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        Healer (pr. n.) A rare type of Soulkeeper who has the power to heal people and situations. Healers can tell right from wrong even in the most confusing of circumstances.

         

        Helper (pr. n.) A type of Soulkeeper specialized in the art of equipping Horsemen for their work.

         

        Horseman (pr. n.) A type of Soulkeeper who acts as a warrior, battling Watchers when all other tactics have failed.

         

        influence (v.) Act of placing a human under the spell of a Watcher. Usually, Watchers will lure their victims to drink an addictive elixir that subjects the person to the Watcher’s will.

         

        red stone (n.)An enchanted gem given to another Soulkeeper by a Healer that allows the Soulkeeper a window into the Healer’s abilities. It is given when the Horseman or Helper needs guidance over an extended period of time away from the Healer.

         

        Soulkeeper (pr. n.) A person with a recessive genetic abnormality that gives them power to fight Watchers. Each Soulkeeper’s gift is as unique and individual as a fingerprint but their purpose falls into three categories: Helper, Horseman, or Healer. A Soulkeeper’s power is triggered by a stressful event and is only fully realized when the person accepts their true purpose.

         

        soulkeeper’s staff (n.) A branch of the tree that grew out of Oswald Silva’s buried corpse. Used by a Soulkeeper, the staff acts as a portal, transporting the user from one place to another. Makes a sound like a firecracker when activated. Also known as an enchanted staff.

         

        Watcher (pr. n.) Angels who defected with Lucifer from God’s grace. Also called fallen angels or demons, these beings have the skin and eyes of a snake, and wings like a bat. They are skilled in illusion and sorcery, appearing as model-perfect human beings most of the time. They are notoriously lazy, preferring to wait until their victims are physically or emotionally weak to attack. They live below ground in a place called Nod because the sun drains their powers. They gain strength by eating human flesh obtained by abducting people and keeping them as slaves.
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      Abigail Silva knew she was dreaming, the kind of bittersweet dream that could float away on the current of a waking breath. Clue one was the June snow. It drifted down around her as she walked into her garden, the delicate plants unbothered by the winter storm. The lush foliage harkened back to the days when Oswald's soul still warmed the air.

      Gideon waited for her, closer than usual, close enough to cause her skin to prickle from the heat in real life. A lock of wild auburn hair cut across his forehead and his pearl-white wings folded against his back.

      Holding her breath, she reached for him. Slow. Tentative. Would her imagination allow her this one sweet experience? Or, would her touch fill them both with scorching pain as it did in the waking world?

      Soft ecstasy. There was no pain, no burn. Her shaky exhale ruffled the feathers where her hand made contact. Gentle but eager, she stroked his wing downward, moving her caress to his upper arm. The light from within him shimmered between her fingers. Touching Gideon was touching heaven. She inhaled the smell of sandalwood, orange blossoms, warmth, and light.

      A smile spread lazily across Gideon's face, reaching all the way to his emerald-green eyes. He raised one rugged palm. She pressed her cheek into his hand. Those pearly wings enveloped her body, protecting her from the snow, a thoughtful but unnecessary gesture considering her Watcher skin couldn't feel the cold.

      Abigail decided as long as she was dreaming, she'd make the most of it. For centuries she'd wondered what it would feel like to kiss Gideon. His lips were full, parted, waiting. Tilting her chin, she pressed her mouth to his. She closed her eyes, desperate to cling to every detail of the honey-sweet kiss. How long could she remain here in this fantasy? She vowed to fight waking with everything she had.

      Pain. Abigail opened her eyes. Gideon was gone, replaced with the cold, blond illusion that the devil preferred to use. She might have screamed but there was something in her mouth. What had tasted like honey now moved bitter and rough on her tongue. She gagged, pitching forward. A cockroach crawled from her bottom lip and dropped to the dirt.

      “Lucifer!” she spat.

      “You remember me, Abigail? So glad I made an impression the last time we were together. Have ten thousand years of absence made the heart grow fonder?”

      She scrambled away from him. “Am I still dreaming or is this real?”

      “Both, my dear. You are still asleep, and this is very much real.”

      Pulse racing, she tried to turn for the gate but her legs refused to obey. When Lucifer wanted an audience he got one. “Why are you here? I thought we agreed to go our separate ways after the fall?”

      “Separate ways, yes. But I hadn't counted on you going the opposite way. You've crawled straight back to God. The list of Soulkeepers I stole from you—I believe you had no intention of sharing it with me. You're helping Him now. Unfair, Abigail. You were supposed to be mine.”

      “We had an agreement.”

      “I've never had a problem breaking an agreement.” Lucifer rolled his eyes and spread his hands.

      “What do you want, Lucifer?”

      “I want you, Abigail. I need your help with something, help only you can give me. Join me and we will conquer this Earth, and I will make you a queen over it.”

      “Not interested,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I know how your promises work. Sure, you’ll make me a queen—Queen of the Damned. Queen of the Broken. The most sorrowful of the sorrowful. No thanks. You forget I have free will. I choose not to help you.”

      Lucifer stepped closer, smoothing his blond hair with his hand. “Oh, but I can give you something God can't. I can give you Gideon.”

      As dangerous as it was, she leaned toward his face, her teeth coming together in an audible snap. “You've been breathing too many sulfur fumes. Gideon is not yours to give. God has promised us humanity. Gideon and I will be together.”

      “When? Pity about God's promises. He's always sketchy on the details. You never thought it would take this long, did you? For all you know, it could be another thousand years.” Lucifer picked at something under his nail, then held his hand to the light, admiring his manicure.

      “God always keeps His promises,” she said softly.

      “Yes, eventually. Like Moses reaching the promised land.” Lucifer turned his attention back toward her and pressed his finger into his bottom lip. “Oh wait, that didn’t work out so well for him, did it? What did He promise you, exactly? Did He say He'd make you human when evil is vanquished from the Earth? Clearly that's never going to happen. Must be easy for Him to make promises He never has to keep. And they call me the Lord of Lies.”

      “I'm not talking to you about this. I'm not helping you.” She shook her head and backed away.

      “If I ran things, Abigail, Gideon could fall. I could make him like us. If you were both Watchers, you could touch. You could kiss. And you could be together, forever. Human bodies age and die. What I offer you is permanent.”

      “Gideon would never fall. He’s too good. He’s not like me and he’s definitely not like you.”

      “You underestimate your influence over him. He’d fall for you. You know he’d do it for you. He’s already left heaven for you. It’s not that much farther to go.”

      Abigail squared her shoulders and did a very stupid thing. She met Lucifer’s eyes directly. There was a reason the name Lucifer meant morning star. With his bright blond hair, golden skin, and aqua blue eyes, he was attractive by human standards. But the way he glowed was like looking into the sun. Everything about him pulled her under, a deceivingly bright undercurrent that promised safety but delivered death. Only, somehow, Lucifer made her thoughts twist until she believed she wanted to die. She was desperate to die.

      She tried to remember what she planned to say to him. Even when she looked away, she couldn't shake his hold on her. He smelled just like Gideon. He gave off light like Gideon. She buried her face in her hands and began to weep.

      “There, there, Abigail. I know my presence is overwhelming. Take some time. Think about my offer. I’ll be around.” Where his hand touched her shoulder, Abigail’s skin squirmed like it was covered in maggots. “I’m always around.”

      In the time it took her to lower her hands, he was gone. The darkness swallowed her, suffocating her under ten thousand pounds of weight, as if she were buried alive in her own subconscious. She struggled against the pressure, flailing her arms and kicking into the blackness. With a scream, she awoke tangled in her sheets. Black snakeskin fingers gripped her pillow. Her fingers. She'd lost her human illusion.

      With a few deep breaths, she extended her hand and focused her energy. The scales transformed into smooth alabaster skin. A perfect French manicure took the place of her talons.

      “Another nightmare?” Gideon asked, approaching from the corner of the room where he slept standing up. His light spilled over her.

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me about it.”

      “Don’t be like that, Gideon.” Abigail swept her platinum hair behind her shoulders. The blade-straight coif, her preferred illusion, cascaded elegantly down her back. She hugged her knees to her chest.

      Gideon climbed onto the bed, kneeling beside her carefully. “Abigail, you’ve been secretive and obviously tortured since Lucifer stole the list of Soulkeepers. These nightmares, they mean something. You’re feeling guilty. You should talk about it.”

      As well meaning as the sentiment was, Abigail felt the edge of his words. It was as much an accusation as a suggestion. “I’ve told you, Gideon. I don’t feel guilty about what happened. I conjured the list of Soulkeepers for a good reason. Who knows how many lives I saved by calling Mara here to help slay those Watchers in Chicago? We needed help and I got it. There’s no way I could have foreseen Lucifer would get the list.”

      Two fists came down on the bed in front of her, so hard it bounced her backward on the mattress. “No, Abigail. The Healer told you to wait. You should have waited. Don’t you get it? You acted in your own will. You invited this mess.”

      “No, you don’t get it, Gideon. We have free will for a reason. We’re supposed to think for ourselves, to do what we know is right even when it means breaking the rules. And let’s not forget that I was smart enough to place a spell on the list to keep Lucifer out. He can’t read the list because of me.”

      “He wouldn't have the list at all, if it wasn't for you.”

      Abigail crawled forward, until she was so close to Gideon her face burned. “I don’t feel guilty for what I’ve done. But let’s be honest, you feel ashamed. Right now you are wondering whether your choice to join me on Earth was worth it. You are wondering if I am worth it.”

      Gideon lowered his eyes.

      “That’s all the confirmation I needed.” Abigail bounded off the bed.

      Gideon reached for her, the muscles in his shoulder bunching with the effort. “I know you are worth it, Abigail. You’ve always been worth it. But I wonder if we will ever be in the same place at the same time. I can’t understand what you did because I don’t think like you.” He narrowed his eyes and his reaching hand formed a fist. “We are together, every day, but still worlds apart. Lately, it feels like galaxies apart.”

      Abigail folded her arms over her chest and turned toward the stained-glass window. “Maybe we are.”

      “I do not regret coming to Earth for you, but this is hell. Having you but not having you is hell. No, I don’t understand how you stay as strong as you do, or how you have the courage to risk our future on what you feel is the right thing to do.” He crawled off the bed and took a step toward her. “I don’t have that kind of courage.”

      With a deep sigh, Abigail pivoted to face him. “I’m not ready to give up.”

      Gideon shook his head. “I won’t give up. Ever.”

      Silence wedged itself between them, but it wasn’t because there was nothing left to say. The words that waited in the corners had sharp edges. Words like that could do permanent damage if flung too hard at the one you loved.

      “Do you want to watch the sunrise from the tower?” Gideon asked.

      “Can you still hear it?”

      “No, not really. Sometimes, when it breaks the horizon, I think, maybe. There’s a smell like citrus and seawater. But it only lasts a second and then it’s gone. I’m beginning to think it’s more memory than reality.”

      “I can’t even remember it anymore. All I can see is the light.”

      Gideon’s face twisted and he looked away from her.

      “It’s still worth seeing.” She spread her arms. “It’s worth seeing with you.”

      He ran toward her and leaped, transforming into the red cat before landing in her embrace. She scratched him behind the ears and sank her lips into his plush red fur. “Don’t worry, my love. I can fix this. If we keep believing, if we keep moving forward…”

      Gideon purred.

      “Trust me. Trust me and I promise I’ll do whatever it takes to keep us together.”
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      Behind the kitchen window of their cheery yellow home, John and Carolyn Laudner did what they always did on lazy mornings. John read the paper from front to back while Carolyn gossiped to the rafters about anything and everything she’d heard that week. With Lillian opening the shop, Katrina away at summer school, and Jacob spending the day with Malini, Carolyn had plenty of time to speculate about everyone else’s business and didn’t spare John a single thought.

      “Did you know they still haven’t found Stephanie Westcott?” she asked. “Every time Fran comes to book club, it’s like the pink elephant in the room. No one knows how to comfort her.”

      John grunted, flipping to the sports section.

      “Well, Fran Westcott is just beside herself. She insists the police aren’t doing anything, but I heard from Rosanne that her husband has exhausted all of Paris’ resources on searching for the girl. Even as captain, there’s only so much he can do. You know what people think, John?”

      “Hmm.”

      “They think she ran off with a boy. She’s the oldest and Fran always treated her like the baby of the family. People think she just had enough of her mother and took off.” Carolyn took a sip of her coffee. “You know what I think?”

      John grunted.

      “I think that Fran Westcott needs to let it go.”

      This made John look up from his paper. “Her daughter is missing, Carolyn. She could be dead, or worse. A person doesn’t just let that go. A person shouldn’t just let that go. How would you feel if it was Katrina?”

      Carolyn pursed her lips and took another sip of coffee. “I suppose you’re right. It's just so darn sad. And now, with the bombing at the school and Dane Michaels still missing, I wonder what this world is coming to. A body doesn't know what to do to help.”

      John mumbled something that sounded like “stop blabbing about it.”

      “What, John?” Carolyn asked, sure she misheard him.

      He looked her in the eyes. His lips parted.

      “Oh wait, John, look!” Carolyn pointed out the bay window. “Abigail is headed for our door. I wonder what’s going on?”

      “I’m sure you’ll find out,” John said, folding his paper and pushing back his chair.

      When the doorbell rang, Carolyn motioned frantically with her hand. John slowly walked to her side before she opened the door.

      “Why hello, Abigail! How nice of you to stop by.”

      “Carolyn,” Abigail said, tipping her head forward. “How are you and John doing today?”

      “Us?” Carolyn glanced toward John, who smiled stiffly over her shoulder. “Oh we are just fabulous! Enjoying all of this time together now that Katrina is out of the house.” She bobbed her head.

      “Good to hear.” Abigail smiled and handed her an envelope. “Looks like Pete accidentally put one of your letters in my mailbox.”

      Carolyn accepted the envelope and ran her finger over her name and address on the label. Her eyes narrowed and her mouth pulled into a straight line. “Thank you. So unlike Pete. I wonder if something’s going on at home?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Abigail said. “Well, I’ll let you get back to your morning.” She turned to leave.

      “Wait, Abigail,” Carolyn called, her voice rising in pitch. “Can I ask you about something?”

      “Of course. What?”

      “I thought I saw a man through your window the other day.” Carolyn lowered her chin and raised her eyebrows. “A very attractive man. Are you seeing someone?”

      Abigail’s face was unreadable. She was so still Carolyn thought she was having a stroke or something. After a few awkward moments of silence, Abigail glanced at the yard and smiled sheepishly. “Nothing gets by you, Carolyn. Yes, I am.”

      Carolyn bounced up and down clapping her hands. “Is it someone from town? Someone I know?”

      “Nope. He works at the University of Illinois with me.”

      “How exciting! Well, tell us his name.” Carolyn slapped back the nudge of John’s knuckle.

      Abigail opened her mouth and tilted her head. “Gideon. His name is Gideon.”

      “Ah, a biblical name. A man can’t go wrong with a name like that,” Carolyn said.

      “Unless he’s one of the many murderers named Matthew, Mark, Luke, or Moses,” John chimed in. “Notice I left off John. Johns are good people.”

      Abigail laughed. Carolyn elbowed her husband in the ribs.

      “So, do I hear wedding bells in your future? I’ve always told John that it’s amazing a man hasn’t already snatched up a beautiful woman like you, and smart, too.”

      Abigail’s eyes shifted toward the hem of her long skirt.

      “Please excuse my wife, Abigail,” John said. “She has a terrible time minding her own business.”

      Carolyn shot him an appalled stare.

      “No, John, it’s okay. Carolyn, to be honest, I’m not really the marrying type. I like being on my own. I’m not sure you’ll see Gideon around much anymore.”

      “Oh?” Carolyn's lips pressed together. She wondered what must be wrong with a woman to not have any desire to be married.

      “Well, I’ve got to get back to my research. Nice to see you again, John, Carolyn.” Abigail gave a small wave and retreated to her home across the street.

      Carolyn backed into the house, sliding her finger into the envelope flap and ripping it open. There was an official-looking form inside. She read it over as John returned to his paper.

      “John. John!”

      “What is it now, Carolyn?”

      Her hand pressed into her sternum, a smile dimpling her full cheeks. “We’ve won a cruise to the Caribbean!”

      “What?” John returned to her side, lifting the paper from her hands.

      “I entered that Crispy Crepes contest that came on the box. We won! We won the cruise!”

      John read the letter twice over Carolyn's shoulder, then slapped his upper thigh. “Well, I’ll be damned! Wait, it says we leave from New Orleans the day after tomorrow. If we’re going to do this, we’ve got to hustle.”

      Carolyn shook her head. “We can’t just leave? What about Jacob? What about the store?”

      “Jacob has his mom now, and I’m sure Lillian wouldn’t mind watching the store for a couple of weeks.”

      Nodding her head, Carolyn moved toward the stairs. “Ooh, I’ve got to get packing. There’s so much to do.” She jogged up the steps, anxious to get started. Wait until my book club hears about this.
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      With Malini’s hand pressed over Jacob’s eyes, he tried to use his other senses to figure out their location. Wherever they were, it was sunny. Light broke through between her fingers and warmed his skin. The roll of ocean waves mingled with the unmistakable smell of saltwater. He slipped off his shoe and was rewarded with sand beneath his toes.

      “The beach,” he said.

      “Which beach?” Her lips grazed his ear and the warm whisper made his skin tingle.

      “Malini, I can’t possibly guess. It could be any beach in the world.” He tugged at her fingers.

      “Ah, ah, ah. You’re smarter than that, Jacob. Guess again.”

      Jacob took a deep breath and tried to concentrate, not an easy task with Malini’s cheek pressed into the side of his neck, and her body against his. He’d play along. After all, he didn’t actually have to sort through all the beaches of the world, just the ones Malini might take him to for his seventeenth birthday. Since they’d arrived by way of enchanted staff, they had to be somewhere Malini could picture clearly in her mind. That meant she’d either been here before or seen pictures.

      It had to be Hawaii. Not only had Jacob shown her pictures of his favorite beaches, but for months he’d been begging her to go. Since the day he'd met her, he’d longed to show her where he grew up.

      “Hawaii,” Jacob said. “Oahu for sure. But which beach?”

      Malini sighed but didn’t say anything.

      “I think … Waimea Bay,” he said.

      Malini groaned and dropped her hand. “How did you know? I thought I had you.”

      “Lucky guess.” He smiled. Content, his attention drifted to the blue-green waves. “Thank you, Malini. I’ve wanted to come back here since my first day in Paris.”

      “Why didn’t you come back before this? I mean, with the staff you could’ve come any time you wanted.”

      Jacob took off his other shoe and sat down on the beach, tugging Malini down next to him. Sifting handfuls of sand through his fingers, he tried to put his feelings into words. “I guess I was afraid to come alone. It's hard to explain. Before I found Mom in Nod, I wanted to come back here because I thought of it as home. But now, all the family I have left is in Paris. Sure, I like the weather here better, but every time I thought about leaving, I wondered if that would be the day Lucifer would launch an attack on Paris.” He leaned back on the heels of his palms. “Last year, I thought I lost everything, and then I met you and found Mom. Coming here alone would feel like tempting fate. You know?”

      Malini slid herself between Jacob’s knees and leaned her back against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders, breathing in the familiar scent of coconut that lingered in her hair from her particular brand of shampoo.

      “I think I get it,” she said. “We can’t go backward in life. Your memories here were important but returning alone would feel like you weren't grateful for your new life. Only with me here, it's okay because we’re building new memories.”

      A warm breeze wafted through his hair and Jacob watched a pair of pigeons fight over a French fry at the water’s edge. “Yeah,” he said. “Anyway, I love it. Thank you for coming here with me.” He kissed her on the cheek.

      Turning her head, she met his lips. He dipped her over his leg to position her for a deeper kiss, but stopped when the father of a family with small children cleared his throat accusingly behind them. Self-conscious, he sat up and put some space between their bodies.

      “What do you want to do first?” he asked. “I’d teach you to surf but no surfboard.”

      “Sorry. Surfboards and enchanted staffs don’t mix.”

      “We could get shave ice from Matsumotos? Or pop over to my old apartment building.”

      Malini shrugged. “Both. Unfortunately, we have an errand to run first.”

      “Nooooo,” Jacob said. “Are you telling me that my birthday trip isn’t just celebratory?”

      “It’s time to start gathering the Soulkeepers. Master Lee is here, as is a Horseman named Jesse that he’s training. We need to persuade them to come with us to Eden. They’re not safe here. Not anymore.”

      “And you know this because?”

      “Because it’s my job to know this.”

      “Seriously, Malini, prom was three weeks ago. Why now? Couldn’t it wait one more day?”

      “Jacob, I’m sorry but you know how this works. I see it in the fabric and I have to act. When I go to the In Between, it’s like finding a needle in a haystack. The details jump out to me when the time is right.”

      Pushing himself up onto his feet, he sighed. “Fine. Soulkeeper stuff first, but you owe me a shave ice.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “And, Malini, please tell me you brought cab fare because Red Door Martial Arts is across the island from here and no way can we use the staff in that part of town.”

      She reached into the pocket of her shorts and pulled out a wad of cash. “I got it covered.”

      “Let’s go. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can do something important, like celebrate the day of my birth.”

      Smiling, she took his hand and led him toward the street.

      [image: ]

      Through the plate-glass window of Red Door Martial Arts, Jacob watched a class of elementary school kids dressed in karate uniforms. A Filipino man with a Mohawk demonstrated a series of kicks and punches at the front of the dojo. The far wall was decorated with a display of weapons. Beside them, a ginormous red door with a clunky metal ring for a knob spanned the building.

      “I guess we're in the right place,” Malini said to him, eyeing the door.

      “This is where it all started for my mom,” Jacob said. “She told me she saw the weapons and wanted to know if she could use them. It was before she knew she was a Horseman.”

      “I’m sure she raised some eyebrows. Overnight Ninja.” Malini threaded her fingers into his.

      “Yeah, they should have a special belt for that.” Jacob tugged the door open and slid quietly along the windows, past the place where a group of parents watched the lesson. The instructor eyed them suspiciously as they made their way toward the door labeled Office in gold press-on letters. One f, half-peeled from the wood, hung precariously by a corner. Jacob knocked twice.

      “Come in.” Jacob recognized the man’s voice. It had been a long time since their phone conversation about his mom but the deep, accented tone was not one he could forget easily.

      Inside, a small Chinese man with a shaved head and one milky eye sat, hands folded, behind a desk. For a moment, Jacob questioned whether he was mistaken about the man’s identity. The frail body in front of him couldn’t be the great Master Lee. But when the man saw Malini, he leapt over the desk and bowed at the waist in a series of unnaturally lithe movements.

      “Master Lee?” Malini asked.

      “At your service, Healer.”

      “Please, call me Malini, and this is Jacob.” She extended her hand to the elderly man.

      “To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?”

      Malini sighed. “Something’s happened. We need to talk with you and Jesse.”

      “Your timing is perfect. He’s here practicing now. I’ll introduce you,” Master Lee said.

      Jacob was confused. The office was small and the only door led out to the dojo. But if he’d learned anything during his time as a Soulkeeper, it was to expect the impossible. Master Lee walked to a tall file cabinet with a keypad lock in the upper left corner. After punching in a series of numbers, the front of the drawers swung open to reveal a narrow passageway.

      “After you.” Master Lee pointed his hand toward the opening.

      Jacob followed Malini through the cabinet, down a hallway lit by bare incandescent bulbs, to a dojo behind the office. Unlike the area up front, this one had no windows. Painted cinderblock walls and fluorescent lights were the extent of the decor. At the center of the room, a boy knelt on the sanded wood floor. He wasn’t wearing a uniform like the students out front. Instead, he was clothed in sweats and a T-shirt with a logo too faded to read. With dark-blond hair, long for a boy, and a scrawny build reminiscent of high school band geeks everywhere, he was unremarkable, like he might blend into the floor and disappear. His eyes were closed.

      “Jesse, we have guests,” Master Lee said softly.

      The boy opened his eyes and instantly went from unremarkable to spooky. His irises glowed electric violet. Malini gasped.

      “Yeah, I get that sometimes. I usually wear special glasses or contacts when I'm with the general population.” His soft voice barely carried across the empty room.

      Curiosity got the best of Jacob. He stepped toward Jesse. “Excuse me, not to be rude, but what can you, um, do?”

      “Geez, Jacob. Forward much? Don’t you think we should introduce ourselves first?” Malini elbowed his side.

      “Sorry. I’m Jacob. I’m a Horseman, too, and this is Malini.” He stared at Jesse expectantly.

      Malini sighed deeply. “Patience isn’t high on Jacob’s list of virtues. We’re sorry to disturb your practice.”

      “It’s okay,” Jesse said. “If Master Lee brought you back here, he must trust you, and I so rarely have an audience when I practice.” He rolled onto his back and flipped up onto his feet. “I’m a ghost.”

      “A ghost.” Jacob furrowed his brow. “Like you're dead?”

      He chuckled. “No. I’m very much alive, but have perfected the art of making others forget that particular flaw when I want them to.”

      Jacob rotated his head toward Master Lee and raised his eyebrows. The old man nodded. There was a bottle of water against the wall behind Jesse. Jacob reached out with his power, keeping his hands folded innocently in front of him. He willed the water to pop open and then sent four razor-sharp needles of ice hurtling toward Jesse’s back.

      Jesse didn’t flinch. For a moment Jacob worried he’d shred the new Soulkeeper. But the ice passed right through the guy, as if he were an illusion. The needles hit the opposite wall and melted down the cinderblocks. Floored, Jacob stepped forward and grabbed Jesse’s forearm, as solid and human as Jacob’s.

      “You owe me a new water,” Jesse murmured. His arm dissolved from between Jacob’s fingers. In the blink of an eye, he’d completely disappeared and reappeared next to Master Lee.

      “Wow,” Jacob said.

      Master Lee beamed with pride. “When he came to me, he could only shift the molecules in his arms. Now he can disperse his entire body and bring it back together. We’ve had him in the air for as long as five minutes.”

      Malini cleared her throat. “Your gift is amazing, Jesse. Unfortunately, we need to talk about something serious and I don’t think we should wait. Master Lee, here or in your office?”

      “I believe the chairs in my office will be more comfortable.” Master Lee led the group through the corridor and keyed the code to open the cabinet. They emerged into the small office. Malini and Jesse slid into the two chairs in front of the desk. Jacob pulled over a stack of boxes with Chinese characters written in permanent marker on the front and got comfortable.

      “As you both know, Watcher activity has been increasing steadily over the last several months,” Malini began.

      Jesse shifted in his chair. “We noticed. We can hardly keep up.”

      “We have reason to believe that Lucifer is planning an attack. We're not sure of all of the details but we do know that he's obtained a list of active Soulkeepers. Your names are on that list.”

      Master Lee cleared his throat. “He knows who we are?”

      “Not yet. The list is guarded by a spell but it's only a matter of time before he finds a way to read it. You’re not safe here anymore. We believe Lucifer is planning to kill the Soulkeepers. Everyone on that list.”

      “How do we stop him? What do we need to do?” Lee rubbed his milky eye with his fingers.

      “We need to move you to a safe house. We have a place where we can train together and prepare a coordinated defense.”

      Jesse’s head snapped around. “Malini, is it? I don’t understand. I’m a Horseman. It’s my job to protect people from Watchers. If they come, I’ll kill them. Not the other way around.”

      Placing her hand on Jesse’s, Malini turned her full attention to the boy’s purple eyes. “If it were one or two, I’d know you could handle it. Lucifer is raising an army and he’s collected hundreds of humans to feed them. If you are able to fight off the ones who come for you, you’ll be distracted from the real attack, the battle for humanity.”

      Master Lee leaned forward. “Are you saying Lucifer is attempting to reclaim the earthly realm?”

      “Exactly. We don’t know how he’s planning to do it but we know translating the list is a major step in his plan. Our only hope to stop him is to convene the remaining Soulkeepers. He’ll expect us to be scattered. We need to unite and have a coordinated defense of our own.”

      “Remaining?” Jesse pushed forward to the edge of his seat. “You said, ‘remaining Soulkeepers.’”

      “There may be others, in other countries, or who haven’t come into power yet, but we have reason to believe that the names on the list are key to thwarting Lucifer’s plan. The list has thirteen names: nine Horsemen, three Helpers, and me, the Healer.”

      Jesse’s hand went to his mouth. “You’re the Healer?” he said between his fingers. “I didn’t know.”

      Malini smiled and shook her head. “It’s okay. I wouldn’t expect you to. I was surprised Master Lee recognized me.” She squinted eyes at Lee. “How did you know?”

      The old man pointed at his milky blue eye. “My gift. The supernatural have an aura. Horsemen carry a ruby glow, Helpers a cool azure, but you, Malini, sparkle an intense green. I’ve only seen that color once before, the last Healer.”

      “Can you see Watchers?”

      He nodded. “Their aura is black as tar.”

      “I think that ability will come in very useful. As I was saying, there were thirteen on the list but one of our Horsemen, Mara, died a few weeks ago. Twelve remain. Besides myself and Jacob, we have another, Jacob’s mother, Lillian.”

      “One of my students! How is Lillian?” Lee asked.

      “She’s wonderful. She’s getting our new facility ready. There is a place, a school where we can train safely. I need you both to come with me and stay there while Jacob and I gather the other seven.”

      Jesse shook his head. “I can’t. I’m a freshman at the University of Hawaii. I’m halfway through the semester. I can’t just leave. I’ll fail all my classes.”

      “We have someone that helps us with situations like this,” Jacob said. “She can alter records, make the school believe you’ve come down with a long-term illness. She’ll make it work. You can go back to majoring in basket weaving when you’re done saving the world.”

      “Elementary education, thank you very much. The children are our future.” Jesse flashed a lopsided grin. “I get your point. I guess if Lucifer is running the planet it might curb the employment opportunities. If my Helper goes, I go.”

      Master Lee nodded and picked up the phone. “I will arrange for my assistant, Michael, to take over the dojo in my absence.” A voice buzzed on the other end of the line and Master Lee rambled something in Chinese.

      “I’ll need to stop at my dorm and pack a few things,” Jesse said.

      “No problem.” Malini rose and moved toward the door. Master Lee hung up the phone and stepped around the desk.

      Jacob nudged Malini’s hand out of the way. “Let me get that for you,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows. Opening doors for her had become a kind of joke, a way to play the chivalrous male even though she was ten times more powerful than he was. He kept his eyes on hers as he swung open the pinewood door.

      Silver flashed at the edge of Jacob's vision and searing pain ripped through his stomach. He crumpled in the doorframe. Beside him, Malini screamed. The man with a Mohawk, the one who’d been teaching class, tore the blade from Jacob, sending a spray of blood up Malini’s side and across her face. Removing her glove, she thrust her skeletal hand at the man’s chest, but he kept coming.

      “He’s possessed!” Lee yelled, dodging the man's slashing blade.

      Malini clenched her healing hand, but before she could act, Jesse materialized behind the man. With a pair of nunchucks from the wall, he thwacked Mohawk in the head, sending his body tumbling to the ground. Thrusting his hand into the man's skull, Jesse's molecules broke apart as they entered the flesh, fishing for the Watcher inside. He pulled his fist back, latched onto the black ooze.

      “Come
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