closing in on them, intent on finishing what Azarel had started.

Michelle’s sword flashed as she raced to their defense. I was there beside her, no words shared, just a silent vow, we’d fight for them, together, no matter the odds. She glanced my way, gratitude and determination shining in her eyes, a look that said more than a thousand words ever could.

Then, just as quickly as it had all started, the Watchers vanished. An uneasy calm settled over the field, the kind that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Uriel prowled the area, searching for Azarel, a low, warning growl rumbling deep in his chest. He hurried to Glenda and Jacob, kneeling beside them, the fire in his gaze softening as he touched them gently.

Michelle’s voice broke the silence, thick with tears and hope. “Are they... are they alive?”

Uriel nodded, his expression grim. “They’re in a deep sleep... I can’t wake them.” And just like that, he was gone again, the guardian angel disappearing into the gathering storm.

I stood watch over my friends, heart pounding but steady. No matter what darkness rose, I’d be their shield, their strength. That was my promise. That was what it meant to love like a warrior.
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I looked down at Jacob, fiercely willing that stubborn old man to open his eyes. My hands moved with steady, practiced determination as I started CPR again, refusing to let even a whisper of defeat take root. Jacob didn’t budge, his eyes clamped shut, jaw locked, not a flicker of that ornery spark I’d come to count on. Still, I pressed on. Sometimes, all that stood between life and loss was a man’s grit and the love he held for his people. I’d learned to bet everything on that.

A door creaked somewhere behind me. Instinct took over, I tensed, ready to stand my ground, every muscle primed, heart steady and unafraid. But instead, it was Caleb, strong as ever, walking in with little Nora cradled protectively in his arms. Liza, Shauna, and Uriel followed close behind. 

Relief hit me like a wave, fierce, overwhelming, grounding. Liza was safe. For now, anyway. I sent up a silent prayer of gratitude. Even if it was only a brief reprieve, I’d take it.

Shauna rushed to us the instant she saw Glenda and Jacob sprawled on the floor. She tried to rouse them, her voice trembling with stubborn hope, panic simmering just beneath the surface. 

Whatever curse Azarel had spun still clung tight. All I could do was keep my head and offer whatever help I could... an IV, a doctor, a steady set of hands, anything to buy them time and safety while we figured out how to break the spell.

Then Liza’s eyes found mine, wide, luminous, raw with relief and something quietly fierce. Uriel’s light picked out the tears trembling at the edge of her lashes, catching the ache she tried so hard to hide. She bit her lip and stepped closer, that familiar spark shining through exhaustion and fear. God, I admired her strength.

When she reached me, I didn’t hesitate. I pulled her in, holding her tight, strong and sure, the way a man holds what he treasures most. For a moment, the world faded away and it was just the two of us. Through every fight, every brush with darkness, I’d clung to the hope that I could protect her. Right then, I prayed for nothing more than the strength to keep her safe, for as long as God gave me breath.

She stepped back and studied my face, worry etched into every line. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice low, trembling at the edges, but her eyes hardening with each passing second. She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, searching my eyes with that steady look that always saw right through my bravado. “How’d you get here? Weren’t you supposed to be at the hotel?” she added, her lips pressed into a thin, worried line. Then, softer, “Are you... alright?”

Her hands moved over me with gentle urgency, searching for injuries with a touch that was both tender and efficient. When she spotted the gash on my arm, her breath caught, worry flashing across her eyes. The way she pressed her fingers to the wound, so careful, so deliberate, went straight to my heart. 

I let a grin slip through, aiming to reassure her, even if I was running on faith and fumes. 

“I’m alright. Michael played chauffeur tonight. Guess he figured you’d need a little backup.” I teased, dropping my voice so only she could hear. I squeezed her hand, letting my eyes say what I didn’t trust my voice to hold steady. “Besides, it’d take a lot more to knock me out of the fight.” 

I offered her a half-smile, hoping to take the edge off her concern, and let my voice soften as I tried to lighten the moment. I gave her a wink, hoping to remind her I was still standing... still me.

“Michael?” she repeated, searching my face for any sign this was just another one of my jokes.

“The archangel,” I clarified, keeping my voice steady, even though the memory of it all still felt strange and a little unreal. Funny thing, after facing down monsters and chaos, it was the simple act of saying it out loud that nearly bowled me over.

Her eyes widened, disbelief and worry flickering behind them. For a moment, she just stared, like she was searching for solid ground in a world that kept shifting beneath her feet. 

“But... why?” she managed, her voice barely holding steady. “Why would he bring you here? You... you can’t even see the Watchers.”

“He did more than just drop me off,” I said, letting some warmth seep into my voice, hoping it would anchor us both. I held her gaze, offering all the quiet confidence I could muster. “He blessed my infrared goggles and arrow launcher, so now I can see the Watchers—and fight them, with you.” 

I let a small, proud grin break through, teasing just a little, hoping she’d feel steadier with me in her corner. Truth was, I was honored. There’s no higher calling than standing shoulder to shoulder with the people you cared for, especially when the world’s trying its best to tear you apart.

She glanced at the gear. Her expression caught somewhere between worry and reluctant acceptance. 

“Why would he do that?” she asked, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I really wish you’d stayed back. It’d be easier... safer, if you weren’t mixed up in all this.” 

There was gentleness in her tone, but also a streak of iron, the kind that only comes from caring for someone fiercely and not wanting to lose them.

Before I could muster a reply, Uriel stepped in, his presence as steady as a mountain. His eyes burned with a loyalty I recognized. A loyalty forged on the battlefield. 

“If he had stayed behind, Michelle may not have made it,” he said, every word weighted like a soldier’s oath. That was the highest compliment among fighters, and it sat deep. 

I nodded my respect, feeling the gravity of it.

Liza turned to him, desperation sharpening her voice, pushing past the gentleness I loved in her. 

“But why him?” she pressed, frustration and fear mingling in her words. “Of all people, why did it have to be him?”

“He’s
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